Utility Company Practices:
A Survey and Sample Response

ith goverment laggng behind inthe protection of pudic hedlthand the
envi ronnent fromthe inpact of hazardous pesticides |ike wod preserva
tives, it isdtentheprivaesetta that stgsintotekeationthat is praective
a the comnity, state and national level. In the case of pentachl orophe-

md, wth @B percet o dl patauwsedonuility pdes, uility
conpani es are critica decision nakers on this key pub-
lic health and environmental issue. For example, some
manufacturers in the food industry have chosen to elimi-

The questions addressed in the survey incl ude:

m Wt arethe environnenta practices enployed by utili-
ties across the Lhited Sates and Ganada?

nate the use of specific pesticides or
practices in response to safety con-
cerns that have not been adequately
regulated by EPA.

Toassess therdetha utility conpani es
can and do play in addressi ng the haz-
ards of wood preservatives including
pent achl or ophenol , Beyond Pesti ci des/
NCAWP devel oped and distributed a
survey to over 3000 utilities to adyze
their know edge of the problem and
steps that they have taken or are plan
ning to take to address the hazards of
vood preservative-trested utility pd es.
This survey folows the release of B
yond Pesti ci des/ NCAW' s ground
breaki ng report Foi son Rol es: A Report
Aot Their Toxic Trail andthe Sifer Aternatives, in 197,
Poi son Pl es introduced the hazards of the wood preserv-
ing chemcals and the extent of their use to an unavare
public. 9ncethat tine, BPAhas coomtted to conducting
areviewd the hazards of wood preservatives under its
reregistration process and has recently rel eased prel i m-
nary scientific anal yses ind cating serious hazards asso-
ciaedwththe use o petachorophend inuility paes. In
addition, since 1997 HPA has cal cul ated the excessive
di oxi n contaninati on associ at ed wth wood preservati ve-
trested Uility pdes.

After Beyond Pesti-
cides/NCAMP’s survey
was mailed to 3,000
utilities, the American
Wood Preservers Insti-
tute (AWPI) immedi-
ately started a cam-
paign against the sur-
vey, urging utility ex-
ecutives in a memo
from AWPI’s president
not to cooperate.

m Hwnany and what types of util-
itypoesaeinusein commonities?

m Ae uility conpanies inthe habit
o retreating ag ngvood Wwility pd es?

m To wet extent do uilities store
orsite treated pdes in the conmo-

rity?

m \Wat happens to treated pol es
after they are taken out of service?
Are they disposed of as hazardous
wast e?

m btheuilities curently use or do
they have plans to use d ternatives to the pa sonous treated
vwood utility pd es?

The survey (See appendix B was sent to over 3,000 utili-
tiesacross the US and Grada.  The survey asks strai ght -
forvard questions towichthe pudic has aright to ansvers.
None of this infornation shou d be consi dered secret, given
thefact that uilities are handing and possibly exposi ng the
public and the envi ronnent to hazardous naterial s.

The wood treatnent industry apparently feel's differently.
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After Beyond Pesti ci des/ NCAMP s survey was nailed to
the uwilities, the Awrican Vdod Preservers Institute
(AM) inmediatel y started a canpai gn agai nst the sur-
vey, urging utility executives ina neno fromAM ' s presi-
dent, not to cooperate. (See Appendix Q Thisistrouding
and telling, since Al has effectively influenced BEPA
deci sion naking onthis issue over the last tw and a hal f
decades behind closed doors. Oh one level, AM's re-
sponse is surprising, given that the organization clains
that penta and the other wood preservatives pose a mini -
nal threat to hunan and environmental health. ' Wat
then does the A have to hide fromthe public? Those
utilities that chosetoignore the AM and responded are
takingtheintid stepstomardengagnginapudic d scus-
siononthisinportant topic.

Despite AM's efforts, the survey has generated a pre-
linmnary 39 responses fromutilities that cover 24 states
and Ganada and control nearly one ml -

ony cosiders aternative poisons. The HPA chooses
not to ask the sinpl e and dbvi ous question: Has this poi-
sonous chenical been rendered obsol ete and, therefore,
unnecessary as a result of new |ess hazardous, cost ef-
fective technd ogi es on the narket ?

Scody, thereisalogestadished cutueinthe wility
industry to use wood utility poes. Wthout regu atory ac-
tiononthe part of the BPA utility conpani es have had no
reason to change their practices. Inaddition, any change
inindustry practice does require an investnent as work-
es are retrained. Hovever, this industry investnent is
snal | in conparisonto the savings i n hunan and environ
nental health costs that coudbereaized wth anincrease
inthewsed dterrgive uility pdematerids.

Third, the availability and econony of normood utility
poes has changed radicaly in the recent past. Sed,

lionpdesinthar serviceaea Theseuili-
ties colectively serve an area of over
33,886 square mles or at least 57,000

road/pole niles. The respondents in-
clude snaller utilities acrossthe US ad
Ginada and do not incl ude any of the top
100 utility conpani es, whi ch have appar-
ently heeded AP’ s advice in not shar-
ingbasicinfornationwth the pudic.

Survey Overview

Table Il. Utilities From 24 States and Canada
Responding to the Utility Pole Survey
Arkansas Missouri
Colorado Montana
Connecticut North Carolina
Georgia Nebraska
Hawaii New Hampshire
lowa New Mexico
Illinois Ohio
Indiana Oregon
Kansas Tennessee
Louisiana Texas
Massachusetts Utah
Minnesota Wisconsin

Toxic, chemcally treated wood pol es are

favored by the wilities; 9B 5percet o the
poles in our survey are chemically treated wood pol es.
Penta stands out as the chemical treatnent of choice
anong the uwtility respondents; a least 56 percert of the
poes are treated wth perta, 20 percent wth creosote,
and 14 percent wth copper chromum arsenate (G3A).
Qly 1.5 percent of poles in our survey were nade wth
dterrative naterids.

There are a nuniber of possi bl e expl anations for the very
snall nunber of aternative nateria pdes in use. Frst
and forenost, the BPA has failed to adequatel y protect
the public through its regdation of the wood preserva
tives. Vienthe BPAconsiders aternatives duringits risk
analysis of atoxic chenncd it does nat include dternative
techndogesintha equation. Bdieveit o nat, the EPA

concrete and conposite poles are readily availabl e, |ast
| onger and do not require renedi ati on expense. In addi-
tion, sted pdes taken out of service are recyclade, so
uwility conpanies can actud ly redize a return when d s-
posing of sted pdes. Desptethis, nost wilities are ne -
ther using nor consi dering novood tility pol es.

Thenajor findngs of the utility survey focus onthe fdlow
i ng questi ons.

m Hbwprevdent isaparticdar practice anong the utility
i ndust ry?

m Wat are the problens associated wth those prac-
tices?
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m Hwwll noving anay fromwood utility poles sove
those probl ens?

Utility Pole Storage

The study finds thet 87 percent of the wilities thet responded
stored chemcal ly trested wood utility pdes onsite. Qe
wility reports storingas nany as 7,200 pd es a g ventine
a thar fadlity. Atygdd uilitypded
12 inches in diangter and 45 feet in
I ength contai ns 40 pounds of penta. 2
Autility yard storing 7,200 such pa es
represents 2838, 000 pounds (144 t ons)
o petathat coddleachinothe sal
and ground wat er.

Bl Ganada, in 1988, conducted a
study to deternine whether soil and
goundwater inits storage yards vere
contamnated by penta and/or an-
other wood preservative, TA |In Qe
bec, where the conpany uses nostly penta-treated pol es,
thecleanupcriteria, o level s deternined acceptabl e, vere
exceeded by factors as high as 100 at 10 out of 14 sites. 3
Anot her Ganadi an study neasured the anount of penta
leachingout of apileof 15 Douglas FHr po es under natura
ranfal codtios in Bitish @ulia The levd o peta
rel eased fromthese pol es vas rel ativel y constant through
out the study period of four nonths, rangi ng froml 57-2.85
nyLrardl. "

It is clear that penta ad its contamnants do | each from
wility pdes, bath fromthe pdes stored in pde yard ad
those in service. Astudy conducted by the Hectric Fover
Research Institute (EFR) neasured soil adjacent to wtility
pdes in servicee HR foud levds of pentain the sal
around the poles as high as 100 ng/ kg or 100 parts per
milion(pom. 5 BR asoevaluated the | eaching of penta
inoloner depths of soil around 168 i n-servi ce wood wtility
poes and found that penta residues vere rel atively con
start to 48 inches; ® naxi numl evel s were above 500 ngy/
kg It has al so been shown that dioxins are | eaching out of
pentatreated vood wility pdes. Sgnificat levds o daxdn
vere neasured in soil sanpl es taken fromaround pent a-
treated pd es, wth detectad e leve s of d axin found 20 cen
tineters fromthe pdes. ’

A typical utility pole of 12
inches in diameter and 45
feet in length contains 40
pounds of penta. A utility
yard storing 7,200 such
poles represents 288,000
pounds (144 tons) of penta
that could leach into the
soil and ground water.

Retreatment of Poles In Service

The survey found that 34 percert of utilities retreat wood
pdes inan effort toincreasse their life span. Goudine
renedi ation of poes not only introduces a fresh dose of
toxi c chenical s to the environnent around the pd e, it al so
i ncreases the cost of using treated wood pol es. These are
two additional reasons for ashift fromthe use of wod pa es
totheuse of dterraives.

According to BPA's cal cul ati ons,
the sing e highest risk of cancer from
exposure to penta bel ongs to thaose
people hired to gpply liquid peta
formuation for groundine
renedi ation. HEPA has deternined
that these unfortunate nen and
vonen have a 3.4 chance in 1 to
suffer fromcancer due to perta @
34ou of 1?7 Hwis that possihle?
Beyond Pesti ci des/ NCAMP has
been abl e to nake sense out of that particular datumin
only one vay: people that apply liqud pentato in-service
pol es have an 100% chance of getting cancer and be-
cone contamnated to the point that they then expose their
col | eagues, friends and fannly to penta, |eadingto an addi -
tional 24 cases of cacer. Thisisanextraordnary risk

Nether uility lines nade fromdtermative naterids nor bur-
ieduilitylinesreqirerenad ationtreatnent. Qr research
indcates arange of $30to $0 per pole for renedial treat-
nent. Ay cost/benefit anal ysis conducted by the utility in
dustry nust include an assessnent of the hunan heal th
cost, the environnental cost and the economic cost of
retreatnent of wood pol es.

Disposal of Treated Poles

Qe of the nost disturbing findings of the survey is what
gopears to be the standard Wwility industry practice of g w-
ing anay or selling used chenical |y treated wood wtility
pdestothepdic. Quer B8 percat o the utilities d spose
of pdesinthisway. Wy isthisdstuhing? Becausethe
pudic has not been inforned of the risks to their hedth
associ ated fromcontact wth that poi sonous wood.

Wien discarded poles are cut into pieces, the saw dust

POLE POLLUTION 11



can end up on the skin and in the lungs of the handy-
person and his or her famly. That newy created | unter
becones fence posts, garden retainers, or ajungl e gym
for childen

Autility in Topeka, Kansas, Véstern Resources, actually
won an award fromt he Kansas Departnent of Heal th and
Bwironnent for providing toxic luner for public projects
(See Appendix B.  Instead of disposing of their pdesin
an gppropriate landfill, the toxic lunber was converted
into an ervironnental classroomshelter, a bird viewng
bind, and bird boxes, to nane just afew

Qlyoned theutilitiesthat regiedtothe survey provi ded
aMiteria Sofety Data Sheet (MH al ong wth the used
pol es to consuners. (See Appendix D. The MBS states
that penta “has been found to have toxic effects inlabora
tory aninals. . . Exposure to treated wood shoul d be kept
to a mninum . .Exposure to penta during pregnancy
should be avoided. . .PRenta contains trace anounts of
Hxa, Hepta, and Qtochl or odi benzo-p-di oxi ns, Hexa,
Hept a, and  Cctachl or odi benzof ur ans, and
Hexachl orobenzene. The Sate of Glifornia has listed
Hexachl or odi benzo- p-di oxi n and Hexachl or obenzene as
chemcal s knomn to the Sate to cause cancer.” It isinter-
estingtonate tha this sane utility requires that consum
ers of the used pd es sign an agreenent freeingthe utility
fromliability for any harmcaused by the pd es.

23 percent of utilities disposed of their d scarded wood
pdesinlandfills bt oly 5 percent treat the pd es as haz-
ardous vaste. Inregd ar landfills the chenmcd s insidethe
poes are freetoleach out into the envi ronnent, contan-
nating our soil, groundvater and eventual |y our bodi es
(See research cited above under storage). Despite lim
ited legal requirenents in this area, Beyond Resticides
believes that the only appropriate way to di spose of chem-
caly treated wood poes is in certified hazardous veste
ladills

Use of Alternative Pole Materials

Survey responses indicate that |ess than two percent of
uilitiesaewimdtanivepdemnateids, indudngsted,
concrete and conposite. Futhernore, all the respondents
ind cate that they have no plans to consider swtchingin
thefuuwetopdes costructed ot of aternative naterids.

Cost Analysis of Alternative Methods/Poles

Aterrative nethods of carrying uility lines carry far less
risk to hunan heal th and the environnent. Videre buryi ng
wilitylinesnay not befeasibe, dternative nateriad s such
as sted, concrete, and conposite are cost effective na
taidsfa uilitypdes.

Minportant cost thet isdimnated wththe use of dterna
tive naterial paes is the environnental and econonic
cost of retreatnent. As outlined above, groundine
renedi ation introduces a fresh dose of chemical wood
preservatives into the envi ronnent where it can contam-
nete our sol, vater andair. Thisroue of enviromenta
contanhnation a so costs the utility conpani es noney. Not
only do alternative poe naterials not need retreat nent
but their usefu life spanis|onger than for wood.

Research shows that concrete poles can last from80 to
100 years in service °According to sources at Interna
tiond Uility Sructures, Inc, nanufactrers of sted pdes,
stedl pdes have useful |ife spans of 80 years. Hberd ass
pol es, according to one nanufacturer, Shakespeare®,
haveinservice life spans of upto 80 years. Rertatrested
wood pol es, on the other hand, have life expectanci es of
35 years. 10

A addtiod berefit of sted isits aility toberecyded
Uility conpanies can actually realize a return when they
sdl their ddsted pdes far scrap to be recyd ed

Uhder the current regulatory regine utility conpanies are
freetoexterndize the costs to hunan health. Wth appro-
priate regu ation of penta, and the other wood preserva
tives, uility conpanies wll befarcedtoredize these costs.
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