Problem Statement 6
Comparison study of aerial and underground installation costs and benefits. 
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PROBLEM TITLE

Aerial Vs. Underground Utility Installations

 

RESEARCH PROBLEM STATEMENT

Quite often when a utility company's existing aerial pole line needs to be replaced on a highway or street project there is a strong desire from the public for the utility to be placed underground.  This will cost more than an overhead replacement. On Federal-aid projects the FHWA will participate in the added cost of an underground installation if it can be shown that it is in the public interest. A public interest determination might be justified from the standpoint of safety, aesthetics, economy, or a requirement of law or ordinance.  In addition to the extra costs there are other important considerations as well.  A discussion in TRB’s State-of-the-Art Report 9, Utilities and Roadside Safety, points out that the installation of aerial facilities (transformers, switching cabinets, etc.) in conjunction with underground installations may require new easements from adjacent property owners, space requirements for underground facilities may be twice that required for aerial installations, and placing transmission lines underground reduces the amount of current carrying capacity due to heat dissipation  and requires special conduits and special handling.
 

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE

The objectives of this research are to (a) identify and investigate recently completed projects in various parts of the country where gas, water, electric, and telecommunications utilities, as a minimum, have been placed underground, (b) provide a discussion of costs and benefits, (c) identify requirements required by Federal, State, and local agencies for undergrounding utilities and (d) identify new cost savings technologies and techniques for burying utilities.  This should include discussions with project owners, utility owners, local officials, and public advocacy groups.

 

ESTIMATE OF PROBLEM FUNDING AND RESEARCH PERIOD

Recommended Funding:  $100,000

Research Period:  12 months

 

URGENCY, PAYOFF POTENTIAL, AND IMPLEMENTATION

State DOT utilities’ managers at the AASHTO Right of Way and Utilities Subcommittee Conference in May 2008, agreed that there is a need to obtain information about the cost and benefits associated with aerial and underground utility installations on highway projects.  This information will be useful to State DOT officials in determining whether or not to honor requests from local officials and others to require utility companies to relocate utility installations underground rather than above ground.  The use of any information in this regard will reduce time required to consider such requests and to expedite implementation actions deemed appropriate.
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