SPECIAL STORIES

An Innovative Solution

Sterlite Grid experiments with heli-stringing for its transmission project

or transmission projects, right of
way (RoW) is one of the biggest
challenges in project implementa-
tion, which significantly impacts project
costs and schedules. One of the prac-
tices adopted globally to overcome this
issue has been the stringing of transmis-
sion lines wusing helicopters. This
involves using a helicopter to string con-
ductors aerially on transmission towers,
allowing speedier execution of works,
especially in remote and difficult terrain.
Private transmission major Sterlite Grid
Limited recently took this initiative for a
section of its upcoming Bhopal-Dhule
transmission project, making it the first
transmission company in India to use
this technique. A look at Sterlite Grid’s
implementation experience, the chal-
lenges involved as well as the benefits of
this technique...

Project details

The heli-stringing initiative was taken
up by Sterlite Grid for two sections (ag-
gregating about 10 km) of the upcoming
Bhopal-Dhule Transmission project, the
third ultra mega transmission project
contract secured by the company in
2011. The transmission project entails
construction of the 765 kV Vadodara-
Dhule-Aurangabad and the 765 kV
Indore-Bhopal-Jabalpur lines, totalling
a length of 1,000 km. The project, which
was to be undertaken on a build-own-
operate-maintain basis, will enable
evacuation of power from upcoming
independent power projects aggregat-
ing 35,000 MW.

For the initiative, Sterlite collaborated
with Chopperworx, a South African
helicopter air services company spe-
cialising in industrial applications and
solutions for sourcing helicopter pilot
services. The helicopters were provided
by India-based company Himalayan
Heli Services.

Since heli-stringing is not an established
practice in India, the biggest challenge
faced by Sterlite in implementation was
to conceptualise the entire operation.
Heli-stringing is an extremely skilled
activity that requires flying with precision
along with planned safety procedures
throughout the execution. Thus, ensur-
ing the availability of a qualified pilot as
well as sourcing specialised hooking and
attachment equipment was a difficult
task. Securing statutory permissions
from the concerned government agen-
cies for low flying, landing, etc. for every
flying and stringing operation was anoth-
er challenge the company encountered.
Notwithstanding these challenges, the
entire works for pilot wire pulling were
completed for different sections in a total

flying time of around 2 hours.

Project henefits

One of the biggest advantages of heli-
stringing is the fast execution time. This is
because of the considerble time savings
achieved in pulling conductors by a heli-
copter as compared to tractors used in
the conventional method. Also, the use of
tractors results in significant damage to
farm and crops as tower sites in India are
located on agricultural farmland. This
leads to strong resistance from farmers
and landholders. Pilot stringing minimis-
es such social and environmental distur-
bances during the installation of trans-
mission lines. Even though it is not a cost-
effective alternative, it helps complete
the project much ahead of the schedule.

Ajay Bhardwaj, chief operating officer,
Sterlite Grid, who is responsible for
spearheading this initiative, says, “Higher
predictability of work schedules, mini-
mum damage to crops and fewer logisti-
cal issues in difficult terrain are the key
drivers for the use of such mechanised
processes in India.” Moreover, unlike in
the past where transmission projects had
an inbuilt cost-plus mechanism, con-
tracts are now structured in a way that
there is greater pressure on meeting cost
and time schedules, thus emphasising
the need for heli-stringing.

Outlook
In developed markets, the benefits of
heli-stringing in terms of huge savings
in labour costs are well recognised. For
India too, this operation represents an
innovative solution to overcome RoW
issues. Although the technology is at a
nascent stage, Sterlite is optimistic
about its uptake in the coming years.
“We certainly foresee increased interest
in this technology among transcos,”
Bhardwaj concludes. =
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