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WOOD POLES:
HOW LONG DO
THEY LAST?
30...45...60...
100 YEARS?

IT MAKES A
DIFFERENCE!

While initial purchase and installation costs
remain a key consideration for utilities in the
selection of transmission and distribution pole
materials, total life cycle costs analysis is becoming a
predominate decision criteria, Considering all the
costs for the system, inchuding maintenance and
replacements, a "cradle to grave" approach helps
assure the best decisions are made.

In doing life cycle cost analysis, no variable is
more critical than the value assigned to the expected
performance life of a product. As the following
analysis by Andy Steward of EDM clearly
demonstrates, real life data indicates the life of wood
systems is significantly longer than is perceived by
most utility customers, While more research efforts
are needed, the Institute believes it is abundantly

clear that the current perceived wood pole life of
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maintenance records shows that, when a standarnd
maintenance program is emploved, significant deterio-
ration of the condition of wood within the assumed
30-40-year life expectancy is not expected.

Several factors have contaminabed life estimates
for wood poles. These factors need to be reviewed and
addressed before meaningful life-cycle cost analyses
can be performed. One such potential contaminate is
the data which has been incorporated into service life
estimates. For example, life estimates often include
poles that have been changed due to system
modification — such as line re-routes that have little or
nothing to do with line condition. Inclusion of such
data in life estimates for poles, espedially in urban
areas, can lead to significantly under-estimated service
life expectancies.

This article examines the relevant assumptions about
pole life that have been generally accepted by the utility
industry and wood pole manufacturers — and
compares them to some real-world case histories. The
question is: How long do wood poles last? Several
other questions need to be addressed to assess the
reliability of the projected life span assumptions:

* Do actual mortality and /or survival data
support this assumption?

*  Have statistics from a few isolated sources of
data been inappropriately accepted as gospel?

*  Have wood pole life data been contaminated
by factors that do not directly relate to mortality
induced by degradation?

ASSUMED MORTALITY RATES FOR WOOD
POLES

Several utility industry surveys have been
conducted in the last 15 years E-E'E'kll'lE: information on
the perceived performance of various structure
materials used in the construction of transmission
and distribution lines. Most of these have requeﬁted
information on the perceived service life of wood
poles. The relevant results of a representative survey
are summarized in Figures 1 and 2.
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Figure 1. Average pereeived serpice lives of wood poles in
varionis geogriphical regions of the LS. idetermined Hrough a
survey of efectric ufility industry personnel ).



