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Improvements made since '04 hurricanes 
Stricter standards, better tech should reduce chances of outages 
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LAKELAND — Hurricanes Charley, Frances and Jeanne hit Polk County like a quick three-punch combo 

hammering Florida over seven weeks of the 2004 hurricane season, testing not just the hardiness of its people 

but the electric systems that make modern life possible. 

Millions of Floridians were out of power for weeks at a time during the most destructive storm season in the 

state's recorded history. Charley was the most powerful storm to hit the state since Hurricane Andrew flattened 

Homestead in 1992. 

The western, more populous part of Polk County that avoided the major damage suffered in Lake Wales during 

Charley instead saw their electric distribution systems significantly fail during weaker, follow-up storms. 

Lakeland Electric saw 30,000 customers in its service area lose power during Charley's sweep through Polk 

County with its sustained winds of 115 mph, but 40,000 lost power from Frances with its 90 mph sustained 

winds. Jeanne and its 100 mph winds killed the lights for 90,000 of Lakeland Electric's 116,000 customers. 

The return to power was slower than electric officials wanted to see. 

Jeanne also cut power to 57,000 of Tampa Electric's Polk 71,000 customers and 47,300 of Progress Energy's 

73,291 customers. Progress Energy was since purchased by Duke Energy. 

Since then the state's electrical grid hasn't been so harshly tested — and it may not be reasonable to build with 

the most powerful storms as the standard to beat — but updates have helped reduce the more pedestrian causes 

of outages and could mitigate the effects of a major weather event. 

Lakeland Electric, Duke Energy and Tampa Electric, the three largest of the seven power providers in 

Polk County, have been replacing poles to meet new reliability standards that are rated for 110 mph 

sustained winds. 
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Duke Energy has spent more than $500 million on maintaining and strengthening its systems in 

Florida in the last three years, the company said. 

"An important part of the company’s storm-hardening improvements is inspecting and replacing 

power poles. Between 2006 and 2014, Duke Energy Florida inspected more than 898,000 poles and 

replaced about 29,000 of them. More than 479,000 poles were treated to prevent decay," according 

to information provided by Duke Energy. 

In Lakeland, "our system is so much stronger than in 2004," said John McMurray, Lakeland 

Electric's assistant general manager of energy delivery — wires, substations, poles and linemen 

crews. 

Whether Lakeland Electric could easily weather a year like 2004, it's hard to say, McMurrary said, 

"but our system has a lot more concrete and a lot more steel." 

It also has more self-awareness. Digital-enabled tools like "smart meters" that can communicate 

outages and inline sensors that can locate the points of breakage help get power back on faster in the 

event of an outage. Although the utility still recommends its customers call in power outages, often a 

crew of troubleshooters is already on the way, McMurray said. 

Duke Energy won't claim its new hardware will protect against "100-year storms like (hurricanes) 

Ike or Hugo," but its in-grid and in-home sensors could help the utility bring customers back online 

sooner. 

This technology could eventually be leveraged to create "self-healing grids" on a large scale where 

circuits would close themselves or reroute electricity almost at the moment of an outage. 

Already these types of systems are being installed on some large commercial customers where small 

amounts of time loss can mean major money. 

"It takes fiber (optics) and reclosers (switches that can close circuits automatically) and we have both 

of those," McMurray said. For upgrading Lakeland's local grid, "it's a natural 'yes.' It takes a bit of 

money." 

It's likely these kinds of systems, which are being rolled out in limited areas, will eventually be 

standard equipment. 



Duke Energy has 730 automatic reclosers installed in the state and plans to increase the numbers to 

1,000 next year, the company said. 

As of September, Duke Energy had 183 self-healing "teams" of power lines installed in the state and 

plans to add another 150 in 2016. These teams of lines can reroute power to minimize the number of 

customers affected by an outage. 

Not all the solutions to stronger grid come from technology. 

Lakeland Electric blamed the city's lush urban tree canopies as the major cause for the delay in 

restoring power after Jeanne. Since then, the utility has more actively culled arboreal intrusions into 

power lines, greatly reducing the percentage of intermittent outages caused by trees. 

These are the more easily controllable outages compared to those caused by massive cyclones, 

McMurray said. 

Lakeland Electric customers can expect their power to go out between 1.1 and 1.3 times per year on 

average, according to the utility's records, ranking it about midway in the state's electric utilities.The 

turnaround time on outages is among the lowest, however, with an average restoration taking 57 

minutes. 

Lightning is the primary cause of outages in Lakeland as Central Florida is the most active lightning 

producing area in the country. Equipment failure and animals crawling into equipment are other 

major sources of outages. 

Cuban tree frogs, an invasive species, are suspect No. 1 when it comes to wildlife finding ways to 

jump lines, popping themselves and fuses by crossing electrical phases. Better rubber caps that can 

keep the insidious amphibians out may help. 

Incidentally, the second biggest weather concern for Lakeland Electric is its large number of winter 

residents who may all reach for the temperature dial when the mercury drops, causing a spike of 

demand on the system, McMurray said. 

Every region has its unique concerns, Lakeland Electric General Manager Joel Ivy said, but Florida's 

experiences and expectations with hurricanes set a bar to measure against. Infrastructure failures 

like those experienced following Super Storm Sandy in the Northeast aren't as likely here. 



"The grid is very good, the difference is we're a peninsula, the exposure we have is much different 

than in the Midwest," he said. "It's different, but it's robust, it's been through storm and it's been 

rebuilt." 

— Christopher Guinn can be reached atChristopher.Guinn@theledger.com or 863-802-7592. Follow 

him on Twitter @CGuinnNews. 
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