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Fires at 
Landfill 
Gas Sites
In the last four years, Venture Engineering & 
Construction was called to support diagnosis and 
response to four fires; it is becoming an annual event. 
Three of the four fires were at landfill gas plants. 
Fortunately, none of the fires involved personnel injury. 
The cost of repairing damages varied from minor to about 
$1M. In each case, the cost of repair was much less 
significant than the lost revenues. 

Incident Summaries

Of the three landfill gas plant fires, the causes can be 
attributed as follows:

1. DIAGNOSIS- Corner cutting with respect to 
maintaining instrumentation over a period of years 
led to use of jumpers and logic changes. Ultimately 

a failed piece of equipment, an error in logic, and 
protections inadvertently disabled over time 
combined to result in the fire. 
IMPACT- Capital Cost: $1M, Lost Revenues: $3M. 
RESPONSE- Reverse engineer functional 
description from code, revisit the design basis of the 
process, conduct PHA, repair or replace jumpered 
instruments and devices, line-by-line review of 
code, while repairing damage.

2.DIAGNOSIS- General lack of communication and 
not appreciating the importance of what was 
communicated. A gasket not intended for the 
service was the ultimate point of failure. If this had 
not failed, something else would have failed.
IMPACT- Capital Cost: <$50,000, Lost Revenues: 
$150,000.
RESPONSE- More careful review and better 
protections.

3.DIAGNOSIS- Landfill gas flow was half of design, 
some upstream unit operations were not on-line, gas 
composition was different from design, and a 
jumpered “work-around” to facilitate start-up 
became a habit that prevented diagnosis of an 
equipment design flaw.
IMPACT- Capital Cost: <$50,000, Lost Revenues: 
$100,000.
RESPONSE- Short Term: modification of operations 
and development of logic for additional protection. 
Long Term: some equipment modifications; the 
determination of ultimate solution is in progress.

Analysis

Looking at the incidents, all three had deficient 
procedures. All were the result of a convergence of 
multiple factors.
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Pictured above is one of four instances 
where the Venture team responded to a 

landfill gas plant fire for diagnostic 
assistance.
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Wishing our coworkers a Happy Birthday!

June
Daryl Jones
Terri Geary

July
Dave Igo
Dave Moniot
Bill Slatosky
Dan Thimoleas

August
Jim Marshall
Rich Meyer

September
Carlos Caminos
Steve Hills
Steve Kranz
Dustin Krasneski
John Schmitt

V E N T U R E  C O M PA N Y  N E W S

Employees: Don’t forget about our Summer 
Picnic! Bring your spouse and children and 
relax in the sun (or shade) with the Venture 
family. Date: June 30; Time: 3 p.m. - 7 p.m.

Venture Family and its Customers, how 
does an evening with the Pittsburgh 
Pirates sound? RSVP by June 20 to 
tailgate and cheer on the Buccos (vs. 
Florida Marlins) on Thursday, July 5. 
Tickets are $15. Venture Customers, if 
you’d like to join the fun, contact your 
Venture representative.

Venture is hosting yet another day of fun! 
Stay tuned to our Facebook page for details 
about Venture’s 3rd Annual Golf Outing.

Welcome New Pittsburgh Employees
Reem Kayali
Mike Schumaker

Welcome New and Returning Interns
Andy DiFonso
Matt Dilulio
Sean Kalnas
Corey Moniot

Building a great team
Venture Engineering & Construction is fortunate to 
have an outstanding group of employees that 
continually pull together as a team to accomplish 
amazing things.  Building a great team often starts 
with hiring great people, and we have made some 
very good hires over the past few years.  

Perhaps your organization is not as fortunate.  
Managers at engineering firms usually inherit an 
existing team through a promotion, a change in jobs, 
or an organizational restructuring.  It is possible to 
create a great team through training, mentoring, and 
personnel management, but a thoughtful and 
objective analysis of your staff is crucial to your 
success. 

So how do you get started?  First, take a look at your 
direct reports.  They should possess some key 
qualities characteristic of great team members.  
These include:

• Positive Attitude – People like to work 
with nice people.  I have worked with 
experts in their fields who had unbearable 
personalities.  I have no place on my team 
for grumpy, mean, rude, or 
condescending people, and neither 
should you.  

• Confident - In the engineering field, many 
employees tend to be quiet and 
introverted, and that is okay to a certain 
extent, depending on their role and job 
description.  Having confident people on 
staff who respectfully offer their opinions 
and ideas is also very important.  A good 
manager never discourages employees 
from making suggestions, and a great 
manager thoughtfully considers 
suggestions and is not afraid to 
implement them.  The key is to place 
people in roles that best suit their 
personalities. They will be more 
comfortable and more likely to share 
ideas as a result. 

• Sensitive to Schedule and Budget – the 
best and brightest people can still be 
detrimental to your bottom line if they are 
not cognizant of schedule and budget.  
Keep them informed as the project 
progresses regarding deadlines 
approaching and hours spent to date.  
Some people are oblivious to “minor 
concerns” such as meeting a deadline and 
turning a profit on a project.  If you have 
someone on staff like this, encourage 
them to find a job with the Federal 
Government, research, or in academia.

• Efficient and Organized – The members of 
your team should be good at what they 
do, and be very efficient at doing it.  They 

should also be organized.  In this day and 
age of smart phones and Microsoft 
Outlook, there are no excuses for being 
late for meetings, forgetting 
appointments, or missing deadlines.  In 
addition, electronic files should make 
document/data storage and retrieval 
much more efficient.

• Open and Honest – I like to be open and 
honest with my employees and appreciate 
the same consideration in return.  
Withholding information, praise, or 
criticism creates an atmosphere of 
distrust.  Just be sure to praise openly and 
provide any negative feedback privately.  
Never talk about someone behind their 
back, and if you observe this behavior in a 
staff member, put an end to it 
immediately.

• Expert in their Field – Not everyone has 
to be an expert, but they should be 
capable of getting there.  Highly 
encourage the senior staff members to 
mentor the junior level employees.   
Senior people are sometimes hesitant to 
train and mentor the next generation of 
employees.  The senior person may feel 
threatened, or perhaps they were never 
properly mentored and had to learn 
everything on their own (so the new 
person should too).  If you have a senior 
level expert that is difficult to work with 
and unwilling to be a mentor, meet with 
him/her and outline your expectations.  
Years of experience do not always 
translate into a leadership position.  
Leadership is earned through trust, 
loyalty, dedication, and a proven 
willingness to guide and mentor.

When you are interviewing candidates pay 
particular attention to personality.  Be sure to ask 
non-technical, situational questions to get a better 
feel for how the candidate might behave in a group 
setting.  Personality tests are also great tools to 
characterize candidates’ social tendencies.  For 
current employees, personality tests could be 
beneficial in finding more appropriate positions at 
which that they may feel more comfortable, and 
perhaps even excel.  Testing can be simple, such as 
Predictive Index®, or more extensive like Myers 
Briggs. 

Continued on page 4...

Venture Engineering’s Vision is published 
quarterly by the Business Development team. We 

love your feedback! Send your comments and 
ideas to Marketing Coordinator Amanda Mihailoff 
at AMihailoff@VentureEngr.com or (412) 231-5890. 

Stay up to date with VentureEngineering by 
visiting our Blog, www.VentureEngr.com/blog, 

and our Facebook page, search 
Venture Engineering & Construction.
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Landfill gas fire 
preventative measures 
...from page 1

If there was ever any doubt, Incidents 1 and 3 prove 
that jumpers should only be used as a temporary 
measure for a specific end, such as testing 
equipment and controls, and under careful 
oversight, not as a routine. In no case should a 
jumper be used to get around logic. A jumper can 
certainly be used to test logic and is a valid 
commissioning tool.

Incident 3 had problems that should have been 
addressed during commissioning. Either expedited 
commissioning and/or an imperfect handoff to 
operations contributed to the problems. Challenging 
the designer and the contractor to crash the 
schedule can be beneficial, but commissioning needs 
to be an orderly sequence of testing, diagnostics, 
adjusting and moving forward.

Incidents 2 and 3 both reinforce the importance of 
good communication and good hand-offs. Part of a 
good hand-off is good communication.

Preventing Incidents

The importance of Process Hazard Analysis (PHA) 
cannot be underestimated. PHAs can take a number 
of forms. But the bottom line is PHAs are systematic 
reviews of the Process and Instrumentation 
Diagrams (P&IDs) by personnel from the design 
and operations sides who look critically at what can 
go wrong, and then create a list of issues for 

consideration. Not only does this identify problems 
early for design to address, it is an invaluable 
training tool. This can also be the launch point for 
preparation of procedures by the operations group, 
or the equivalent. The PHA must address the entire 
gas processing system, not just the new facilities, as 
failures upstream will impact facilities downstream.

Current P&IDs, good procedures, knowledgeable 
staff and management, ongoing preventative 
maintenance, and good advisors all contribute to 
safe plants.

The point is occasionally made that if something 
hasn’t happened so far, it won’t happen. That is 
another way of saying that you are betting that your 
luck will hold for another year. That’s a good 
decision until the luck runs out. Then what? Save 
betting on luck for the casinos.

Investigating Incidents

The same principles of diagnostics that apply to 
expert witnessing also apply to incident 
investigations. As a general rule, the 
characterization of the incident provided at the 
outset is reported by somebody who does not 
actually understand the cause or who does not want 
it to be their problem. Therefore, it is important to 
mobilize a multi-disciplinary team with a range of 
backgrounds, who can interview, build a relevant 
timeline, form hypotheses, share ideas, collectively 
sift a broad range of incomplete or imperfect data, 
and pull out the chain of events that led to the 
incident. Getting there quickly while memories are 
fresh and before cleanup has begun is critical. The 
team must be able to brush off spin doctoring or 

finger pointing from outside or within. Full sharing 
of information is important, regardless of perceived 
relevance. Any talk of warranty issue before the root 
cause(s) are established should be interrupted, as 
that will promote positioning, stifle participation, 
and interfere with problem solving.

Conclusions

Amazingly, we still occasionally encounter 
pushback when it comes to fundamental safety 
steps in design, in construction, and in start-up. 
Willpower and wishful thinking do not prevent 
errors, they promote them. Anybody who insists a 
landfill gas plant of any kind is a simple “plug and 
play” operation is dangerous and deserves no 
attention. We have also encountered pushback when 
it comes to improvements to basic logic and 
controls, updating process and instrumentation 
diagrams, training operators, and so on. However, 
we are annually adding to a database of benefit cost 
data to answer such challenges.

As long as corner cutting continues, we will 
continue our annual visits to sites, figuring out 
causes, and recommending repairs and preventative 
measures. Although it’s turning into a good 
business for us, it is certainly our most preventable 
line of business.

For more information about Venture Engineering & 
Construction’s Process Hazard Analysis and Fire 

Response capabilities, please contact Don Olmstead at 
our Pittsburgh, PA office. Don can be reached at 

DOlmstead@VentureEngr.com or (412) 231-5890 x303.

Mauris egestas lacus sit ame
Vivamus pulvinar, purus ultricies ultrices ullamcorper, dolor diam euismod 
nisl, vel consectetuer eros mi sit amet lorem.

— Quisque Massa
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The various positions within the firm should be 
characterized according to desired personality 
traits, and the results of employee tests can be 
used to evaluate proper fit.  Is the employee a 
linear thinker who prefers definitive and logical 
steps toward problem solving, or is he/she an 
outside of the box thinker who enjoys 
developing new ways of doing things?  Is the 
employee an introvert or an extrovert?  Does 
he/she like to mentor and train others, or would 
they rather limit interaction and simply get 
things done?  Forcing a square peg into a round 
hole is not an option that will lead to success.  

Once you have your team in place with the right 
people in the right positions, then management 
can truly begin.  While there are endless topics 
for discussion in regard to management 
practices, there are only a few key areas in 
which you really need to focus.  

• Recognize and Reward Top 
Performers – Everyone likes to be told 
that they are doing a good job.  Never 
assume that because someone has 
been with the firm for many years 
that they no longer need to be 
recognized.  Contrary to the old 
school way of thinking, most 
employees today don’t “feel lucky just 
to have a job,” especially the good 
ones!  If you have employees that you 
want to keep, make sure you tell them 
that they are appreciated.  
Recognition can be anything from a 
“Thank You” card to a raise and 
promotion. It is equally important not 

to over praise.  This can result in 
praise losing its value or becoming 
disregarded as management rhetoric, 
or the creation of a monster employee 
that expects recognition on a 
continual basis.

• Discipline Privately – Never berate or 
discipline an employee in front of 
their peers.  All disciplinary 
discussion should be conducted 
privately and, if appropriate, include 
a representative from the HR 
Department. 

• Encourage Employee Social 
Interaction –Venture recently started 
an activities committee.  The 
committee plans summer picnics, in-
house activities such as “tailgate 
parties” in the lunch room, and group 
events like going to a baseball game 
after work.  Having friends at work 
makes a job more enjoyable and 
employees are more likely to stay 
with the firm if they become close to 
the people that they work with 
everyday.  Also, getting to know your 
coworkers outside of the office, on a 
social level, may help you better 
understand their personalities, offer a 
side of them that you do not get to see 
in a workplace setting, or help you 
identify common interests outside of 
the office that may help foster better 
communication in the office.

• Compensate Appropriately – Keep 
salaries in line with industry 

standards for your geographic 
location, and be consistent with all 
employees. In addition, look for ways 
outside of direct salary to compensate 
employees to show your appreciation.  
Actions such as dinners, gift cards, or 
“spot bonus” can all be used to 
publicly recognize employee 
performance and your appreciation.

• Manage Unhappy Employees – if an 
employee is unhappy and there is 
nothing that can be done to improve 
the situation, encourage them to 
pursue happiness at another location. 
If he/she does not want to be working 
at your firm, then he/she will not be a 
productive employee and will most 
likely affect the morale of the 
employees around them. 

Many owners and upper level managers make 
the mistake of not appreciating or ignoring the 
people in the firm that get the work done.  They 
are concerned with maintaining client relations, 
finding new clients, balancing the books, 
driving up utilization numbers, and the many 
other aspects of running a business.  It is easy to 
lose sight of the most important part of the 
business; the people.  Every good firm has 
managers that recognize the importance of the 
staff, and know how to communicate, motivate, 
and lead by example.

For more information about Venture Engineering & 
Construction’s Team Building, please contact 

BJ Wright at our Pittsburgh, PA office. BJ can be 
reached at BJWright@VentureEngr.com 

or (412) 231-5890 x322

Creativity in the Field
Each issue we present our “Creativity in the Field” featuring some of those problems and solutions 
that require a little creativity at job sites. Some pictures make you chuckle, others make you cringe. 
Regardless, they are real occurrences. 

This valve arrangement allows a centrifuge to be fed from one of two tanks. 
Judging by the paint, decades of repurposed pipe and fittings have been put to 
use! And hose adapters are still needed! There is a ladder and a jackstand in the 
middle of it all, but how you can use the ladder is anybody’s guess. 

Thank you to Roy Wulf of Veolia Water NA for this one-of-a-kind picture!

If you have a picture that you would like to share with Venture Engineering for 
publication in VIsion, please e-mail us! Send your photo with a caption or 

description to Marketing Coordinator Amanda Mihailoff at 
AMihailoff@VentureEngr.com. Subject line: Creativity in the Field.

Issue 11 - Summer 2012 4

mailto:DOlmstead@VentureEngr.com
mailto:DOlmstead@VentureEngr.com
mailto:AMihailoff@VentureEngr.com
mailto:AMihailoff@VentureEngr.com

