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While the subject of stadium and athletic field pole inspection has been covered in great 
detail recently, little attention has been given to the proper development of inspection 
criteria and standards for inspecting these unique structures. 

A complete steel light pole inspection program should consist of a) thorough visual 
inspection, b) appropriate non-destructive testing and c) an engineering and design 
assessment. An inspection that is missing any one of these components is like a stool 
missing a leg – unbalanced and unusable.  

The first element, visual inspection is designed to provide a comprehensive overview of 
the general condition of the pole. The inspection should focus on the following key 
elements: 

A) Proper allowance of drainage of any accumulated moisture on the interior 
of the pole; 

B) Deterioration/corrosion of the protective finish on the pole shaft and base 
plate, anchor bolts and anchor nuts (if the pole is anchor based). 

C) Damaged or missing climbing devices, steps and safety cables (if so 
equipped) 

D) Visual signs of cracking in the concrete foundation or grout. 
E) Any field modifications or improper installation practices (anchor bolt holes 

enlarged, anchor bolt nuts welded, etc). 
F) Condition of the splice overlap and engagement. 

Additionally, the lowest wire access opening cover should be removed and the pole 
inspected for internal corrosion/metal loss on the interior surfaces of the pole shaft. If 
the pole is anchor based, then the tightness of all anchor bolt nuts should be verified 
and any loose nuts tightened to appropriate specifications.  

Once the visual inspection is completed, all the critical dimensions of the pole should be 
recorded for use in the engineering and design review. These dimensions include pole 
height, number of sections, diameter, number of fixtures (lights, speakers, etc) mounted 
on the pole, baseplate thickness and diameter and placement of the anchor bolts (if 
applicable). Wall thickness of the base section should also be determined with an 
ultrasonic steel thickness meter. 

Following the visual assessment, a thorough non-destructive evaluation of the pole 
shaft and baseplate to pole shaft weld/anchor bolts (if applicable) should take place.  



While there are numerous methods available for conducting this non-destructive 
evaluation, a strong case can be made for utilizing ultrasonic and magnetic particle 
testing to provide the critical data required to make proper weld quality decisions. 

Ultrasonic testing (UT) is utilized to measure wall thicknesses of the pole shaft for 
determination of metal loss and both ultrasonic and magnetic particle (MT) testing can 
be utilized for non-destructive evaluation of welds and locating weld defects. They can 
also be utilized to locate cracks in steel due to fatigue related issues. 

Following the field work (visual and non-destructive evaluation) a comprehensive 
engineering review and design assessment should be undertaken to determine if the 
pole was designed and built correctly for the proper wind zones and loads. 

RISC’s position is that all sports lighting poles should be designed to and reflect the 
current AASHTO 2009 standards in order to provide the proper safety factors that are 
needed in structures of this type. Appropriate importance factors should be utilized 
given the proximity to property and persons. 

Far too many poles that were installed in the past twenty plus years and which are 
currently being manufactured and sold even today reflect a “commercial grade” 
standard which has no definitive place for structural design. The appropriate safety 
factors are not in place and the pole is designed to the minimum standards required. 
We strongly encourage and recommend that if you build a design or build a new field 
that the poles confirm to the latest AASHTO standards. You’ll have certainty that the 
poles were designed with safety and reliable operation in mind if those standards are 
adhered to by your engineering or architectural firm. 

Once your chair is built (visual inspection, non-destructive evaluation and engineering 
review), a comprehensive plan of maintenance and repair for your light poles can be 
developed and implemented. In many instances, this plan can be undertaken by 
existing personnel at your facilities, but if extensive field repair or strengthening is 
required, then the services of a professional firm may be required. A post project 
inspection is also recommended after any major field modification on poles to ensure 
that the work was done correctly. 

Once the initial inspection is done and all actionable items addressed, plan for re-
inspection on a consistent basis and make it a part of your overall facility maintenance 
program moving forward. When you consider the liability involved if a pole were to fall, a 
little prevention is worth millions of dollars of cure. 

Use the legs listed above and you’ll build a good solid (and more importantly safe) chair, 
that your students, staff and visitors can feel comfortable in for years to come. 
 


