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PHORGOTTEN PHENOMENA

The Strange 
Case of the 

Intermittent 
Condition

NORMAN J. MORIBER, MearsGroup, Inc., San Ramon, California

Being a cathodic protection corrosionist is a lot like 

being a detective. It is necessary to examine all the 

evidence when solving a mystery. Sometimes it is 

necessary to establish a stakeout. T at’s what was 

done to fi nd the source of intermittent shorts in this 

incident. Careful use of instrumentation, data 

analysis, and observation solved the problem.  

M
any corrosion investigations 

exhibit similarities to classic 

detective mysteries as the evi-

dence is gathered and inter-

preted until the culprit is identifi ed and 

apprehended. In fact, they might be writ-

ten as a combination of the hard-bitten 

reality of Sam Spade and the impeccable 

logic of Sherlock Holmes. Here is one 

that could be titled, “The Strange Case 

of the Intermittent Condition.”

The day began like an ordinary spring 

day, in the mid-70s—the year, that is. 

The early morning temperature was 

somewhat cooler. My assignment for the 

day: the semiannual checkout of the ca-

thodic protection (CP) system for the next 

segment of a natural gas pipeline. What’s 

involved? Just isolation fl anges at the ends 

and at the few industrial services, lots of 

test stations, and one rectifier. These 

systems had been operating as designed 

for years, and it was just a matter of mak-

ing a rather long drive to the site to obtain 

all the data.

Everything was going smoothly. The 

fi rst few potentials were consistent with 

past surveys. I thought to myself: all will 

be well. The day was bright and warming 

up nicely. One more test station and it 

would be time to break for lunch at a 

little place I fi rst learned about when I 

was just a wire carrier for the engineer 

who trained me. 

Then I saw something that made me 

lose my appetite: a pipe-to-soil potential 

that looked like a utility infi elder’s batting 

average. I checked the test station wires, 

then my meter. No, they weren’t the 

problem.

I drove back to the last test station with 

a good potential and confirmed that 

something had changed drastically. I 

decided to check the rectifi er after brav-

ing the daily special at the friendly 

diner.

Sure enough, the rectifi er was operat-

ing, but the familiar hum was coming 
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from a nest of bees. They didn’t seem to 

like me any more than I liked them. After 

evicting them, I found that the rectifi er 

was producing more current than during 

the last spring survey. A little testing 

showed that the pipe-side resistance had 

dropped signifi cantly. My prime suspect: 

the isolation fl anges.

I used a signal transmitter at the recti-

fi er and quickly found that almost all of 

the signal went south. I started tracing the 

signal, checking individual fl anges along 

the way. I found nothing unusual and 

went back to the rectifi er to collect my 

equipment.

When I turned the rectifi er back on, I 

noticed that the current output had re-

turned to its usual level. A quick stop at 

a nearby test station suggested that every-

thing was fi ne again. This was puzzling. 

Very puzzling indeed!

The next morning, I spot-checked 

potentials that had been good before and 

continued north. Just before noon, the 

potentials dove again. This time I put the 

transmitter at the north end of the seg-

ment and worked south, checking fl anges 

and noting the types of businesses along 

the right-of-way for suspicious operating 

patterns. It was now afternoon.

At 4 p.m., the signal became fuzzy and 

hard to follow. The potentials were back 

up. I removed the transmitter and set a 

recorder at the south end to check on the 

overnight behavior.

I waited until the following Monday 

to check the chart and found that the 

intermittent condition was present be-

tween 11:30 a.m. and 4 p.m. but had 

taken nights and the weekend off. This 

was even more puzzling!

Once again I was ready to investigate, 

but there was no crime in progress. Yet it 

certainly appeared to be related to some-

body’s business schedule. I staked out a 

test station near the middle of the pipe 

segment, waiting for the “criminal” to 

return to the scene. At 11:30 a.m., the sun 

got quite warm, and I got out of the car 

to take off my jacket. I heard a clattering 

noise and saw the pen on the recorder 

bouncing around like a ping-pong ball.

Then I turned toward the noise and 

saw that a worker had just fi nished twist-

ing a metal coat hanger around the 

doorknob of a corrugated metal door on 

a corrugated metal building. The other 

end of the hanger had been looped 

around the gas service riser to provide 

ventilation when the late morning sun 

heated the building. The hanger was re-

moved each afternoon during the work 

week just before quitting time.

The crime was solved. The culprit: the 

coat hanger. It was grounding the pipe-

line. I confi scated the garment suspension 

device (in exchange for a suitable piece of 

rope). I thought about keeping this me-

mento on my offi ce wall as a trophy of the 

hunt, but hanging was too good for it.
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