High wire act
In May, ATC performed some of its maintenance work by helicopter on several of its transmission lines in Dane, Jefferson and Waukesha Counties. Electric transmission lines have a shield wire on the very top of the structures to protect the power lines beneath them from lightening. Lightening accounts for more than 35 percent of the outages experienced on ATC’s transmission system. 

Because of the age of the equipment and wear and tear from weather, the hardware clamps that hold the shield wires to the poles were beginning to wear thin. If a shield wire were to fall on one of the conducting lines below, it could cause an outage, and ATC’s maintenance department needed to schedule work crews to replace the clamps. Costs and scheduling conflicts with ground crews made it difficult to perform the maintenance in time, and aerial work was selected as an alternative.
As the helicopters performed their work, they hovered roughly 100 feet from the ground, and residents in and around Oconomowoc, Merton, Christiana, Cambridge, Jefferson and Watertown were notified in advance that aerial crews would come through.

Performing the maintenance work by helicopter had numerous advantages over ground work; in this case it saved time and money because helicopter crews could finish work on up to a dozen poles per hour rather than 2 or 3 per hour from the ground. Aerial work also means that crews don’t have to disturb landowners by accessing the transmission line right of way, and it has less impact on the environment than using bucket trucks and ground crews.  Because the upgrades in this case involved minor repairs at the very top of each pole, working from a helicopter allowed the electric lines below to remain energized, which helps system reliability.

Aerial maintenance is not always possible. When repairs must be made to the heavy conducting lines below, they must be done from a bucket truck, both to support the weight of the wire, and because a helicopter cannot fly between the wires.  In this case though, the maintenance was completed over a two-week period, at roughly 1/3 the cost of comparable work done from the ground.
In a small scope of work it’s much cheaper: very top of every pole, can do it with lines in service, helicopter more expensive on an hourly but more efficient

When we have to change actual conductors or insulators, cannot get rigging in place for helicopter can put 2 guys in bucket, 1,000 pounds of weight to hold up conductor, hard to do from air; limitations to where helicopters can go…..at top of pole works fine…some types of tower types don’t allow helicopter work

Two types of patrol….foot patrols walk or drive line and look at every tower up and down on 1 to 4 year cycle; avg, most lines done every 3 yrs. Aerial inspections twice year, every spring and fall, much more high level, fly by 40 miles an hour for more egregious problems…can cover 9,000 miles of line in short time, but doesn’t replace individual guy looking at it. 

ATC uses both aerial and ground patrols to monitor its transmission lines for maintenance needs.  because……Ground crews and foot patrols are still required because….

WAUKESHA, Wis. – American Transmission Co. crews will be performing maintenance on electric transmission lines from late April through the second week of May, and will conduct their work from a helicopter. Since it will be hovering above the transmission structures at a height of only about 100 feet from the ground, residents who live or work near the transmission lines will likely hear the helicopter. 

The sections of lines that will be impacted include the following:

· A line between the Summit Substation in Oconomowoc and the Bark River Substation in Merton. This includes 148 wood poles.

· A line between the Rockdale Substation in Christiana/Cambridge and the Jefferson Substation outside of Jefferson. This includes 70 H-frame structures.

· A line between the Crawfish River Substation in Jefferson and the Concord Substation in Watertown.

The crews will be replacing a piece of hardware—a clamp that holds a wire—at each structure (pole) along the transmission line corridor. “These clamps are aging and need to be replaced to ensure the wires remain securely attached to the poles,” said Duane Schoon, ATC project manager. “Performing this work from a helicopter rather than by truck saves time and money, and we can avoid having to access the rights-of-way; this significantly reduces the impact on landowners and the environment.”

According to Schoon, residents and businesses have been notified by mail of the work and the schedule.  “The work will take approximately 5 – 10 minutes per structure. It is our goal to minimize the disruption and inconvenience of the work,” he said. 
The company will avoid working after dark, in part because the helicopter will create some noise for a brief period of time.  Although some of the work may also be done on the weekends, it is ATC’s intention to avoid early morning hours on Saturdays and Sundays. 

Because the maintenance will occur on three separate transmission line corridors over the two-week period in several different communities, it is unknown what day and time the work will be done in a specific area or community. 

