
Energizing a new generation of network solutions 

 

Esri is developing new network management capabilities in the ArcGIS platform 

to energize a new generation of network solutions expected to better serve the pipeline 

and gas utility industries in the years ahead.  News of that prompts some to ask what all 

is behind that decision. 

The answer is simple.  Future solution needs are very different than past solution 

needs.  The network is more central to every pipeline and gas utility, and all they do.  

The need to know about their network has expanded greatly in recent years from a 

small number of employees in the office using a limited range of applications in a couple 

of functional areas to a far larger number of employees everywhere using an extensive 

range of applications in many functional areas.  I expect this trend to continue when you 

consider the dramatic changes in the pipeline and gas utility industries and the impact of 

those changes on solution needs, and the even more dramatic changes in the 

technology that is available to us to create solutions that best meet those expanding 

solution needs. 

When thinking about the various drivers behind this trend, my mind drifts to our 

family sheltie, Callie.  The reason is I believe there is a relationship between solution 

years and human years not unlike that between dog years and human years.  You see, 

Callie is six in human years, but our vet tells us her size and breed make her 40 in dog 

years.  Now consider the Geometric Network.  It dates to the release of ArcGIS 8.0 in 

December 1999.  That’s more than 15 human years ago.  Just as the lifecycle of dogs is 

far shorter than humans due to a variety of factors, so too is the lifecycle of solutions 

impacted by the industry and technology environments which govern their longevity. 

The bottom line is that changes in industry regulation that shape industry solution 

needs and in technology that enable companies like Esri to create solutions for those 

needs have never occurred at a faster pace than in the last 15 years. 

Let’s first take a look at changes over the last 15 years in the pipeline and gas 

utility industries.  Four major changes quickly come to mind. 



One, only a dwindling number of long-time industry veterans can recall the days 

when pipeline operators and gas utilities operated their pipe networks in a stable 

regulatory environment that freed them from the pressures of a competitive market.  

Those days are long gone.  Today, change is a constant for pipeline operators and gas 

utilities.  Remember that while pipeline deregulation or unbundling was complete by the 

time the Geometric Network was introduced in late 1999, integrity management 

programs wouldn’t come to gas transmission pipelines until 2002 and distribution 

utilities until 2009.  And, PHMSA wasn’t even created until 2004!  Pipeline integrity 

alone has necessitated a wide range of network modeling and analysis solutions, and 

other regulations enacted since 1999 have added even more.  And, these can be 

complicated.  For instance, did anyone in 1999 really think that a high pressure main 

operated as distribution would be regulated as transmission?  Think of all the regulatory 

changes since the turn of the century and the enormous impact those have had on what 

you need to do and how you want to do it.  Regulatory and market pressures are driving 

even more change now as I write this blog and a period of continuous change is 

expected for many years to come. 

A second factor is the reality that throughout this period of regulatory and market 

change, industry consolidation created a smaller number of larger companies, each 

operating a larger and more complex pipe network than before. 

Three, some change is not because something is new.  It is because of its 

importance.  The focus on the absolute total integrity of the pipe network has been 

important for many years, but now, if anything it is more strongly so than before.  

Regulatory and public expectations demand a zero serious incident operating capability 

to protect people and property. 

Finally, the industry continues in the midst of an unprecedented turnover in 

employees, with a substantial number of long-time veterans with extensive network 

knowledge in their heads being replaced by bright, but less experienced, earlier career 

professionals.  Powerful and easy-to-use network solutions are key to their being able to 

pick up where their departed veterans with experience left off. 

Let’s take a similar look at changes over the last 15 years in enabling technology. 



In some ways, the magnitude and rate of change in enabling technologies over 

the last 15 years is even more dramatic than in the pipeline and gas utility industries.  

This dramatic change in enabling technology is best highlighted, perhaps, by looking at 

a few of the most noteworthy highlights.  For instance, 64-bit computing did not come to 

mainstream desktop computers until around 2003.  Wifi only became a standard in the 

same year the Geometric Network was released, 1999.  And the first generation of the 

iPhone wasn’t even released until 2007, and the iPad until 2010! 

 

Supporting all of your network application and workflow needs…on any device, 

anywhere, anytime 

Beyond doubt, knowing at all times what is going on within and around a pipe 

network is more essential than ever for those in pipeline operators and gas utilities 

responsible for decision-making, activity management, and many other functions. 

In recent years, Esri has been evolving the ArcGIS platform to take advantage of 

the latest advances in computing technology.  That evolution now opens the door to 

new initiatives to similarly move forward core capabilities within the platform.  One of 

these initiatives is the platform’s network management capabilities. 

Our goal is clear.  And, it’s informed both by our extensive experience in 

supporting you as you have used the Geometric Network over 15 years and by our 

close working with you to understand the additional network management capabilities 

you need.  In general, to meet your network management needs of today and tomorrow, 

network components need to be able to be defined in more detail, with more options to 

define how they are connected or associated, and all in ways that facilitate better 

interoperability with other business systems.  At the same time, sub-networks need to 

be able to be dynamically identified based upon any given starting location.  

Improvements in performance and scalability are a must, and productivity improvements 

are important, too.  And, needless to say, all of this must be delivered in a way 

accessible to users across the entire ArcGIS platform.  With network management no 

longer being the domain only of desktop users – it also needs to be at the fingertips of 

Web and mobile users. 



Just with the changes to date, pipelines and gas utilities need to be capable of 

moving more smartly, nimbly, decisively, and quickly.  Recognizing that more change 

lies ahead that will further accentuate that need, design of these new network 

management capabilities is being done with an eye on increased business agility.  This 

will allow its users to more quickly adapt network management activity as future 

changes as occur.  It also will allow users to pursue new ways of working and workflows 

that maximize available resources. 

 One more thing.  There are important inter-relationships between network 

management, location referencing and the Utility and Pipeline Data Model.  Our 

development of each of these is occurring with a keen awareness of the requirement for 

them all to work well together. 

So back to my solution years to dog years analogy.  The Geometric Network has 

served us well for a very long time, and it still is.  Nonetheless, looking more closely to 

the solutions needed today and into the future, it is evident that there is a compelling 

opportunity for a new generation of network solutions that will far better serve pipeline 

operators and gas utilities than would a life extender for the current generation. 

 Please stay tuned for future communications that will discuss in more detail Esri’s 

network management capabilities. 

 


