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INTERVIEW

(10:13 a.m.)

MS. HORTON: On the record with Matthew Wheeler. Today is
April 13th, 2025. The time is 10:13 a.m. Central. My name is
Ashley Horton with the National Transportation Safety Board. I'm
a pipeline investigator for this accident. I'm the investigator-
in-charge and pipeline operations group chair. We're at the
Holiday Inn Express and Suites in Oak Grove, Missouri.

The interview is being conducted as part of the investigation
into the accident that occurred on April 9th, 2025, in Lexington,
Missouri. The NTSB Case Number for this accident is PLD25LR004.

The purpose of our investigation is to increase safety, not
to assign fault, blame or liability. We're an independent federal
agency charged with determining probable causes of transportation
accidents. We have no regulatory or enforcement power.

The interview is being recorded and may be transcribed at a
later date. A copy of the transcript will be provided to you to
review prior to being entered into the public docket.

Okay. Now please provide the spelling of your name, the
company you work for and your Jjob title.

MR. WHEELER: Matthew Wheeler, M-a-t-t-h-e-w, W-h-e-e-l-e-r.
I work for Liberty Utilities. I am a crew foreman out of Sadalia,
Missouri.

MS. HORTON: Great. You're permitted to have one person

present during the interview. Please state for the record who you
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have selected, and can they please give the spelling of their name
and affiliation?

MR. WHEELER: Jermaine.

MS. GRUBBS: So Jermaine Grubbs, J-e-r-m—-a-i-n-e, G-r-u-b-b-
s, and I am a director of legal services for the utility.

MS. HORTON: Great. Now, we'll all go around and spell our
names and say who we're with. So Ashley Horton, A-s-h-l-e-y, H-o-
r-t-o-n. I'm with the NTSB.

MS. McNELIS: Kathleen McNelis, K-a-t-h-l-e-e-n, M-c-N-e-1l-i-
S. I'm with the Missouri Public Service Commission.

MR. PETERSON: Ron Peterson, R-o-n, P-e-t-e-r-s-o-n. I'm
with Sellenriek Construction.

MR. GAETO: Vincent Gaeto, V-i-n-c-e-n-t, G-a-e-t-o. I'm
with -- I'm representing the Empire District Gas Company.

INTERVIEW OF MATTHEW WHEELER

BY MS. HORTON:

Q. All right. So to get started, can you just walk us through
your job title, what your duties are and how long you've been in

that position?

A. I oversee putting in new services, new mains, anything on the
construction side of the business in our area. I've been in that
position with this company for 5 years. Yeah, I believe it's 5
years.

Q. And what about prior experience?

A. I've been with this company, it'll be 12 years next month.
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Prior to that, I worked for a gas distribution contractor for 15
years. Prior to that I worked 5 years with a pipeline contractor.
Q. Okay. And you said you're a foreman. We've heard some other

job titles and it seem like people can switch --

A. Crew leader.
Q. -— between positions?
A. Mostly they call it the Empire legacy side. Mostly on that

side, we all get 0OQ'ed to do everything. So I mean --
Q. Gotcha.
A. -— I could possibly fill in for a service man or a local

maintenance man.

0. Okay.

A. I can't -- I cannot (indiscernible) that. They're their own
entity.

Q. Okay. Gotcha. All right. Well, now can you just walk us

through any and everything you remember from the day of the

accident leading up to during, after. ©No detail is to small. So
anything.

A. Like where do you want me to start? From the time I got the
call or —--

0. Yeah, that's great.

A. Okay. My boss which is David Jacobsmeier called me at 4:35

and asked if I could go. I said I could. I said I needed 5 to 10
minutes before I could leave which took just a little longer, and

I had to go to work, get the truck and head that way. My GPS said
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I'd be there around 6:30, 6:31 something like that if I remember
right, and I got there I believe at 6:20. I had parked to the
north at that time. Justin had the road blocked. I parked next
to his truck. I walked down. I could obviously see the bore crew

had hit something gas related underground. Gas was coming out of

the bore hole. ©Qu=r ﬂaptaigiyas present. I could smell it. So, I
walked toward the south. I knew Marvin was -- him and I were
pretty close to —-- because I talked to him on the phone. I called

him and I checked this earlier. That was at 6:23, and told him to
come in on South Street. 1I'll have the south entrance open where
he could pull in.

So when he showed up, I dropped the ribbon. He come in. I
tied the ribbon back up. We immediately unloaded the excavator.
He got it off and went straight to work, and it was my
understanding from these guys, this is not my area. I do not know
the system. There was main on their maps showing there but never
would locate. They was going to squeeze off the east and the west
side, and we was hoping that was going to stop the flow.

So we dug up the east side. It was -- we got it dug up.
There was a fuse there. I had Marvin -- I said you're going to
have to dig back a little bit because we have to be so far way
from the fuse. And he did that. I dug underneath it, started
squeezing it. Reggie stayed with me. Marvin and Justin went to
the west side to start digging that hole. When I got that one

squeezed, I got the other set of squeeze offs, went over there,
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and assisted Marvin. Justin went to do his checks I guess. 1
don't know. He -- that's what I assume he did because then I was

back there to help. Got that one dug up and got the squeeze offs

on. I squeezed about half of it. Marvin, he said, let me get the
rest of it. You did the last one. So he squeezed the rest of it

off. I go down, and we still had gas. So we knew we had another

feed.

So we dug a hole to the north. We found a metallic line, 4
inch. This was supposed to be, according to what they told me, 4
inch PE. Well, there's no way you can insert 4 inch PE through
that. So we don't know what that was.

So we were going to dig closer to the main or the head, and
see if we could find some plastic there that we may be able to
squeeze off. We knew we had a feed coming from the north, and we
run into a concrete patch. That means probably there was some
work done there before. It means they patched it. So we went to
put the breaker on, and that's when the incident happened. So
mind you, this all happened -- we had all that work done within an
hour. So there was -- in my opinion, there was no dragging feet
on the process.

Q. Can you describe how you squeeze off and what your procedures
are for that?

A. You have to dig under the main. You want your main all
cleaned off, put your squeeze offs on. They've got to be sized

correctly, size on size, and there is a -- on your bar, it tells
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you what -- how to do that. And then you grab your machine and
you squeeze at a moderate rate, but not too fast. So. In the
wintertime, it's slower than it is in the summertime.

Q. Gotcha. And then was your only responsibility onsite to do

the squeeze off?

A. I was on the construction. My responsibility was
construction.

0. Okay.

A. So at that point, yes. I mean I'm going by -- I have no

knowledge of this area. I'm going by their knowledge. So.
Q. And what's your area?
A. Sadalia.

Q. Okay. And who did you report to initially when you got

onsite?
A. There's really no reporting. I mean Justin was there.
Reggie was there as I arrived. I kind of knew the situation, what

was going on. Like I said, I got ahold of Marvin. When I went
down to the south entrance, my boss had showed up then. So he was
there when Marvin had showed up. Actually he helped us unload the
excavator.

0. And then whose decision is it to do the squeeze off or is
this using valves?

A. There was no valves in their area other than two safety
valves that would have done the same thing that we did but they

was further away in my understanding, but I didn't know this until
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later.

Q. Can you describe what a safety valve is for the record?

A. A safety valve or an emergency valve is something you can use
to isolate sections of -- they're usually to section off zones,
too. So.

Q. And would you call that a critical wvalve?

A. Yes, I would.

Q. Okay. Do you know if anyone checked those valves or tried to

turn those valves?

A. I do not know that.
Q. Okay.
A. As far as the safety valves, I believe the one was on 14th

and there was on 19th. Those are to be checked yearly. So I'm
sure they was operated, but ours are always -- in my area, we do
ours yearly, we operate them.

Q. Can you describe what you saw from first responders, who was

onsite and what they were doing, whatever you remember?

A. Justin -- well, when we showed up, he -- I never seen him
without the CGI in his hand. So he was -- he must have been
taking readings I assume. I know that he monitored the funeral

home many times because that's where he was getting his highest

readings and so.

0. What about fire and police?
A. They were everywhere.
Q. Do you remember which departments were there?
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A. No, I didn't read their trucks.

Q. Did anyone come talk to you or --

A. Not really. I mean more so the police kind of after this
incident, but not really. I mean, like I said, when I got there,

when the digging machine showed up, it was non-stop.
Q. Gotcha.
MS. HORTON: Okay. I'm going to turn it over to Kathleen
right now.
MS. McNELIS: Yeah.
BY MS. McNELIS:
Q. Prior to this incident, had you responded to dig ins where an

excavation damage had occurred?

A. Um-hum.

0. And was that from the S—ad-a%a'_—aaffice?

A. Um-hum.

0. Well, I have went to other areas.

Q. Okay. When something like that happens, what procedures are
applicable?

A. The procedures is you want to protect life and property. I
mean so you're, you're monitoring areas. You're block to block

survey around the area.

Q. Okay. Would this be Empire-Liberty operations and
maintenance procedure, an emergency response procedure, i1if you had
to name a procedure that applied to dig in situations?

A. As far as to look it up?
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0. Um-hum.

A. I would say -- I'd probably say emergency response
procedures.

Q. Okay. And was the -- would you say that the events prior to

the incident or to the house explosion, would you say that it was

similar to, different from or --

A. Similar.
0. Similar.
A. I truly believe that any other crew would have approached
this the same way. Normally, there -- it's either one to four

holes to get gas to stop off.

Q. And your role was similar to what it's been in other digging
situations?

A. No, because when I do it in Sadalia, I'm -- well, and I know
the system better. So I know -- I'm more in charge there.

Q. Could you describe a typical -- I know it's hard to pinpoint,
but typically if it were to happen in Sadalia, how is it --

A. We have the first responders there already. He has
determined what or he don't know, and we get there and we decide
what i1t is, and assess the situation after that and the best

procedure to go forward.

Q. When you say first responder --

A. That would be like the man on call.

Q. So like what Justin did?

A. Yes, Justin was the first responder on that.

FREE STATE REPORTING, INC.
Court Reporting Transcription
D.C. Area 301-261-1902
Balt. & Annap. 410-974-0947




10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

this

have.

A.

Q.

13

Thank you.

MR. PETERSON: Matthew, I appreciate you being here. I know

is difficult. I'm going to pass for now.

MR. WHEELER: Okay.

BY MR. GAETO:

Yeah, Matthew. Maybe Jjust a couple of sequencing questions T
Which hole did you squeeze first? The west or east?

East.

So you did east first. Then you went to the west. Okay.

And then whose maps or how did you know? Was there markings on a

drawing? How did you know where to do those squeeze or excavate?

A. Because it was already located --

0. Okay.

A. -— from probably the ticket that they needed for the
contractors.

Q. Yeah. Was the one to the north ready marked?

A. I did not see a mark nowhere.

0. Did -- then how did you know where to dig on that one?

A. Just because the GIS map showed it being on the west side.

So -- and from their dots were, where they said %hey—}€5£}ind of

lined up with it, up to the north, to see what you can find.

Q.

Okay. Thank you.
MR. GAETO: That's all my questions.
BY MS. HORTON:

I was wondering about, okay, you're talking about you have
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all these procedures. Do you keep those in the truck with you or
do you have them handy? Can you access them quickly if you're
onsite if you needed them?

A. There is an O&M that you can pull up on your laptop, and I do
not have it on my -- I don't think I have it on my iPad yet, but

as far as your laptop, yes.

Q. And how often would you say you've done squeeze offs before?
Is —--

A. I could not give you a number on that.

Q. Because it's so frequently.

A. We have -- was it -- it was 2 years ago. We had a contractor
for the fiber in our area. It was non-stop. It was non-stop.

Q. Gotcha. And do you know of any training or have you done any

work with local responders, so like fire, police, medics, anyone,
on what to do in a gas emergency and how everyone works together?
A. When I first started here in '1]3, I think we had either 14 or
15. We went to the fire department and has a liaison meeting with
them, and since then, we have not. I mean we send out our first
response stuff every year, update them, but no. But around our
area, our fire department knows us pretty good after all that a
couple of years ago.

0. And that's in Saé&%%;ﬂl

A. Um-hum.
Q. Okay. So as far as you remember, there was no incident
command structure. It wasn't you needed to report to the fire
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chief or police?

A. No, ma'am.
0. Okay.
A. There was some stationed up to the north and there was

stationed right next to our truck on the south.

Q. And sorry if you said this earlier. TIt's been a long few
days for us as well. Were you -- you were there when the
explosion occurred?

A. Yes, I was.

Q. Did you already describe what you did after? Can you walk us
through what happened after?

A. When it first went off, I seen the roof come over, hit the
power lines that are sparking. I took off to the south to get
further away from it, turned around. The sparks had quit. I run
up to the north patch and I kind of was -- I was shook up. I was
screaming, is everybody all right? Is everybody all right? And
by this time, the firemen are everywhere. I just stepped back and
let them take control of the scene basically.

0. And then do you remember if there was -- so there was the

explosion. Did you see any subsequent fires anywhere happen?

A. Um-hum.
Q. Can you describe that was?
A. When those power lines came down and hit the ground and

arced, the 1lit the gas that was at the incident, and anything that

migrated was coming out of the cracks, it was -- fire was coming
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up around the pole, out the bore rod hole, the fire was out there,

and the firemen were trying to contain it. The way the wind was
blowing, it was wanting to get the funeral home. So.

Q. And that was along the alley behind the funeral home?

A. Um-hum.

Q. Okay. And then were fire telling anyone to evacuate? Were

they getting your people in a muster form or anything?

A. They weren't. They were not. I mean they had their hands
full.
Q. And then -- so you see the subsequent fire. What happened

after that?

A. I had -- being I wasn't from that area, I asked Marvin about
where the valve books were. I want to go see and, you know, he
told me. So I get down to the shop and I call Marvin, and I said
they're not where you say they are. He said they're in the filing
cabinet. I said I thought you said they was on them. So -- he
salid but we don't need them. He said we've made the decision to

shut the town down. He said it's getting bad. I said, okay.

0. And who's Marvin again?

A. He is the pipefitter there in Henrietta.

Q. Okay. And where is the shop?

A. Henrietta.

0. Did you ever find the valve books?

A. Yes, which in all that, I came back. He said they're
shutting the town down. I didn't need the emergency valve book.
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I need the common valve book because I knew where the emergency
valves were. They were the ones at 14th and 19th. I needed to
see a common valve book to see if there were some of those in the

area that maybe could have isolated the --

Q. So you had the common valve book?

A. I didn't.

Q. Okay.

A. Which at that point it was irrelevant. They was shutting the

town off before I got back.
0. And I don't know this area very well. Where is Henrietta?

How far i1is that from like the accident location?

A. If T had to guess, 5 miles --

Q. Oh.

A. -- if I had to guess. 1Is that right? You're from there.
Q. Okay. And then did anyone instruct you to do that? So you

initially went there to look for the emergency valve books?

A. I asked Marvin, where's the valve books.
Q. Okay.
A. I said do you have them on your truck? No, he said they're

at the shop.

0. Is it common to have them in your truck?

A. I don't know how common it is but when I was a serviceman, I
had them on my service truck, and I have them on my truck now as a
foreman for that particular reason. Well, other reasons as well.

If you're locating something, and you're not getting a good
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locate, you pull your valve book out, and most of our valves have
a wire in them so that you can find them and hook up and maybe get
a better locate but that's not mandatory. That's just what I do.
Q. And have you worked with any of the people onsite before or

just your boss?

A. I've worked with them.

0 All of them?

A. Yes.

Q Okay.

A Reggie was actually part of the crew when I started in
SaéaLL}iI

Q. Okay. So you all are familiar with each other.

A. Um-hum. And Marvin and Justin, they -- they were my friends

before work.

Q. Give me a second just to write this down. Okay. And since
the accident, I was just wondering if you had thought of any
possible post-accident safety actions to help us improve safety
post—-accident. So anything that you thought of that maybe wvalve
books in the truck being mandatory, anything like that?

A. That would help. That system needs more safety valves from
what I could see from the maps after the fact. You know, I knew
in the past that there used to be a big thing for (indiscernible)
or whoever, they put valves everywhere, but I don't know why that
system didn't have them like most systems do, but after looking at

the maps, after the fact that I could see on the walls down here,
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I couldn't see any safety valves to the north which I don't know
why.
Q. All right. Thank you. That helps us a lot.

MS. HORTON: ©Now, I'll turn it over to Kathleen.

BY MS. McNELIS:
Q. So it's kind of a two part question. The first part is going
to be what you normally see and then what you saw in this
incident. So normally I guess 1s Sadalia, you get a day in, you
get out there and your job is as I understand it, correct me if

I'm wrong, but it's normally to do the construction part --

A. Um—-hum.

Q. —-- do the squeeze offs and prepare.

A. Yes.

Q. Okay. So normally would the first responder do anything to

direct you where it's safe or not safe based on gas
concentrations?

A. No. I mean we -- we're not going to get any area because of
company policy anyhow. We're going to dig remote bell holes to be

able to squeeze this off in a safe distance away from the

incident.
0. Who determines what that safe distance is?
A. Well, that's going to be me.

Q. Okay. So do you have a CGI?
A. I do but at that point, I mean on scene, you kind of know. I

mean it's not --

FREE STATE REPORTING, INC.
Court Reporting Transcription
D.C. Area 301-261-1902
Balt. & Annap. 410-974-0947




10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

20

0 Okay.
A. And 1f I can utilize a valve, that saves even more time.
0 Okay.
A And that's just one hole you've got to dig to squeeze or

three versus four.
Q. Okay. On the valves, do you -- I'm assuming these are like

in ground valves --

A. Um-hum.

Q. -- and you need a valve key to click it on?

A. Um-hum.

Q. Do you typically --

A. I always have a valve key.

Q. Are they all keyed a like or --

A. Yes.

0. -— are they different sizes?

A. There are a certain -- there's a couple that are different

sizes in Marshall and we know those.

Q. Okay. Is that a company policy to have the valve keys with
you or is that just your personal --

A. I don't know that it's a policy but I like to have all my
resources available to me.

Q. Okay. And on the night before the incident occurred, what
did you do to determine where the squeeze offs should be? How did
you determine where to put the east and west squeeze offs?

A. Well, that's -- so you've got a main here, and you have a
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here, you're going to want to go here and here. You're not

going to want to go here and here for obvious reasons.

Q.

A.

(O ©)

Q.

Because -- tell me what the obvious reason 1is?

Because this is where the hole is or the hit.

So you felt like you had gone a safe distance from where --
Yes, I do.

-— the hit was.

Um-hum.

Okay.

BY MS. HORTON:

Can I just add for the record, can you describe the picture

you drew so we can use it as a reference later? So this is a

main.

A.

So this is the alley. The main's coming through here. They

would —-- this is not to spec. They was actually over here, but

anyhow, the hit was right here.

Q.
A.

down

west

And that's on 18th.
18th. This would be Franklin up here. This would be South
here.

And then you're showing that you squeezed off on the east and

On the east side.
-— of the hit.
Um-hum.

Can you describe about how far on each side? Sorry, I Jjust
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want this for the record.
A. I would have to say this is probably 40, 45 feet maybe for
the west. And to the east, 25 maybe, 20, 25 maybe.
Q. Okay. Thank you. That's great. Just so we know what we're
looking at when we have an interview transcript later.

MS. McNELIS: Just to make sure I've got this right. You

sald about 45 feet to the west.

MR. WHEELER: I'm guessing. I mean I didn't tay—that fgij
but, yes.

MS. McNELIS: And about 25 --

MR. WHEELER: It was a short distance to the east I know.

MS. McNELIS: Okay. Thank you. I appreciate it.

MR. PETERSON: Are you done, Kathleen?

MS. McNELIS: I am

MR. PETERSON: Just making sure.

BY MR. PETERSON:
Q. You had mentioned common valves. Are you —-- and I know you
probably don't know the system nearly as well because it's not
home, but are your common valves have sleeves? Are they
accessible to the surface typically?
A. Our common valves, yes.
Q. Okay. Prior to the evening of the 9th, had you had any
interaction or any work on the project?
A. No.

Q. Okay. When you arrived there, did you any locating at all?
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A. No. I -- well, I guess we tried. I tried to help him hook
up. I put a few extra frequencies on Reggie's machine because he
didn't have 65 and he didn't have 200. I was -- we was trying

everything to get anything to go.
Q. Sure. Do you what it was? RD.
A. Um-hum. RD. I don't know what Reggie's was. His might have
been a 7100.
Q. Okay. Do you do any leak detection when you were out there,
the first one?
A. Personally, no. I did get it out aé%e%—%hés—aeé—%hegi]Ustin
was thinking maybe, he said, maybe I should try a different one.
I said take mine. So.
Q. Very good. Thank you.

BY MR. GAETO:
Q. Maybe you could describe a little bit what others on the
premises were doing. So, for example, who helped you dig those
holes?
A. On the east hole, we kind of all got there. We -- I think
Justin had a locator on that, and when we spotted the top of it, I
completed the dig with Marvin. Reggie was there. I think Justin
was gone at that time. Whenever I started squeezing off, Justin
and Martin went to do the west hole. Reggie stayed with me, kind
of a buddy system handing me my -- the things I might have needed,
and then once we got that squeezed off, I grabbed the other set of

squeeze offs. They almost had the other dug up. I went over
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there and proceeded to do the same with it. So.

0. So you and Marvin did the east. Just --

A No. Marvin dug them both --

Q. Marvin dug them both.

A -- but the east is the one I squeezed off with Reggie at my
side.

0. Okay.

A. Justin and Marvin went to the west and proceeded to dig that

hole to get it ready, but by the time I had mine squeezed off, I
got the other squeezed off. I was over there before it was
completely dug up. So, that relieved Justin and I -- Marvin and I
basically finished that one.

Q. Okay. I got a little bit lost there. So Marvin dug both.
You squeezed the east.

A. And I squeezed half the west and Marvin finished it. I mean
Marvin was the operator on the job.

Q. Okay. Who dug the one to the north?

A. Marvin was the operator on the job.

0. So Marvin —--

A. He was the only one on the machine.

Q. Okay. That's all my questions. Thank you.

BY MS. HORTON:
Q. I'll just end with, is there anything we didn't ask that you
think we should have asked?

A. No.
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Q. Okay. Is there anything you want to share that you think

will be helpful to the investigation that we didn't already talk

about?
A. I don't think so.
Q. Okay. Great. Thank you so much for your time today.

MS. HORTON: The interview is ending at 10:46 a.m.

(Whereupon, at 10:46 a.m., the interview was concluded.)
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