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<69kV 

Market 

2.5 million 
500,000 
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Market 

Market Share: 
• 90% treated wood 
• 10% steel, concrete, composite 
 
Steel: 
• Over 600 electric utility companies are using steel distribution poles 
• An estimated 2 million steel distribution poles have been installed 

since 2000 

Number of Poles 

120 mil. poles 
2-3 mil. replaced/year 
1.2 mil. Total potential tons 

185 mil. poles 
4-5 mil. replaced/year 
2.0 mil. Total potential tons 
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Steel Utility Pole Manufacturing Process: 
- Hot-Rolled Sheet 
- ASTM A570, A572, A607, A715 
- Typically made from 11 gauge steel (.1196-.2092”) 
- 40-50’ average length 
- Base diameter 7.5-13” 
- Top diameter 4-7” 
- 5 mils Galvanized Coating (minimum average) 
- Polyurethane coating 

Market 
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Market 

2013-2020 
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* The Brattle Group 

Utility Pole Market 
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* The Brattle Group 

Utility Pole Market 
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Market 

*60% of distribution poles are 30-50 years old 
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Market 
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Market 
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Marketing 

* Some cedar and “other” pine also used 

Douglas Fir 

Southern 
Yellow Pine 

1 ½ - 2x’s 

3-5x’s 

2-3x’s 2-3x’s 
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SMDI Steel Utility Pole Task Group - Established 1998 
 
Objective: 
Promote the increased use of steel utility poles (wood conversion) in North 
America. 
 
Investment:  
SMDI & Partners have invested approximately $2 million. 
 
Partners: 
20+ partners including fabricators, producers, coaters, educators, etc.  

 
* Past Chairman - Keith Lindemulder, Nucor Corporation 

  
 

Task Group 
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Successes 

Environmental Owner Conversions 

Training & Education  Marketing/Research 
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Environmental 

95% of pentachlorophenol 
consumption in the U.S. is utility poles 

1.5 million poles (40%) with 
pentachlorophenol  
(other 60% are Chromated Copper 
Arsenate or Creosote) 

The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
assigned a cancer risk 3.4 million times higher 
than acceptable for people that apply penta to 
poles in the field 
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Potential to add 450,000 tons of steel per year 
 
 
 
 
 
The U.S. is not a signatory to the Stockholm Convention 

 
 

United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), through its 
Conference of Parties (COP), added pentachlorophenol to 
Annex A (2015) 
 
94 countries voted in favor of global ban 
 
 

Environmental 
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Environmental 
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• Less time on engineering details 
 
• More time on “user” experience  & operations 

 

Training 
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Lineman Retiring * 
– 49 Average Age 
– Up to 60% expected to retire in near 

future 
– Utility human resources executives 

overwhelmingly listed the aging work 
force as their number one concern 

 
 

Training & Education 

* International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 
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Student Linemen Journeyman Linemen Workshops/Rodeos 

Training 
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Owners 
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Lighter Weight 

Reduced Copper Grounding 

Longer-Spans 

Less Maintenance 

Marketing 

Economics 
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Woodpecker 

 Car Strikes 

Cascading Effect Fire 

Remote Locations 

Marketing 
Reliability 

Ice 
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Marketing 
Reliability 

…and BEARS!  
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Marketing 
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Wood poles are designed to meet average mean strengths 
while steel is designed to meet minimum strengths 

Marketing 

Engineered Product 
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Marketing 

Sustainability 
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Marketing 
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Marketing 
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Marketing 
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lineman.steel.org 
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• Grounding Equivalency of Steel Poles at MSU (1999) 
• Placemaking Group (AVISO) Market Research (2000) 
• Reliability of Steel Poles in NESC Grade C Construction (2001) 
• Steel Utility Pole Corrosions Issues by Seymour Coburn (2001) 
• AISI Overhead Distribution BIL Testing at NEETRAC (2002) 
• Potential Telecom Market for Steel Distribution Poles (2003) 
• Structural Reliability-Based Design of Utility Poles and the National Electrical Safety 

Code (2005) 
• Longevity of Galvanized Steel Utility Poles by Tom Kinsler (2005) 
• Steel Distribution Poles in Support of the Disaster Relief Effort by Outside Plan 

Consulting (2005) 
• Revise Rule 094.B.7: Directly embedded steel poles shall constitute an acceptable 

electrode (2008) 
• Pole Conductivity Testing by Gary McDonald (2010) 
• Qualification of wood poles as electrical barriers in live work methods by EDM 

(2011) 
• Total Cost of Ownership – proposal (2012) 
• Environmental Life Cycle Assessment of Southern Yellow Pine Wood and North 

American Galvanized Steel Utility Distribution Poles (2013) 

Research 
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Challenges 

Culture 

Resources 

First Cost 
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Why Now? 

• Every utility has an “issue” – we can “fix” them 
 Engineering is no longer a significant “issue” – operations / education is 

 
 

• Reliability is of growing importance  
 Wind, fire, and ice storms (and woodpeckers/bears) change minds 

quickly 
 

• Sustainability is now significant  
 United Nations is leading the charge 

 
 

• Distribution spending is on the rise 
 Transmission spending is on the decline 

 
 

• Lineman culture is changing 
 “Not a big deal….” 
 Large turnover in industry (average age near 50) 
 
 

• Opportunities exist, need more resources 
 Must invest in “people” 



w w w . s m d i s t e e l . o r g 

Summary 

Questions?  • Low risk market development 
opportunity with big potential 

• Product has inherent strengths  
& history 

• Research/Engineering is done 
– Need strong marketing / 

educational effort 

• Challenge is to offset first cost 

• Shared goals/investment and 
power of joint effort  
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