










 





ILLINOIS DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE 
 

Justification for 
Five Feet of Topcover Above Underground Pipelines 

 
 
Increases Safety 
 
Deep tillage is a common method farmers utilize to alleviate compaction and break up the hard 
pan that sometimes develops below the plow zone (8"-12" deep).  Deep tillage implements are 
often operated up to 16" deep.  Over the ± 50-year life span of a pipeline, even minor sheet 
erosion could significantly reduce the amount of soil above the pipeline where it is located on 
sloping land.  If this occurred, a deep tillage implement could strike the pipeline.  Such an 
accident may result in the loss of life to the farm equipment operator and/or the evacuation of 
residents downwind from the ruptured pipeline. 
 
Even if deep tillage is not an issue, 5 feet (60 inches) of top cover provides an extra margin of 
safety for: 
 

 installation of new tile drainage systems 

 construction of shallow drainage ditches 

 excavation of grassed waterways, terraces, diversions, and other conservation practices 

 land leveling 

 setting fence posts 

 carrying out other land improvements that may require minor excavations of the soil 
surface. 

 
Landowners are responsible for contacting the pipeline company and/or JULIE before 
conducting any of these activities on the pipeline right-of-way; however, accidents and mistakes 
do occur.  Extra top cover above the pipeline will provide an extra margin of safety to all 
involved. 
 
Permits Optimum Efficiency of New Tiling Systems 
 
Many of the soils in the state are, by nature, poorly drained.  To facilitate proper drainage, 
landowners install tile drainage systems.  The removal of excess water is essential for proper 
plant growth and is a major contributor to the productive capability of Illinois farmland.  Without 
proper drainage, most of the other methods commonly used to boost crop production 
(fertilization, pesticides, better seed varieties, improvements in farm machinery) would be less 
effective. 
 
In order for tiling systems to work at their peak efficiency, they must be placed at an optimum 
depth, usually between 30" to 48" depending upon the soils being tiled. Placement of a pipeline 
from 30" to 48" deep could interfere with new tiling systems on land that has never been tiled or 
where older, shallower systems are replaced.  If a tiling system cannot be placed at its optimum 
depth, the economic return on this capital investment by the landowner may be reduced, 
thereby placing an additional financial burden on the landowner. 
 
 
Provides Additional Flexibility in Meeting the Requirements of Soil Erosion Regulations 
 
The State of Illinois currently has regulations (70 ILCS 405/1 et seq.) relating to the control of 
excessive erosion occurring on agricultural land.  Compliance with the regulations is voluntary; 
however, growing concerns over groundwater and surface water contamination by agricultural
  



chemicals, as well as concerns regarding the sedimentation of water supply reservoirs, are 
moving the agricultural community closer and closer to mandatory erosion control.  Common 
practices used by landowners to control excessive erosion on cropland include the construction 
of grassed waterways and terraces.  Both require cuts in the grade of the field surface to 
construct the practices.  Both are also commonly drained by underground tiling systems. 
 
If a pipeline is buried 30" to 48" deep in a location where it is necessary to construct a terrace or 
grassed waterway to control excessive erosion, the depth of the pipeline could prevent the 
proper conservation practice to control the erosion. 
 
Such a scenario could make it difficult, if not impossible, for a landowner to comply with 
voluntary or mandatory erosion control regulations.  Non-compliance with mandatory regulations 
could invoke monetary penalties upon the landowner and/or force the landowner to retire a field 
from crop production. 
 
Alternatives to the use of grassed waterways and terraces may dictate the use of different 
cropping practices for which the landowner may need to purchase additional equipment.  In a 
worse case scenario, the landowner may have no alternative, but to sell the land across which a 
pipeline was constructed at too shallow of a depth. 
 
 
Provides Additional Flexibility in Meeting the Requirements of USDA Farm Bills 
 
The 1985, 1990, and 1996 Farm Bills passed by Congress require all landowners who farm 
highly erodible land to control excessive soil erosion on all land they own or manage, or risk 
losing their USDA farm benefits. 
 
For reasons previously stated, if a pipeline prevents a landowner from constructing conservation 
practices that are necessary for the control of excessive erosion on any portion of the 
landowner’s farm, it may complicate or prevent the landowner from participating in the USDA 
farm programs.  There are a number of ways to control erosion on sloping farmland beyond the 
construction of terraces and waterways, but the alternatives may require the purchase of 
different equipment or may require crop rotations that would not fit in with the landowner’s 
overall farm plan.  This could have a major financial impact on the landowner. 
 
 
Provides Additional Flexibility in Accommodating Unforeseen Technological 
Improvements in Agriculture 
 
No one can predict what the future will hold for agriculture in the ± 50-year life span of the 
pipeline.  Underground irrigation may increase.  Deeper tillage may become more prevalent.  It 
may become economically advantageous to tile soils that are not tiled today.  Marginal land with 
special needs may be brought into production to meet world demands for food, fiber, energy, 
etc.  If the pipeline is buried too shallow, it may limit or prevent farmers from taking advantage of 
new technology. 
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