Dear Mr Gaubert

Electricity Supply

Thank you for your time when we’ve spoken recently regarding power cuts affecting your area. Please accept my apologies for any inconvenience you and your fellow residents have been caused. 

UK Power Networks strives to give all its customers a safe and secure supply of electricity. However, despite our continuing efforts, interruptions to the electricity supply can and do occur from time to time, for a variety of reasons. Some of these are not within our control and for this reason we cannot guarantee a continuous supply. However, I wish to assure you as soon as we become aware of a problem on our power network every effort is made to restore electricity as quickly as possible so any impact is kept to a minimum. 

On receipt of your correspondence I contacted our Area Manager responsible for your locality and can now confirm the following:

The power cut on 5 July was caused by a faulty insulator on our overhead line network that has since been repaired.

The power cut on 6 July was due to an underground cable fault. The faulty section of cable has been identified but not yet repaired. It has been isolated from our network and your power has been rerouted from an alternative source. Our aim is to complete the cable fault repair by the end of this week; however as this is isolated from the system the repair will not have any significant impact on supply reliability.

As discussed last week, the power cut on 8 July was due to a branch falling onto our overhead line network and repairs have subsequently been carried out. I can confirm we have an ongoing programme of tree cutting, and spend approximately £25 million pounds a year on this activity. Tree cutting in your area was not imminent but in view of this fault, and the brief interruptions explained below, our Area Manager has asked our Tree Cutting team to carry out a full survey of the overhead line network that supplies you. Should areas be recognised that require tree cutting steps will be taken as a matter of urgency. 

For information, whilst we try to cut trees with the circuit live, without interrupting the power supply, there are occasions when for safety reasons it is necessary to isolate supplies. However, should this be necessary customers will be given advance notice in order to make alternative arrangements. We have a statutory duty to provide two days notice of a planned shutdown but we always try to provide more time than this to our customers to help them plan accordingly. 

As can be seen from the above the three power cuts were unrelated and we are not aware of any inherent problem in the area. We will, of course, continue to monitor the network closely.

You have also had some short power cuts due to the operation of an automatic switch (auto-reclose) on our high voltage overhead line network. These devices form part of our protection equipment and automatically cut off the power if a transient fault is detected, such as trees or birds coming into contact with the overhead lines. They can also operate due to the effects of storms. Once the fault has cleared, the power is automatically reconnected. This operation usually lasts a few seconds. 

We do understand the inconvenience these cause, but believe these devices offer better customer service as there is no need for a technician to attend site to restore power. Without them, should a fault occur it would inevitably result in a much longer power cut. 

I understand views about the overhead line network and I hope the following information will be of use. The reality is that we experience more faults on our underground network than our overhead network. When a fault does occur it is usually easier to locate when overhead rather than underground as it is normally visible. Consequently, customers experiencing an overhead fault will generally get their supply restored quicker than those who have an underground supply. 

An underground fault is difficult to locate as there are no visible signs of where it has occurred. Underground cables are not maintainable as such and can be affected by outside influences. When an underground fault has been located it is then necessary to organise specialist teams to attend site in order to carry out excavations before another team of specialists attend site to carry out the necessary repairs. 

Also, many underground faults arise due to cables being damaged by third parties excavating in the footpaths and carriageway. Often incidents of minor damage are simply not reported, leaving us unaware of any problem. Over time water seeps into damaged cables resulting in a fault and loss of supply. The passage of fault current dries out the dampness in the cable with the result that when our engineers attend site there is no permanent fault, the fuse is replaced and supplies are restored. Therefore it is possible that customers will experience many power cuts before the fault becomes permanent and repairs can be made. 

Finally, as part of our investment programme we refurbish our overhead line networks replacing any ageing or particularly fault prone components and installing new fault detection and prevention devices. Our network is under constant review to distinguish any particularly fault prone circuits and identify any underlying causes. Reliability of supplies to our customers is of prime importance to us and considerable effort is being made to improve quality of supply by maintenance and renewal of equipment, tree cutting and the use of modern technology. The work is part of UK Power Networks £360million investment this year. In the five years to 2015 the company plans to spend about £1.8billion on infrastructure improvements.

I hope the information provided is useful but please let me know if you require anything further. Please be assured we are committed to providing a safe and reliable supply of electricity to our customers.

Kind regards, Mark 

Mark Methven
Senior Customer Relations Officer
UK Power Networks, Fore Hamlet, Ipswich, IP3 8AA
