
Private overhead power lines 
guide for electrical contractors
Private overheard power lines – guide for electrical contractors has 
been developed to assist electrical contractors when assessing private 
overhead power lines. A similar publication has also been produced 
for property owners covering inspections of power lines and poles, 
life expectancy of wood poles and replacement options. It is available 
on the EnergySafety website and is being distributed to affected 
property owners by Western Power and Horizon Power.

As an electrical contractor, you may be 
called upon to assess private overhead 
power lines. Although it is the property 
owner’s responsibility to ensure that any 
overhead power lines on their property are 
kept in good condition, they are encouraged 
to contact an electrical contractor to perform 
a detailed inspection or carry out repairs.

What overhead power lines 
are we talking about?
All poles, conductors and pole top fittings 
owned by the property owner after the 
network operator’s meter are his/her 
responsibility.  

What to inspect?

1. Vegetation

• Trees and branches must be at least two 
metres away from power line conductors. 
If they are not, ask the property owner to 
arrange for tree pruning by a competent 
vegetation control contractor. Under 
no circumstances should you climb the 
pole, attempt to cut the branches or 
approach the wires yourself, unless the 
electricity supply is isolated. 

• Vegetation must be kept away from 
the base of all power poles and under 
the power lines to minimise the risk of 
starting fires or propagating ground fires.

2. Power poles

• If the poles are timber, inspect the poles 
for obvious defects such as cracks, 
splitting or excessive leaning.

• Interview the property owner to try and 
determine the species of the timber and 
age  of the poles:
❍❍ If the poles are hardwood timber 

such as jarrah and have been in 
service for more than 25 years, 
advise the property owner to replace 
them. 

❍❍ If the poles are softwood timber such 
as treated pine, directly contact, or 
ask the property owner to contact, 
the manufacturer or supplier and ask 
for their life-expectancy. If they have 
exceeded the prescribed time-frames 
provided by the manufacturer, advise 
the property owner to replace them.

❍❍ If the poles are made of sawn timber, 
they must immediately be replaced. 
Sawn timber must not be used to 
support power lines.

If the poles have been in service for longer 
than their serviceable life, there is a strong 
possibility that the poles have deteriorated 
even though the deterioration may not be 
evident. Also, the life-expectancy of wood 
poles can vary significantly depending on 
their uses, species, climatic conditions and 
the location’s soil properties. Do not attempt 
to provide advice on the structural conditions 
of the poles. If you have any doubts about 
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the strength of any pole, advise the property 
owner to engage a civil/structural engineer. 
In some cases, ground-line reinforcements 
using galvanised steel stakes can also 
extend the life of wood poles. However, 
property owners must be advised to 
contact asset management companies 
specialising in such activities. The electrical 
contractor must not attempt to reinforce 
any pole himself/herself, unless he/she can 
certify that the reinforced poles satisfy the 
structural properties prescribed in Appendix 
D of AS/NZS 3000:2007.

• If termites/white ants are detected 
during an inspection, please report it 
to the property owner and advise him/
her to contact a white ant inspector/pest 
controller.

• If the poles are steel, check for rusting 
at ground level. A punch test at ground 
level can provide an indication of 
the wall thickness of a steel pole to 
determine whether it needs replacing.

3. Cross-arms: Check for deterioration 
such as splitting due to weather, 
termites or fungal rot.

4. Spreaders: Check for damaged or 
missing spreaders. 

5. Stays: Check the stay, guy or 
insulator (within the stay) for visible 
damage or deterioration.

6. Check the conductors for: 

• Presence of any bare conductors . 

• Deterioration or any visible signs of 
damage. If any of the insulation is 
missing or damaged, the exposed wire 
may be live. Contact could be fatal, 
and vegetation touching the conductor 
in this area is more likely to start a 
fire. Damaged insulated conductors 

should be replaced, not repaired. Do 
not attempt to ‘re-insulate’ the conductor 
as it will compromise the safety of the 
installation.

• Conductor-to-conductor clearance: 
Clashing conductors are a fire risk and 
can damage the conductors. Clearance 
between conductors must be maintained 
to reduce the risk of them clashing 
during windy weather. Table 3.10 of AS/
NZS 3000:2007 prescribes the minimum 
spacing between conductors. In some 
cases, larger cross arms or spreaders 
may be required to increase or maintain 
the conductor clearance. 

• Out of sag: If one conductor hangs much 
lower than the others on the same span, 
they are ‘out of sag’. Conductors may 
become out of sag if the cross arms or 
king bolt on the pole have deteriorated, if 
the pole has twisted, or if the conductors 
were struck by tree limbs or machinery. 

• Conductor ground clearance and 
tension: Contact with overhead 
conductors can be fatal. To ensure 
safety, conductors must meet minimum 
height requirements as prescribed in 
Table 3.8 of AS/NZS 3000:2007. Options 
to improve ground clearance may be to 
untie and re-string conductors. 

• Conductor building clearance: Minimum 
distances between buildings and 
conductors are essential to reduce 
the risk of accidental contact. Ensure 
structures have not been erected 
underneath any power line which 
compromise clearances. If clearances 
cannot be achieved, installing an 
underground service may be an option. 
The minimum building, structure, ground 
or elevated area is provided in Table 3.8 
of AS/NZS 3000:2007. 
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7. Insulators: Check for cracks or chips 
and replace all damaged fixtures.

8. Look for any brackets pulling away 
from the pole(s) or buildings.

9. Connections and joints in aerial 
conductors:

• Check to ensure compliance with Clause 
3.7 of AS/NZS 3000:2007.

• Check for and replace defective metallic 
preformed terminations (twisties) on 
insulated service leads.

10. Cable supports: Check to ensure 
compliance with Clause 3.9.3 of AS/
NZS 3000:2007.

11. Switchboard: Check for visible 
damage/deterioration and compliance 
with Clause 2.9 of AS/NZS 3000:2007.

Replacement options
If the power poles on a property have 
exceeded their serviceable life or if the 
overhead power lines need substantial 
repair, the property owner should be advised 
to consider two options:

• Replace all timber poles with steel 
poles and all conductors with insulated 
bundled conductors.

• Replace the service with an underground 
cable. This option is safer, requires no 
maintenance and vegetation clearance 
is not an issue. Refer to AS/NZS 3008.1 
and section 3 of AS/NZS 3000:2007 for 
guidance.

In many cases, the property owner may find 
the costs of replacement prohibitive. To keep 
costs down, offer the customer the option 
of digging the trenches himself/herself, 
laying the conduits, refilling the trenches and 
generally assisting the electrical worker by 
providing manual labour.

Legislative requirements
• Under the legislation, all defects found in 

an electrical installation which render the 
installation unsafe must be reported to 
the property owner and must be reported 
to the network operator.

• On completion of any notifiable work, 
you must submit a Notice of Completion 
to the relevant network operator within 
three days of completion and provide 
an Electrical Safety Certificate to the 
property owner.
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