FAQ’s – U.S. DOT Liquids Pipeline “OQ” (Operator Qualification) Rule

Compiled by BP Pipelines (Revised 17 October 2007) 


What is OQ?

OQ is a rule promulgated by the U.S. Department of Transportation, Office of Pipeline Safety.  It is designed to ensure that qualified and knowledgeable personnel perform work on pipeline facilities, whether they are the pipeline owner/operator’s employees, or those of a contractor hired for a specific scope of work or package of services.

What do I, as a contractor serving the pipeline industry, need to do to comply?

You will need to provide suitable proof to the owner/operator of the pipeline that your personnel are qualified and knowledgeable in specific, itemized tasks they are performing on the pipelines (“Covered Tasks”) in accordance with the DOT OQ Rules.  In order to eliminate the costs of duplicating this qualification process with each pipeline company, the pipeline industry has joined with NCCER (National Center for Construction Education and Research), NACE and OQSG to make it possible for a common industry-wide process to be used.   These OQ providers will make the results of the qualification process for individuals available to the pipelines and the contractors who join them in this effort via an Internet-accessible database of qualified employees.  This database is ISNetworld
What is this going to cost me?

Contractors will need to pay accredited training/testing Sponsors for the costs of testing and qualifying employees to perform Covered Tasks.   There is also a nominal fee charged annually to operate and administer the database (ISNetworld) that is used to maintain employee qualification records.  Contractors may also need to provide training (through in-house, NCCER, NACE or OQSG) for those employees who need training in order to gain the knowledge and proficiency to pass the qualification examination process.  

For additional information on assessment (testing) and training (optional, if necessary) costs, contact NCCER, NACE and OQSG associated Sponsors by following the web links available at:
www.nccer.org


 HYPERLINK "http://oqsg.com/Products.htm" 

http://oqsg.com/Products.htm

http://www.nace.org/nace/content/education/oq/oq_index.asp
For information on ISN’s ISNetworld product, contact ISN at 214-303-1303 or visit their website at www.isnetworld.com 

What are NCCER, NACE and OQSG?
These three companies provide training materials, task evaluations and/or written exams to contractors and operators that help get employees qualified to work on DOT regulated facilities.
With respect to pipeline OQ, NCCER, NACE and OQSG’s primary roles are to:

· Oversee and administer the training materials (books, coursework) development and publishing process (working with “subject matter experts” from API member companies and people in the pipeline construction industry)

· Oversee and administer the development of tests (written “assessments” and “hands on” performance evaluations).

· Oversee and administer the database of registered qualified individuals 

When do I need to comply with OQ?

The OQ Rules become effective October 28, 2002.  This means that after this date, contractors who have qualified their employees under the NCCER, NACE or OQSG process outlined above must perform all work on Covered Tasks on the pipelines.  This means that contractors will certainly need to be focusing on qualifying (the most expedient method to qualify a large workforce quickly is via written assessment tests) and training (if necessary, in order to pass the assessments) their employees beginning in 2002 in order to have a pool of qualified employees available to work on projects and activities after the October date.  Note that the OQ Rule requirements pertain to employee “qualification” and do not explicitly mandate “training” except as necessary to achieve “qualification”

What is the definition of a Covered Task?

Under the DOT OQ Rules, covered tasks are those that meet the following four criteria:

1. It is performed on a pipeline facility, and
2. Is an operations or maintenance task, and
3. Is required by DOT Regulations Part 195 (liquids PLs) or 192 (gas PLs), and
4. Affects the operation or integrity of the pipeline

Under the rule, each pipeline owner/operator has developed their own list of  Covered Tasks, which must then be presented to the U.S. DOT for review and concurrence.  Due to the specificity of the four criteria above and the need for a common cost-effective approach, the industry formed a working group separate from but associated with  API (American Petroleum Institute – the petroleum industry’s premier industry trade group) to develop a common core list of Covered Tasks.

What are the Covered Tasks?  Is there a published list of these tasks?

The Covered Task list is very detailed and is published elsewhere on this BP website (see OQ Task List – BP Contractors) for your use and reference (and is subject to change).  You should review the referenced list carefully if you are a BP pipeline contractor.  As a general rule (the list  is NOT all-inclusive), the following major groups of activities performed by BP’s contractors and associated with rehabilitation and repair projects and maintenance work fall under the definition of Covered Tasks:

· Pipe Wall Thickness Measurements

· Inspect Buried Pipe When Exposed

· Prepare and Apply Coatings – Aboveground, Buried or Submerged

· Place and Maintain Line Markers

· Backfill Pipe Trench

· Line Locates and Marking

· Inspect Navigable Waterway Crossing

· Inspection of Tanks (API 653)

· Movement/Lowering of Pipeline

· Disconnect, Purging, Sealing of Pipeline

· Install or Repair Aboveground Pipeline Support Structures

· Visual and NDT Testing of Welds

· Virtually all Welding, Weld Repairs on Pipeline

· Mechanical Work (wide variety of types) including Hot Tapping, Stoppling or Plugging Pipeline

· Install Clocksprings

· Conduct Annual Surveys or Electrically Inspect Unprotected Bare Pipe

· Maintain Test Leads

· Inspect and Maintain Rectifier

· Cathodic Protection Remediation

· Monitor for Internal Corrosion (monitor probes, service coupons)

· Perform Internal Corrosion Remediation

Note: Work on pipelines that have never been in service (e.g. new construction) are not operations or maintenance tasks and are not covered by these rules.

I am a contractor on a revamp project.  If the system is physically isolated (e.g. via a “Lock-Out Tag-Out” process) and drained by others (and therefore “physically removed”), can I perform my work without needing to qualify my workforce under “OQ”?

Even if the system is physically isolated from the active pipeline facilities, if it involves repair, relocation or replacement of existing assets then it is subject to “OQ”.  To summarize: all work that (a) consists of Covered Tasks, (b) involves relocations/replacements or repairs to existing pipeline assets and (c) takes place on the pipeline easement or right-of-way requires employees qualified under “OQ” for the Covered Tasks associated with the work.

I am a contractor working on a corrosion cut-out project.  Is fabrication (weld up), inspection and coating of the new joints of pipe prior to installation in the existing pipeline a Covered Task?

Yes – because all the steps mentioned are (a) on BP’s list of Covered Tasks and (b) typically taking place on the pipeline facility (station, right-of-way or temporary or permanent easement).  Only if the same fabrication work was done away from the ROW or easement would it be possible to make a case that these were not Covered Tasks.

Is Emergency Response a Covered Task?

No.  Emergency response activities such as spill containment and mitigation are not considered an operations and maintenance task and therefore do not meet the definition of a Covered Task. However, actions taken following detection of an emergency that involve pipeline operations (e.g. closing block valves) are considered Covered Tasks, as would be the actual repairs that follow a leak or spill. 
Am I required to get training for my employees, should they need it, from NCCER, NACE or OQSG?

No.  You are free to acquired training from any competent entity of your choice, including your own in-house resources.   All BP and the pipeline industry wants (under the U.S. DOT mandate) is confirmation that employees are qualified to perform Covered Tasks in accordance with the regulations.  We believe the most cost-effective way (for the industry as a whole) to achieve this confirmation and maintain the necessary records for the routine tasks performed by thousands of contractor employees is through  the use standard OQ providers.
It does not look like the list of covered tasks has much that applies to electrical contractors working on power supply and lighting systems.  How does OQ apply to them?

Work on power supply and lighting systems are not Covered Tasks.  However, verifying or setting protection points on SCADA systems (including PLCs and field instrumentation) on previously installed facilities undergoing maintenance or modification is considered a Covered Task.

How does this OQ Rule apply to the pipeline owner’s/operator’s employees?

OQ applies to all employees of the pipeline companies who are performing Covered Tasks.  In order to ensure continuity of critical operations, BP has been in the process of developing our own in-house testing and qualification process for our employees since year 2000.

How will employee qualification be verified at a field jobsite by BP?

Contractors will need to provide or make available to BP the necessary documentation.  This may consist initially of hardcopies of transcripts from theISNetworld database, but in order to ensure these records are legitimate, up-to-date and available for audit (up to 5 years after the work per DOT regulations), BP is strongly encouraging contractor use of ISNetworld.  Since the assessment records are the property of the employee (contractor), it will be necessary for contractors to have online access via ISNetworld to assign their qualified employees to BP locations or projects in order for BP to have access to these records (again, as mandated by U.S. DOT).

If all this qualification data is in a common database, will contractors be able to use the database to search for people with identified skills who are not their employees and use this capability to “steal” qualified people from another contractor?

No !  

The ISNetworld product has security safeguards that make it impossible for anyone to access a qualified employee’s records without the consent (via an individually-assigned passcode and PIN number) of the employee.  This means the contractor (as the employer) can only see the qualifications of their own employees, and the pipeline owners will only see qualifications of contractor employees who have been in turn assigned (by the contractor) to a pipeline owner’s project, jobsite, district or region (as defined by the pipeline owner’s requirements).  

For more details on these features, please contact ISN Software directly or visit their website.

Will these OQ Providers qualify a contractor’s own employee testing/qualification process and thereby allow listing of these employees in the database of qualified employees?

There is a process whereby a contractor can become his or her own training Sponsor.  The process to become a Sponsor is moderately rigorous, and requires the appointment of a person to serve in the role of Certified Master Trainer, proctor, etc.  Other requirements may also apply – Please contact the providers more specific details on managing the OQ component to suit your business needs.  Once you are approved and get your requirements sent to the provider of your choice, these providers will share the information with ISNetworld.
I am a small contractor.  I cannot afford the overhead (as outlined above) of conducting my own training and testing programs.  How do I get my employees qualified by testing, and if necessary, get those who cannot pass the tests trained so they do qualify?

OQ Providers partner with other entities around the country to actually deliver the training and testing services.  Many of these entities are Associated Builders & Contractors and similar construction trade association chapters around the country.  Other trade training and testing organizations with a nationwide presence such as General Physics Corporation (www.gpworldwide.com) have announced support as Sponsors for the NCCER PTAP program.  Larger contractors who are qualified to offer assessments may also offer their services to smaller/specialty contractors in their areas with whom they normally work on projects and maintenance tasks for PL operators.   Some OQ providers provide everything you need to manage employee qualifications and will offer solutions to help you achieve qualifications.
Who and what is the Associated Builders & Contractors? 

ABC is a 23,000-member organization of construction and construction-related firms with 82 chapters across the United States.  Among other member benefits, ABC chapters offer training and testing programs themselves and also partners with local accredited institutions such as junior colleges and vocational schools to offering training and qualifications testing for construction-related fields.

Are ABC chapters and their training and testing programs open to everyone?

ABC chapters serve primarily the merit shop construction contracting industry, but most have indicated they are willing to assess and train (if necessary) anyone who wishes to acquire and document their skills.  As each ABC chapter is an independent member of the national ABC federation, they are free to set their own policies with respect to offering training and assessment services to any and all interested parties working in the liquids and gas pipeline construction and maintenance industry.

Will all ABC chapters, General Physics and other OQ affiliated trade groups offer the Pipeline OQ training/tests at all their locations across the country?

Probably not, although it is the hope of the pipeline operators represented by API that many will.  ABC chapters, General Physics and others will gear up with qualified instructors and test administrators to the extent that they understand there is a demand in their service area for services related to the Pipeline OQ Rule.  If an area has few pipelines and pipeline contractors, it is not realistic to expect the ABC (or similar trade group) to expend limited overhead funds on developing programs or offering assessments where there is very little expected demand. In these cases, contractors will need to evaluate other options for training and testing qualification of their personnel.

How will ABC, General Physics and other Sponsors get qualified people to teach the Pipeline OQ materials and conduct the assessments to qualify contractor personnel?

Sponsors without particular pipeline expertise will, in many cases, solicit and hire them (usually on a part-time basis) from contractors and owner organizations in the pipeline industry.  The Sponsor will assume the burden and role of making sure the chosen instructors are qualified and knowledgeable in their claimed field of expertise, and will train them on the course materials and instructional techniques as necessary (at least to the minimums outlined in OQ Provider program guidelines).

Will written OQ tests be offered in languages other than English?  

At the present time, the API OQ working group has decided that it is best for the industry to maintain a single common language base, which will be English.  However, it is allowable and certainly possible to deliver Performance Verification (hands on skill demonstration) tests using appropriately qualified bilingual personnel who can provide directions and ask questions of the qualification candidate orally in a language other than English.

Who decides the level of written and/or “hands on” performance verification testing that will be necessary to qualify an individual to perform a given task or work on a jobsite or project in a given craft role?

This will be up to each pipeline owner (and subject to audit by U.S. DOT).  

In BP’s case, passing the OQ Task-specific questions on either of (a) the applicable written Assessment and (b) demonstrating skills using the Performance Verification process will be necessary.  In addition, any prior qualification process based on demonstration of skills (e.g. welder qualification procedures) as mandated by industry practice, Federal, State or Local codes, BP engineering specification or operating procedures, etc. will be retained.    For complete details on qualification requirements for each Covered Task, see BP’s OQ Covered Task List posted on our website. http://www.bppipelines.com/downloads/Contractor_Task_List_simplified.xls
The Provider framework allows a contract employee to become qualified.  These tests, evaluations and/or performance verifications were developed by subject matter experts in the pipeline industry.
Will both Written Assessment exams and Performance Verification tests be available as a method to qualify for each covered task?

In virtually all cases, yes.

However, it will be up to each pipeline owner to decide the level and type of qualification required for a given craft role or task.  Some owners may accept only one or the other, or they may require both for certain tasks. 
After January 1, 2008, BP will require written and performance verifications for all contractors performing covered task work.
Operational Questions – added February 2003

I am a contractor for BP.  How often must I submit or update my OQ Report (“OQ1/OQ2 Report”) that is sent to BP electronically inside the ISNetworld system ?

Unlike some pipeline operators, BP sees a business benefit in taking advantage of features in the ISNetworld software as designed.  This means that each project, job or maintenance activity performed for BP will be set up in ISNetworld as a Job Site.  Whomever hires (or authorizes) you to perform work for BP should give you the name or JS number of the ISN electronic Job Site.  (If they have not done this, ask them to do it or have their authorized administrative support person do it).

Once the Job Site is set up in ISNetworld, you (the contractor) should assign only the employees that will physically be working on that particular job or project to the electronic Job Site within ISNetworld.  Once the employees are assigned to the Job Site, you must then run and submit your OQ Report to BP in the ISNetworld system.  If you make any changes to employee assignments for the project or job, then you must make the changes in the ISNetworld system and re-run and re-submit the report electronically to BP (notify your BP job representative or contact to tell them that you have done this). (Of course all this is easy for you -  the contractor - to do as it can be done with a few clicks of your computer’s mouse.)

In most cases, BP will be using the contractor blocking feature in ISNetworld to disable access to Job Sites for contractors who have not been authorized or informed they will be performing work there.  Please do not submit OQ Reports “en masse” for all your employees to multiple BP electronic Job Sites unless you are actually doing work there.

If you are a contractor who is “on call” for various small recurring tasks or jobs within a certain geographic area or pipeline District, BP may elect to set up an electronic Job Site that provides a place to submit reports on your employees qualifications throughout the year.  For example, a Job Site could be called ‘Midwest District – 2003 Corrosion Maintenance Tasks’  In this case, you would only need to submit one report as long as the people you are making available for task callout to BP do not change over the course of the year.

If the work a contractor is performing is “non-DOT” (regulated or “jurisdictional”) work, do the employees performing the work need to be OQ qualified ?

No.

By definition, any non-DOT work is not a Covered Task (does not meet the “4-Part Test” discussed above on page 2 of this document).

For virtually every task, BP requires the both an Abnormal Operating Condition (AOC) written assessment (or AOC training Module) and some version of task-specific qualification.  Does this mean that every employee working on the pipeline needs to take the AOC written assessment ?

Only those employees who have otherwise qualified for a Covered Task also need take the AOC written assessment.  If the employee is not qualified for any Covered Tasks, but is performing their work under the “direct supervision” provisions of the OQ Rule, then that employee does NOT need the AOC qualification to be present and working on the pipeline.  However, BP encourages all contractors to provide as many OQ-qualified workers as possible for each job or project at BP-operated pipeline facilities.

Do non-qualified workers performing Covered Tasks always need to be directly observed or supervised by a ‘non-working’ qualified person (e.g. as a foreman or crew chief might do) ?

No.

An example might be a welder/helper duo, where the welder has OQ qualification for the task(s), but the helper does not.  The welder can be working with the helper and acting as the ‘direct observer’ with respect to the helper while together they are performing a series of related Covered Tasks.  While the welder is “under the hood” performing actual welding and thus cannot observe the work of the helper, the helper will either need to “stand down” or keep busy by dong tasks that are not defined Covered Tasks. 

Another example: a crew of 3 or 4 is working in a trench on the same coating application (a Covered Task) job on the same section of a joint of pipe.  One of the working employees could be OQ-qualified and as long as he/she is working in the immediate vicinity and has continuous visual contact with the other workers to maintain awareness of what they are doing, the other employees do not NEED to be OQ qualified (though obviously this would be preferred for workforce development and flexibility long-term).

Obviously, the larger the ratio of unqualified to qualified observer workers, the more likely it is that the "observer" would need to essentially become a "non-working" quasi-supervisory employee.  BP's OQ Plan currently allows a MAXIMUM of 5 unqualified workers to be directly observed by one qualified worker.  We expect the 5:1 ratio to be a relatively rare occurrence and it should become more and more rare as contractors work to get more and more of their workforce qualified.

When a sub-contractor is doing a covered task will the sub be required to have a qualified person for that  task if the primary contractor has someone there to either work with them or ‘directly observe’ them while performing that task? In a similar situation, would a contractor be required to have a qualified person for a covered task if there is a qualified BP employee working with or supervising that "unqualified" contractor while performing a covered task?

In both cases the OQ Rule allows for the work to be done by an unqualified person as long as someone qualified is "directly observing" the work and can "immediately intervene" if the unqualified person does something that the qualified person knows is wrong.  For OQ purposes it does not matter what the contractual relationships are -- as long as it is clear that the qualified person has the right (and obligation) to intervene and stop the work immediately if something is done incorrectly.  In past discussions the "directly observing" criteria has been interpreted to also mean essentially "continuously", so it is not very efficient to have large numbers of qualified people standing around just doing observations of unqualified workers (vs. getting the workers themselves qualified and just getting the work done with them).

In BP's OQ Plan, we have allowed for a MAXIMUM (expect this under rare circumstances) of five unqualified persons to be "directly observed" by a qualified worker.  The NORM we would expect (if everyone on the job is not or cannot be qualified for the tasks they normally perform) is more like a 1:1 or 2:1 ratio of unqualified to qualified "observer" workers.  If not everyone performing a given task can be qualified, the model we would like to see normally is essentially the "apprentice/journeyman" relationship where we have a qualified worker being assisted by a more junior, possibly unqualified worker under his/her immediate control.

Separate from OQ, from a contractual / job staffing point of view, BP must make sure that we do not get into a "co-employment" situation with contractors where we (BP) are directing the "means and methods" of the work done by the contractor.   As independent contractors, they are contractually allowed the freedom to do the work how they see fit, as long as they follow applicable government and BP safety rules and regulations, industry and BP engineering specifications and procedures, etc. 

A maintenance project is doing some work in a BP pipeline station that is adjacent to a BP plant.  As has been done in the past, it is planned to utilize a mobile crane from the plant to remove some valves and meters within our pipeline station (it is common to utilize "plant owned" equipment in these situations).  How do we approach the OQ qualifications issue for the crane operator?

The crane operator does not need to be OQ qualified as the lifting and placing of pipeline equipment is not currently listed as a Covered Task.  Essentially the only activities involving mobile equipment that are Covered Tasks are contractor Task 33 (Moving In-service Pipe) and Task 39 (Backfilling a Trench Following Maintenance).  However, for each project involving mobile equipment, the Covered Task list must be reviewed to verify if there are any applicable tasks.

Previous issues of the BP Repair and Inspection Report (Exhibit SP211-7, formerly form 38-824) had a section for welder information, i.e. name, qualifications, etc.  The new report does not require that.  Is that an oversight or not needed?  Contractor qualification status would be covered by Section C, but if a BP welder performs the work there is not a section to list their qualification status.

Our original intent was to pick up welding as just another covered task - most circumferential welding will fall under Contractor Task 42.6 ‘Maintenance Welding on Pipelines - Replacement of a Weld or Cylinder of Pipe’.  Welding of sleeves would similarly fall under Task 40.1 – ‘Perform General Pipeline Repair Activities- Tight Fitting Sleeve’ or Task 40.2 – ‘Perform General Pipeline Repair Activities – Oversleeve’.  

If a contract welder does it, the R&IR form would be filled out with the contractor information that shows this welding included as one of the Covered Task(s).  
If BP Pipelines company welder does it (which would almost always be a SWAT member who is using Maximo work order system for time tracking), the information on qualifications should be noted in the Maximo "OQ" Job Plan attached (electronically) to the Work Order. 

Recently, the OQ Committee has been reviewing this process and has concluded that the actual welder qualification performance demonstration (as typically conducted per API 1104 and/or 1107) should be tracked separately as an OQ qualification.  This system will make use of VTA Learner (for BP employees) and ISNetworld (for contractor employees) for this purpose.  The Committee will be developing and issuing a process for doing this in the near future.

Regarding the BP Repair and Inspection Report (Exhibit SP211-7) -- do we have to fill out Section C for the individuals and their tasks performed if we have an ISN Project No. entered in the appropriate blank in Section A?

Yes. 

We still need this info to document those tasks the people performed for that particular project or job.  This is normally expected to be a subset of all the tasks that person may be qualified to perform (as reported on ISNetworld.

As an example -- the contract employee may be qualified for 18 different tasks, but if they only performed 3 of those tasks for a given BP job as shown on the R&IR form, it is important DOT compliance information we need to capture in the event a regulatory audit or other investigation of that particular work occurs at some point in the future.

How is third-party foreign line crossing work handled with respect to the OQ Rule? We should consider incorporating language regarding the OQ rule in our standard letter that goes to third-parties requesting crossing or work near our lines.
At a minimum, we will need to at least have one OQ-qualified person on-site representing our interests during performance of covered tasks (e.g. backfilling around our line and the third-party crossing, temporary marking of lines, etc.).  

Depending on the scope of the work, two options may exist: 

· For more complex, higher-risk projects, BP Pipelines must reserve the right  to have our qualified contractor or BP personnel on-site to handle the work at cost to the third party. This would include installation of appropriate temporary supports and other temporary protective measures and backfill of the lines.  

· For less complex crossings, it may be appropriate to simply ensure that the contractor who is crossing our pipeline is “directly observed” by a qualified employee (BP or a contractor – e.g. an inspector) while Covered Tasks are performed (such as pipeline support placement or removal, pipeline backfill, etc.)

Of course, separate from OQ it is general good practice for BP to also reserve the right to approve the proposed construction plan for the crossing where our line(s) are affected. 

There is at least one construction/maintenance task for which a BP qualification test is specified (Task 38.4 - Perform Non-destructive Weld Test).  How do I arrange to take this test ?

 This is an interim written test that was set up pending delivery of an industry standard combined written assessment/performance verification exam from NCCER.  Until the NCCER qualification is available (early 2Q 2003 for RT), BP will administer the appropriate NDT exam(s) using appropriate* employees (e.g. field Team Leaders, Construction Coordinators, engineering Project Managers, District Engineers, Training Coordinators, Corrosion Specialists, etc.)  

*as designated in the BP OQ Written Plan
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