
How Often Should I Have My Poles Inspected?

Corrosion and wind never rest--these attacks continue 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week. To ensure the continued integrity of your poles and 
their ability to resist these forces, RISC recommends that you have your 
poles inspected on a 12-to-24-month cycle based on the results of your 
baseline inspection.
This inspection should include both a thorough visual and non-destructive 
evaluation, coupled with an engineering and design analysis (as part of the 
baseline inspection). When you consider the millions of dollars in potential 
liability if a pole fails, an investment in pole inspection to keep your poles 
safe is a business decision that makes sense.
Key areas that should be looked at when performing an inspection include 
(but are not limited to):

•Proper drainage of any accumulated moisture that may accumulate on the           
 interior of the pole.
•Deterioration/corrosion of the protective finish on the pole shaft.
•Deterioration/corrosion of the protective finish on the base plate.
•Deterioration/corrosion of the protective finish on the anchor bolts and nuts.
•Damaged or missing climbing devices.
•Visual signs of cracking in the concrete foundation.
•Ultrasonic measurement of the base section wall thickness.
•Tightness of all anchor bolts (if equipped).
•Condition of all critical welds (using non-destructive testing methods).
 
Once your baseline inspection has been conducted, a program of general 
maintenance and repair can be developed and implemented. Once com-
plete, you’ll have the confidence in the condition of these assets and their 
suitability for continued use.

Are Your Light Poles Putting You At Risk?

We see them every day and take them for granted. They support the lights 
that illuminate your football, baseball, softball, and soccer fields. They 
help light tennis courts, parking lots, and sidewalks. They’re all around us 
and if they’re doing their job correctly you may never think twice about 
one. But are your lighting poles putting you, your staff, and visitors at 
risk?
One of the most overlooked aspects of a comprehensive facility mainte-
nance program is the proper inspection of your lighting poles, but before 
we discuss the methods available to perform these inspections, ask your-
self or your staff the following:
1) When was the last time we inspected our light poles?
2) Did we keep written notes and develop records of the inspection?
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Why Do Poles Fail?

RISC has identified six main causes of pole failure: corro-
sion, weather, fatigue, faulty design, improper installation, 
and poor fabrication. 

Corrosion: Internal and external corrosion can cause metal 
loss, which weakens the structure and can cause premature 
failure. One of the most common corrosion culprits is grout-
ing underneath the baseplate-a procedure that is not recom-
mended!

Weather: Most poles are designed using 50-year data and 
are based on past examples. Hurricanes, tornadoes, and 
high wind events are generally considered out of the normal 
range and are difficult to account for when predicting dam-

Light Pole Inspection Turns Negative 
Into Positive

A school district in the Southwest United States retained 
RISC to inspect and assess the condition of 16 poles located 
at various fields throughout the district. Here is what RISC 
found, and how they helped remedy a potentially-dangerous 
situation.
After the poles were inspected, severe deficiencies were 
observed from the baseplate to pole shaft weld and the 
baseplates themselves were under-sized and under-designed, 
resulting in poles that were unable to carry the assigned 
loads and subject to future cracking and potential liability 
for the district. The school district was looking at the possi-
bility of needing to replace all these poles with new poles, a 
project that would have cost well over one hundred thousand 
dollars, a difficult proposition in these challenging economic 
times.
After reviewing all the options, RISC’s engineering teams 
worked with the client district and developed a plan to 
reconfigure and re-use the poles on another field. After the 
recommendation was accepted by the district, RISC’s field 
service team was retained to perform a series of field modifi-
cations to these poles to prepare them for quick introduction 
back into service.
Extensive field welding, re-coating and a final QA/AC were 
performed on site with no disruption to school activities or 
facilities. The final project cost was less than 20 percent of 
the amount required to purchase new poles and the down-
time was reduced by over 80 percent.

For information on RISC’s inspection or field services, please 
contact David Coates at (281) 259-7000 or via e-mail at 
dcoates@polesafety.com

Are Your Light Poles Putting You At Risk?  
3) Did we just give them a visual inspection, or did we use any 
type of non-destructive evaluation method to find potential 
problems the eye cannot yet see?

The answers may surprise you ....

Looking Back 
Many of the keys to maximizing the life cycle of a pole oc-
cur before a single light is ever turned on. When your poles 
were initially installed:
A) Did a qualified professional engineer calculate the applied loads 
when designing the pole and foundation?
B) Were the poles originally designed and manufactured to correctly 
calculated loads, and with good quality standards meeting or exceed-
ing current industry procedures?
C) Were the poles purchased to meet standard, recognized structural 
code with appropriate load and strength safety factors, or were they 
sold as a general “commercial” design (whatever that means)?
D)Did a responsible and experienced contractor install the pole cor-
rectly per the architect or engineer’s instructions?

If the answers to any of the above are “no” or, “I don’t 
know,” then consider having a comprehensive inspection 
program to assess and remediate any defects in your lighting 
poles.
Would you like to learn about keeping your students and 
members safe? Go to www.polesafety.com to learn more 
about the full suite of services offered by RISC.

Continued from front age scenarios. Each of these weather examples can cause 
sudden and unpredictable pole failure.

Fatigue: Fatigue is progressive and localized structural 
damage that occurs when a material is subjected to cyclic 
loading. Cyclic loading occurs as a result of gusted wind hit-
ting the pole, or steady winds that when passing by certain 
pole geometries can create turbulence and uneven pressure.

Faulty Design: Many of the poles previously sold to 
schools and athletic facilities were designed to a “commer-
cial standard” which does not have the appropriate built-in 
safety factors. New poles should be built specified and built 
to the latest proper standards (RISC recommends AASHTO 
2009).

Improper Installation: In too many instances, once a pole 
arrives at an installation site, it is subjected to field modifica-
tions and improper installation techniques that can damage 
the ability of the pole to perform to the standards by which it 
was originally designed.

Poor Fabrication: Incorrect or sloppy fabrication can lead 
to pole failure due to the introduction of notches, stress ris-
ers, corrosion pockets, metallurgical failure, etc.


