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Safety surrounding bushfire mitigation, including power poles
requires an urgent approach. It is of concern that this initial draft
report has required significant community pressure to even occur,
and its release is 14months (and already one bushfire season) after
the Fires of 17 March 2018.
It is also noted that the Final Report is not expected to be released
until December 2019 (almost 2 years after the initial Fires) and
already in another bushfire season.
The communities affected by the St Patrick’s Day fires have been
deeply impacted and continue to be so today. We, therefore,
expect a more timely response from the Regulator to ensure safety
during future bushfire seasons. Further resources including
independent oversight and technical capacity and analytics should
be allocated.
As Mr Jack Rush, Counsel assisting at VBRC, said in 2010, our
community expects “the ESV to have the expertise to meet the
distribution companies on an equal footing”. (‘Powerline fire time
bomb’, Karen Kissane, The Sydney Morning Herald, March 27,
2010).

The community needs to see genuine regard for their safety by the
Regulator and accordingly expects repercussions for network
distribution business, Powercor after the fires on March 17, 2018
(St Patrick’s Day).

The ESV response to community concerns.

The technical report into the Garvoc Fire (released July 2018)
stated that ESV’s next steps were to “confirm the current condition
of other poles in the Terang area by auditing poles on the same
feeder”.
None of the poles on the Sparrow Spur (the line which Pole 4
collapsed on) were checked by the ESV.
Note also Powercor assured the community several times, both in
the media and via a letter to local MP, Mr Richard Riordan, from
Mr Steven Neave, General Manager Electricity Networks, Powercor,
that “following the St Patrick’s Day fires in March we inspected all
poles and wires in the regions impacted by the fires”.
Powercor did not at any time inspect the poles on the Sparrow Spur
line until after independent testing was engaged by Jill Porter and
reported in The Standard newspaper.
The community expects that the independent safety regulator, the
ESV, would direct Powercor to fulfil its duty of care and ensure all
remaining assets were in good, safe working order after the fires.
This did not happen and the community was left exposed to
potential further risk of asset failure.
Phone calls to Ed Micallef (x3 attempts) by myself in November
2018 to alert ESV to the possibility of further degraded poles on

the Sparrow Spur line were unanswered and although messages were
left, calls were unreturned.
Subsequently as a landowner I engaged independent testing (NDT)
of the remaining poles on the Sparrow Spur line, as the NDB and
the ESV provided hollow assurances only of the safety of the poles.
This highlights a level of inappropriateness and lack of pro-activity
by the independent regulator, the ESV.
A truly independent safety regulator would not allow Powercor to
change its inspection and maintenance processes mid audit and
then report to the community that “Powercor’s pole inspection
and maintenance process is fit for purpose”.
The very same community which was devastated by a fire caused by
a pole inspected under a now changed inspection regime.
This is not independent regulation. This is allowing the network
distribution business, Powercor to change the rules when and how
it chooses.
Our community deserves far more and has been deeply let down
by a lack of independence and capacity by the ESV.

It is difficult to perceive why the Director of Energy Safety, Mr Paul
Fearon is quoted in various media mediums as saying
“But if there are safety issues that have not been considered in this
draft, we want to hear about them”.
Why is the community, non-experts in the fields of electricity,
engineering and safety regulation required to alert the ESV of
potential safety issues.

Audit data from Powercor
ESV assessed and reviewed Powercor’s 2019 non-routine inspection
of 19000 poles in the south west.

Powercor’s non routine inspection of 19000 poles in the South
West took place in January and February 2019, per Mr Tim
Rourke, CEO Powercor (refer Powercor media release dated March
14).
The inspection of poles was undertaken using Powercor’s current
regime of inspection, that is the hammer test and further testing
with Wood Scan if deemed necessary.
ESV Draft report (page 6) states that further investigation is
required to assess the efficacy of Powercor’s pole condition process,
including
o staff training and assessment of competency
o the completeness of work instruction and guidance material
for hammer testing, dig and drill inspections
o the completeness and currency of training materials and
records
The ESV Technical Investigation Report of the Garvoc/The Sisters
Fire states “a competent inspection and sound test of the pole in
November 2017 would have identified the material degradation
present when the pole failed”.
This same inspection regime was used by Powercor and
subcontractor Elextrix in the non-routine audit to derive the data
results.

Without the results of this further ESV investigation, the
community cannot be assured that the results obtained by
Powercor in their audit are accurate and reliable, yet the conclusion
that the inspection process is “fit for purpose” is claimed from this
data.
Such claims are viewed by the community as premature and
without sound evidence base.

The Powercor audit took place in January and February 2019.

Currently in the south west district, many poles have been
inspected (date tag confirmation) in March and April 2019. All of
these poles were inspected before their next routine inspection was
due, ie were inspected as part of the non-routine audit.
These poles are now marked as either unserviceable or life limited,
and some have already been replaced, suggesting a higher rating
than P2.
These poles then have not been included in the Audit date
parameters and data provided to the ESV.
The community, therefore is unassured that poles were not
withheld from the audit sample provided by Powercor on the basis
of poor condition.
The reliance of the ESV on data provided from network
distribution businesses assumes that the network distribution is
honestly collecting, storing and providing accurate data. Can the
community be assured that the network distribution business is
actually doing so?

Changes to Powercor’s Inspection regime

Briefing from Mr Tim Rourke dated 18.02.19

Changes to inspection regime of
o increasing inspection frequency from 2.5years to every year
for life limited (now known as Serviceable- Added Controls)
o safety factor threshold for unserviceable poles from 1.25 to
1.4 (ie adding an additional 5mm of sound wood)
These changes were communicated to me on 21.02 via email by Mr
Tim Rourke, before the audit had finished.
On what engineering standard or evidence base were these changes
decided on?
To what Standard is the safety factor based?
What wind speed is utilised to apply the safety factor against?

Given Powercor’s main approach to asset management of poles is
via the use of Reliability Centred maintenance (RCM), it is
reasonable for the community to expect further explanation and
evidence behind the changes.
o How were these changes decided on?
o How do the changes fit into Powercor’s RCM for poles?

o How do the changes relate to the audit findings given they
were made before the audit was completed?
o How do the changes relate to the results of testing done in
Grafton on 26 and 27 February 2019 given they were made
prior to the testing in Grafton?
o Do these changes correlate sound wood depth to both
strength and durability, to an appropriate load/safety factor?
o How can an “audit” allow change to occur midstream and
during the audit being undertaken?

At Grafton, Pole 11 failed the breaking point testing.
This pole was routinely inspected in November 2017 and found to
be serviceable. It was not due to be inspected again until May
2020 (a further 2 bushfire seasons away).
Pole 4 was also inspected in November 2017 and deemed
serviceable. It failed and was the cause of the Garvoc Fire /The
Sisters) less than 4 months later. (see ESV Technical Report into
the Garvoc Fire released on 31 July).

Both poles were deemed serviceable and the change in inspection
interval would therefore not have applied to either pole (only
serviceable-added controls poles will be inspected annually).
It also remains unsubstantiated that the increase in sound wood by
5mm would have been sufficient to ensure the poles were strong
enough to withstand the maximum wind strength for their class of
strength and durability.

As a result, the community remains unsatisfied that the changes to
inspection regime by Powercor can identify the condition of poles
or that other poles still remain unidentified.

Replacement Rates of Poles within the Powercor network

The ESV Draft report states that “Powercor’s inspection and testing
process correctly identifies 1.3% of power poles would require
replacement within a year “(page 5).
Powercor has approximately 335,000 wooden poles in Victoria
(and approximately 50,000 in SW Victoria).
Mr Tim Rourke CEO Powercor stated in the Powercor media
release March 14 that
“the condition of poles in the south-west region came out better
than average, compared to the Powercor network overall”

The figure of 1.3% can be extrapolated across the entire Powercor
network. It could be considered the 1.3% is a conservative figure as
Mr Rourke confirmed the SW regions poles are better than average.
1.3% of 335,000 is 4,355 poles to be replaced within 12 months.
According to Powercor’s Regulatory Information Notice (RIN) to
the Australian Energy Regulator (AER) in 2017, Powercor
replaced 1,153 poles (including new augmentation).
Mr Rourke has suggested in Powerocr’s draft proposal for the next
regulatory period that replacement rates will be lifted to 2,200.
In the Powercor Distribution Annual planning Report (December
2018) page 82, it is stated that “the forecast number of
poles/towers to be replaced in the coming 5 years is generally in
line with historic replacements with the addition of a new program
to address double staked poles”.

There are 5271 double staked poles in the Powercor network
according to information provided by Powercor on 22 March
2019.
If all double staked poles are replaced over the next regulatory
period this would equate to the extra 5000 poles proposed by Mr
Rourke (from 1100 to 2200 each year). This then does not
address the potential issues around the increasing age of the poles
in the network and potentially could be perceived as quite
misleading as pole replacements will still stay at historical levels.
ESV must address this in order for the community to be safe.
Our community fears further pole failures and expects the ESV to
direct Powercor to address the short gap in replacements.
ESV should be ensuring that all NDB are focused on delivering a
sustainable maintenance and replacement program in view of the
ageing network.
Significant evidence was presented in 2010 by the Victorian
Bushfire Royal Commission showing the failings of an ageing
network and the need for major investment and overhaul.
ESV needs to hold Powercor and all NDB to account on
replacement levels and all maintenance of their respective
networks.

In the briefing provided on 21.02 by Mr Tim Rourke, it is stated
that the historical average wooden pole failure rate for Citipower
and Powercor is 17 out of 410,000 poles (1 in24,117) and in 2018
there was 25 wooden pole failures (1 in 16,400).
This is an increase in 2018.
In the non-routine Powercor audit of poles in the SW there were:
2 poles replaced due to sound wood levels (both before their
routine inspection was due).
2 in 11285 (as inspected at 18.02) = 1 in 5643
This is well below an industry benchmark of 1 in 10000.
Assuming there were no further failures in the remaining poles
audited (and this is not known to the public), then there were 2
poles failed in 19000, that is 1 in 9500.
This figure is also below the industry benchmark and is certainly
much higher than the historical average for Citipower and
Powercor and also the 2018 figures provided by Mr Rourke.
Our community would expect the ESV to be aware of these
increasing figures and be directing Powercor to increase its
replacement rates to a more sustainable level.

Accuracy of the ESV draft report.

Independent breaking point tests (The Grafton Report) were
analysed by the ESV and included in the Draft Report.
“analysing the conclusions of the independent breaking point tests
on the 13 poles removed from the South West, which was overseen
by ESV and a technical expert engaged by ESV”
There were 15 poles removed from the Sparrow Spur line and
“Craven “Spur according to Powercor report and media release.
Inaccuracies in information delivered to the community leads to a
lack of confidence in the ESV’s ability to be technically competent.

The Grafton Report

Given the ongoing litigation and genuine and rightful concern for
safety by the community, it is reasonable for the community to
ask why the testing carried out in Grafton and subsequent report is
owned by Powercor?
As ESV is the independent safety regulator, it is the community’s
expectation that poles whose inspection results were under scrutiny
(the Sparrow Spur poles), would have been quarantined by the ESV
and the ESV would have engaged and conducted independent
testing as it deemed necessary.
Subsequently the Report should be owned and held by the ESV.

The Technical Investigation Report into the Garvoc/The Sisters Fire
by the ESV is publicly available and likewise The Grafton Report
should also be available for the community to view.
It should not be the community’s responsibility to engage testing
and legal representation to ensure the quarantining of the poles.

Inspection Methods

o Dig and drill method
Good industry practice and knowledge shows the unreliability and
inaccuracy of the dig and drill method and there are records and
evidence of unreliability of dig and drill as the primary determinant
of pole health.
It is not within the scope of this response, to review such evidence
but to note that it does exist and that in 2019, industry around the
world uses techniques other than dig and drill for more accurate
assessment of a pole’s condition.
In the technical report to the Garvoc fire, it can be seen from
Powercor inspection records that in May 2005 the full inspection
showed sound wood of 70mm and the full inspection in May 2010
showed 100mm. This highlights the issue of irregular degradation
within a pole and is an example of the futility of using such a single
and non-repeatable method of testing whereby results may be
unreliable.
These Powercor inspection records also raise the question of
whether the inspector has access to previous results to guide him
his current assessment.

o Hammer test
ESV draft report state the “hammer test delivered conservative
results”.
Several technical experts can provide evidence that some cavities or
structural issues in a pole can be undetected by a hammer test, even
when correctly performed.
The community therefore requires further evidence to substantiate
this claim in order to be satisfied of good safety outcomes.

o NDT
Powercor agreed to undertake further research into NDT. Testing
was undertaken in February of 5 technologies. Phase 1 screening
assessment was due on May 31. (per Powercor briefing to Federal
Minister for Energy, Hon Angus Taylor).
Our community demands that the network distribution businesses
use the most accurate, modern and current methodology available
to ensure the best safety outcomes. The community would seek
assurance and validation from the independent safety regulator via
a publicly transparent process.

Lean of poles

Lean of poles are contributing factors to pole failure. It was noted
in the ESV Technical Investigation Report of the Garvoc/The Sisters
Fire that the lean on Pole 4 was a contributing factor to its failure.

In the Terang Fire, where the ESV Technical Investigation Report
states insufficient clearance of conductors as the major
contributing factor, it could also be seen that the un-stayed anchor
pole, on the other side of the road, leaned. If this pole had not
leaned, then perhaps the Terang fire may not have occurred.
\What is being done to address the many poles which have a
significant lean still in service?

Fire risk mapping

Was ceased in 2013 by the ESV and has now only been
reintroduced (June 2018). There are ongoing safety concerns re
currency of risk mapping and modelling.
If not current, then network distribution businesses’ inspection
regimes will also not be current. If an area is identified as LBRA
then inspection intervals are less frequent than HBRA.
Are the current bushfire mitigation programs being rolled out to
the areas of the highest risk?

Degradation of wooden power poles

If ESV now knows that some classes of poles are degrading more
quickly than expected, it would be reasonable to make publicly
accessible the degradation curve graphs to ensure transparency and
accountability of NDBs.

Standards

The community has grave concerns whether the standards used by
NDB conform to current Australian Standards, and if not, do they
meet minimum requirements set by Australian Standards?
It is abhorrent that NDB are only required to conform to the
Standard in place at the time of installation of an overhead line. If
the line is in service today (2019), then the NDB must be made to
comply with the most current and safe Standards of today. To not
mandate this, is to expose communities to less than best practice
and potential safety risks. This is viewed as completely
unacceptable by the community.

The lack of transparency of NDB standards surrounding inspection
and maintenance of power poles is an ongoing concern of the
community.
As the NDBs are monopolistic and regulated businesses, it cannot
be said that this information being publicly available would
jeopardize their businesses.
Such standards form part of the Bushfire Mitigation Plan, which the
network distribution businesses advertise as being available either
on their website or in person in Head office.

Double staked poles

In the Powercor Distribution Annual Planning Report (December
2018) page 82 states that “the forecast number of poles/towers to
be replaced in the coming 5 years is generally in line with historic
replacements with the addition of a new program to address double
staked poles”.
There are 5271 double staked poles in the Powercor network, per
information provided by Powercor on 22 March 2019.
As at time of this response, the number of single staked poles in
the Powercor network is unknown to the writer.
Industry knowledge shows that double staking is no longer
considered best practice. It has not been best practice for 15 years
or more.
Technical expertise says if staking is to be used as a cost deferral
technique whilst maintaining an acceptable risk profile, a plan needs
to be put in place for the management of increased pole
replacements in the future.
It also says reinforcement only ever delays the pole replacement,
pushing back investment 5-20 years in most cases.
Pole reinforcement is only just starting to be understood in terms
of how it structurally works.
There have been cases of pole failures at the top of reinforcement
and an industry source says they were not recorded as a pole failure,
nor a reinforced pole failure. This again suggests that potentially
NBD are not collecting data accurately.

(As there is current litigation underway regarding the Garvoc/The
Sisters fire, I do not wish to disclose where this information has
been obtained).
Our community is dismayed that Pole 4, which failed, was double
staked and had been so since 1994, 24years at the time of failure.
This raises questions on whether the NDB are truly managing their
pole network with the view of community safety.
In light of the Garvoc/The Sisters fire, ESV should be insisting on
far greater proactivity on the NDB behalf to safely manage staking
of poles.

Conclusion

In 2010, Mr Rush, QC said of the ESV, its “position of weakness
was made clear by the way power companies dismissed its
criticisms”.
In 2019, Powercor continues to dismiss criticisms, changes
inspection regimes, denies any duty of care to communities
devastated by fire caused by their failing infrastructure and is then
rewarded by the ESV proclaiming a “fit for purpose” regime.
This is not strong, technically capable or independent regulation.
The Fires of March 17, 2018 destroyed homes, livelihoods and a
way of life for families. Today, the long and arduous process of reestablishment continues.
Consequently, we expect of the ESV, far stronger independence in
ensuring our safety, and the safety of all regional Victorians in the
future.
We seek
1. “an appropriate degree of organisational independencethe capacity of the regulator to make objective,
impartial, consistent and expert decisions without any
perception of being influenced by conflict or bias,
whether from regulated entities or government” –
Independent Review of Victoria’s Electricity and Gas
Network Safety Framework, Final Report, December
2017.

2. Strong action on behalf of the Regulator to hold NDB,
Powercor to account for its actions leading to the Fires
on March 17, 2018.
3. A long-term sustainable asset replacement program,
which allows for the ageing and already failing
infrastructure of NDBs.
4. Greater transparency of Standards and processes
surrounding asset inspection and maintenance by
NDBs..
5. Community consultation and input regarding ongoing
bushfire mitigation strategies. It is community money
and lives at risk.

The VBRC said over 10 years ago, “the seriousness of risk and the
need to protect human life are imperatives Victorians can’t ignore”.

