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Civil Contractor Scraped 11kV Cable with Excavator 
 

Incident Description 

Event Date: 
24/05/2024 

Time:  
08:10 a.m. 

Location:  Waiotahi Substation, 33 Gabriels Gully 
Road, Waiotahe 

NP Reference / External Reference: OCC13779 / INV15607: Maximo Incident 153809 

What happened? 
 

During excavation work for the construction of the new 
33kV bay at the Waiotahi Substation, a Northpower 
contractor, operating a 20-ton excavator inadvertently 
scraped an underground 11kV cable that Horizon 
Networks owns. This resulted in damage to the outer 
sheath of the cable. 
 

What could have happened? 
 
This incident could have led to serious outcomes for people and the electricity supply if the cable 
sheath had been broken. Contributing factors included a crowded and complex site with many 
redundant underground services making it difficult to identify live cables, last-minute personnel 
changes, inadequate risk management, and the use of an unsuitable-sized excavator have also 
contributed to the event. 
 

What did we find? 
 
There was a clear need for improved project planning, both onsite and offsite, to ensure proper 
identification and communication of underground services before starting excavation. This should have 
involved a thorough review of underground service plans, a detailed inspection, and comprehensive 
communication and assurance activities. 
 

The contractor's Job Safety and Environmental Analysis (JSEA) was not reviewed by Northpower to 
ensure the appropriate risks and associated controls were in place before the excavation works were 
carried out (e.g. following the permit-to-dig requirements, potholing every 2 metres to locate services, 
and using a 5-tonne digger or smaller to control the risk of striking live underground cables) 
 
Northpower and the contractor failed to reassess the hazards associated with the short notice change 
from Transpower engineers to dig an additional 1.5 meters out from the existing services and another 
300mm deeper due to the soft subsoil composition. 
 
There was also a requirement to have a Northpower representative on-site for the excavation works, 
on the day of the incident the appointed representative was not on site due to a poorly communicated 
short-notice schedule change. 
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Actions: 
 
If electrical risks cannot be eliminated, the site engineer shall accurately document all known site 
services using GPR technology to ensure precise markings are completed and safety pothole by hand 
to verify the location of cables within 2 metres before excavations begin. 
 
Sub-contractor JSEAs must be reviewed to ensure onsite risks are appropriately assessed and 
effective controls are in place  
 
Reinforce Northpower's change management process to ensure that all personnel changes, including 
adjustments to roles, responsibilities, and tasks, are clearly communicated and comprehensively 
understood.   
 

  
 

Supporting 
References: 

TP.SS 07.58 Permit to Dig Requirements for Transpower Ground Disturbance Work 

For more information Carey Sutton, HSQE Advisor, Carey.sutton@northpower.com  

 

https://www.transpower.co.nz/system/files/controlled-documents/SS%2007.58.pdf
mailto:Carey.sutton@northpower.com

