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Abstract: Ionisation can occur in the soil when high impulse currents are subjected to grounding
systems. This occurrence is generated by a difference in the dielectric strength value between the
soil and air voids. Several published works investigating the ionisation process in soil have seen
that the degree of ionisation is dependent on several factors, among them soil resistivity, ground
electrode size and impulse polarity. The effects on soil resistivity, such as the moisture content in soil,
soil grain size, type of soil and its temperature, have been studied; however, the effect of the size of
air voids in soil has not been extensively presented. This study considered four rod electrodes—a
conventional rod electrode, conventional electrode with porous concrete (PC), conventional electrode
with concrete mixed with a foaming agent (FC) and conventional electrode with concrete (NC)—to
provide variations in the size of air voids. Resistance values, RDC, were measured for all these
electrodes, and we found that the conventional rod electrode had the lowest value. A detailed
evaluation of these rod electrodes under high impulse conditions revealed that similar current rise
and discharge times were seen in all electrodes; however, PC, with the largest size of air voids, had
the lowest impulse impedance (Zimp value) for the current magnitudes below 2 kA.

Keywords: vertical rod electrodes; air voids in soil; grounding systems; high impulse conditions;
soil ionisation

1. Introduction

A vertical rod electrode is normally driven to the required depth, horizontally or
vertically extended, in plurality to other electrodes, to achieve a low resistance value. It
is a general concept that if a vertical rod electrode penetrates to a deeper level, where the
soil resistivity is low, the grounding system becomes more effective in discharging high
currents into the ground. Many studies on vertical rod electrodes also been conducted
under high impulse conditions [1–4], showing a reduction in impulse impedance (Zimp
values) from its steady-state resistance value, RDC. It was also observed in [1] that a single
rod (high RDC) had a higher ratio of Zimp to RDC than multiple rods (low RDC), indicating
a large reduction in Zimp from its RDC values. Similar findings were observed by Vainer [3],
who found that under high currents, a smaller resistance reduction occurred for earth
electrodes of a low AC ground resistance, in comparison to those of a high AC earth
resistance value. This indicates that the degree of non-linearity is dependent on the AC or
DC ground resistance values.

Other interesting studies [5,6] have also seen a relationship between the degree of non-
linearity in soil and other parameters, such as impulse polarity, current magnitudes and soil
resistivity. There have also been studies on the effect of soil grain size on the characteristics
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of soil [7,8]. Cabrera et al. [7] have found that sand with high resistivity experienced a
higher breakdown voltage than sand with smaller particles. This was dissimilar to that
found by Mohamad Nor et al. [8], where for the same percentage of water content, medium
grain size sand had a lower critical electric field, Ec, than that of fine grain size sand.
Despite extensive studies on the effect of soil resistivity on impulse characteristics under
high impulse conditions, knowledge about the effects of air voids on the soil characteristics
under high impulse conditions is still limited.

This paper is directed towards differentiating the air voids in the soil, with the rod
electrodes encased in concrete and mortar with various sizes of air gaps, and investigating
the effects of these electrodes at low voltage and high impulse currents. Concrete and
mortar encased electrodes were used in this study as a means of controlling the air voids in
the test sample. Studies on rod electrodes encased in concrete [9,10] and bentonite [9,11]
under high impulse conditions were presented in previously published work. Rodrigues
et al. [9] performed a comparative study among three electrodes: conventional rod, concrete-
and bentonite-encased rod electrodes. A large percentage difference in measured impulse
impedance values was only seen at a lower range of impulse voltage levels, below 25 kV.
Furthermore, a similar impulse impedance value was seen for all three electrodes at higher
voltage levels. They observed that at higher voltage levels, 60 kV, producing current
magnitudes of approximately 9 kA, high oscillations occurred in the current trace, which
was due to a fracture in the concrete. Dick and Holliday [10] also observed a fracture in a
concrete-encased electrode when high-magnitude, short duration alternating current tests
were performed. On the other hand, no oscillation on the current trace nor fracture in the
bentonite-encased rod electrode was reported in [11].

Despite much work that has been carried out on concrete or conductive material
encased rod electrodes, helping to reduce the resistance values, no study has considered
air voids in concrete or other materials used in grounding systems. It was observed in [8]
that for drier soil, a larger percent reduction in Zimp was found compared to soil with a
higher percentage of water content. Further, in [12] it was presented that medium grain
size sand had a lower ionisation voltage and lower resistance values than those of fine grain
size sand, when both test media were subjected to high impulse conditions. As generally
known, medium grain size sand is expected to have larger air voids than fine grain size
sand. Thus, this can be the reason why the medium grain size sand (larger air voids)
initiated an ionisation process at a lower voltage and showed lower impulse impedance
values than the fine grain sand (smaller air voids), as seen in [12]. Based on the evidence
that air void sizes in soil become an important parameter in affecting the characteristics of
soil under fast transients, this paper presents experimental and simulated results about
rod electrodes encased in concrete and mortar with various sizes of air voids. Since the
experiments are field tests, it is difficult to control the size of air voids in the soil at site;
thus, concrete and mortar with variations in air voids were used to encase/cast the rod
electrode. Since concrete or other hard materials were also applied in studies mentioned
earlier [9,11] and used in grounding installations, rod electrodes encased in concrete and
mortar can be considered in this present study to investigate the effect of air voids on soil
characteristics under high impulse conditions.

2. Test System
2.1. Ground Rod Electrodes under Tests

Four tested ground rod electrodes were used during the course of this study: con-
ventional electrode (CE), conventional electrode encased in mortar with foaming agent
(FC), conventional electrode encased in porous concrete (PC) and conventional electrode
encased in mortar (NC). Coarse aggregates were used, ranging from sand to stone; coarser
aggregates were mostly used for PC, while sand of smaller aggregate size was used for
mortar (NC). The conventional rod electrode, which was also encased along with FC, PC
and NC, was 1.5 m in length, 16 mm in diameter, and 1 m of the conventional electrode was
covered with these materials. In the course of the FC, PC and NC preparation, a PVC tube
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with a diameter of 40 mm was used, where the conventional rod was placed in the middle
of the PVC tube, and these materials were poured into the PVC tube, as shown in Figure 1.
Different materials were used to create various voids in the mixtures. For FC, sand with
grain size of less than 2 mm, ordinary Portland cement, water and a foaming agent were
used. Furthermore, sand with grain size of 2 to 5 mm, ordinary Portland cement and water
were used for PC, whilst sand with the grain size of less than 5 mm, ordinary Portland
cement and water were used for NC. The composition of the materials used to make FC,
PC and NC is summarized in Table 1. As can be seen in the table, aggregates were only
used for PC, to create more air voids in the soil. The foaming agent used in this research
was synthetic-based, namely Meyco SLF 30, and it was packed in a 20 L container. The
foam was formulated to produce air bubbles able to resist the physical and chemical forces
imposed on them during mixing, placing and hardening of concrete and mortar. In this
work, all of these mixtures were of various ratios, mainly to provide various sizes of air
voids. The materials were mixed in a mixer, then poured into the PVC tube, and after
24 h of casting, PC and NC were demoulded from the PVC mould. The FC samples were
demoulded after 48 h, and the formed work went into the hydration process. Concrete,
mortar and mortar with foaming agent encased the rod electrode. The mixtures were also
formed into three blocks, each having the size of 30 cm x 30 cm x 30 cm, to measure their
densities. Table 2 shows the density of each block, and, as expected, NC had the highest
density due to its compacted soil; FC had the lowest density due to the void creation by
the foaming agent. Though in the finished product (Figure 2), PC had larger air gaps, as
seen in Figure 3, FC had a lower density due to the smaller amount of sand used, while
a foaming agent, or lighter weight, was used to fill up the volume of the mixture. The
compressive strengths of FC, PC and NC are presented in Table 3, for all the blocks, as the
number of days increased. The specimens were cured for 3, 7 and 28 days. The method of
curing was according to BS EN 12390-2:2009 [13]. Expectedly, the compressive strength
gradually increased towards its characteristic strength of 28 days for all the blocks, and NC
(with the smallest size of air voids) had the best compressive strength since it was made
from mortar. It is clearly seen in the table that FC had the lowest compressive strength,
which is due to the use of the foaming agent to create the air voids in the blocks. As seen in
Table 2, the lowest-density block was in FC, due to the presence of the air voids; hence, low
compressive strength was expectedly seen in FC.

Table 1. Composition of materials used for FC, PC and NC.

Mixture
Mix Proportion (kg/m3)

Cement Water Aggregate Sand Foaming Agent

Mortar with foaming agent
(FC) 533 267 Nil 800 262

Porous concrete (PC) 558 167 1674 Nil Nil

Mortar (NC) 500 250 Nil 1500 Nil

Table 2. Densities of the blocks.

Types of Electrodes Density of
Block 1 (kg/m3)

Density of
Block 2 (kg/m3)

Density of
Block 3 (kg/m3)

Average
(kg/m3)

Mortar with foaming
agent (FC) 1505 1575.5 1453.7 1511.4

Porous concrete (PC) 1981.8 2022.5 1987.5 1997.27

Mortar (NC) 2115.9 2084.6 2096.4 2098.97
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Table 3. Compressive strengths of the blocks.

Types of Electrodes Day
Compressive

Strength of Block
1 (N/mm2)

Compressive
Strength of Block

2 (N/mm2)

Compressive
Strength of Block

3 (N/mm2)
Average (N/mm2)

Mortar with foaming
agent (FC)

3 2.01 1.76 2.0 1.92

7 3.67 3.82 3.61 3.7

28 4.52 3.51 4.72 4.25

Porous concrete (PC)

3 13.7 12.5 11.6 12.6

7 14.7 15.6 15 15.1

28 16.48 17.7 18.8 17.6

Mortar (NC)

3 16.2 13.7 14.5 14.2

7 17.65 15.8 18.6 17.4

28 22.22 19.5 20.2 20.6
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Similarly, the porosities of FC, PC and NC were quantified and found to be 21.69%,
18.81% and 21.2%, respectively. The low porosity in the PC could again be related to the
large sizes of air gaps, in comparison to mortar (NC) and mortar with foaming agent (FC).
The large sizes of air gaps in PC could also have caused low water absorption in PC, where
it was 9.67%, in comparison to NC and FC with 10.27% and 14.73%, respectively.

The structure of the air void system of FC, PC and NC was scanned using scanning
electron microscopy (SEM). It was found that PC had the biggest sizes of air voids—a
majority of them reaching more than 0.5 mm—followed by FC and NC. Photos of these
structures of the air void systems in PC, FC and NC can be seen in Figures 3–5.

All of these electrodes were installed within the same areas at a field site, 20 m apart
from one another. As mentioned in [2], there are differences in soil resistivity profiles,
even for distances of 10 m apart. In this study, various sites were identified and four
conventional electrodes were installed there at 20 m from each other. The RDC values
were measured by the Fall-of-Potential (FoP) method for all of these four conventional
electrodes, and the difference between the RDC values was intended to be kept within a
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20% limit, so that the variation in the results would be affected only by differences in the
tested electrodes and not by differences in the soil resistivity or local soil conditions. After
several attempts at several available sites, we observed that it was difficult to achieve the
20% variation difference of RDC from one electrode to another due to the heterogeneity
in the soil resistivity at places 20 m apart from each other, as highlighted in [2], whereby
just a 10 m variation in soil resistivity was observed. A site was then identified where the
variation in RDC values for these conventional electrodes was approximately 30%. There,
the resistance values were 67, 102, 80 and 82 Ω for the conventional rod electrodes 1, 2, 3
and 4, respectively.

During installation, the conventional rod electrodes were hammered to the depth
of 1.5 m. The conventional electrodes 2, 3 and 4 were removed and replaced with tested
concreted and mortared electrodes FC, PC and NC, respectively. Concerned that the
concrete and mortar might break during the hammering of the electrodes into the ground,
for each of them, we dug a hole in the ground of approximately 5 cm in diameter, to the
depth of 1.5 m, with the help of an auger. The concreted and mortared electrodes were then
slowly lowered to the ground, and the RDC values were then measured by the FoP method.
It was found that the tested rod electrodes were 67, 2290.9, 732.3 and 594.5 Ω, respectively,
for conventional rod electrode, FC, PC and NC. Furthermore, the RDC values of FC, PC
and NC were 96%, 89% and 86%, respectively, of the RDC of the conventional electrodes
that had been installed earlier. The expectation was that the RDC of a conventional rod
electrode would be low, due to direct contact between the electrode and natural soil. It
was inferred that FC having the highest RDC could have been due to the presence of the
foaming agent in its mixture, which gave it a high resistance value. Due to the specific
interest of this study, which was the effect of the size of the air gaps, it would have been
beyond the scope of the paper to study the properties of the foaming agent at this stage.
Higher RDC in PC in comparison to NC could have been caused by bigger air voids in PC;
thus, having large resistance in the air gaps meaned less conduction in air voids. This is
similar to the conditions in rocks, granite, gravel and sand, as reported in [14], where less
water and minerals were trapped in this kind of soil media, exhibiting high soil resistivity
and resistance values.
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2.2. Impulse Test Arrangement

An impulse generator generating up to 300 kV, 10 kA was used to carry out this test,
whereby impulse voltage was measured with a resistive divider, and impulse current
was measured with a current transformer. In addition, the voltage and current readings
were obtained with the use of digital storage oscilloscopes. Furthermore, a ground return
electrode of 30 × 50 m was used, and with the FoP method the measured RDC was found
to be 8 Ω. Figure 6 shows the impulse test arrangement used in the study for each
test electrode.
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3. Impulse Test Results

Test electrodes were subjected to increasing charging voltage, from 30 to 210 kV. Volt-
age and current traces at a charging voltage of 100 kV for NC are shown in Figure 7. At
different levels of charging voltage, the voltage and current showed similar traces to those
in Figure 7; i.e., both voltage and current traces had fast rise times and slow discharge
times. Current traces were found to rise and discharge approximately at the same time as
the voltage traces, for all electrodes at different levels of voltage, indicating that the tested
electrodes had a predominantly resistive behaviour. These rise and current discharged
times for all electrodes were plotted, as shown in Figures 8 and 9, respectively. Figure 8
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reflects the fastest current rise time in the conventional electrode, and the slowest current
rise time in PC, for the current magnitudes of below 2 kA. In [8] and [15], the current rise
time was defined as the propagation rate of the ionisation process, of which they [8,15]
observed that at low current magnitudes, a slower peak current was observed, and current
rise times occurred faster as the current magnitudes increased. In this study, slow current
rise times were observed for PC and FC at current magnitudes of below 2 kA, with the
difference of above 40% of the conventional electrode, possibly caused by large air voids in
PC and FC, thus taking a longer rate of conduction growth in comparison to the conven-
tional electrodes. As the current magnitudes were increased, these air voids in PC and FC
might have experienced a similar rate of conduction growth as in a conventional electrode.
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Another notable observation from these impulse tests was the discharge time; a clear
dependency of the current discharge time on its current magnitudes was observed, where
the higher the current magnitude, the faster the discharge times were (see Figure 9). This
again could have been caused by a faster conduction current growth as the current magni-
tudes increased. Having said that, however, little dependency of these current discharge
times on the size of air voids in these concreted and mortared electrodes was observed.
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From impulse voltage and current traces, impulse impedance (Zimp) values, calculated
as peak voltage divided by peak current, which are plotted in Figure 10, show that Zimp
decreased with increasing current magnitudes. A notable remark derived from this figure is
that PC (with the largest air voids) had the smallest Zimp values for the current magnitudes
of below 2.5 kA, while other electrodes had similar Zimp values for all current levels, which
indicated that better conduction could be achieved in larger air voids of soil media. At
current levels of more than 2.5 kA, Zimp values of PC were found to be close to Zimp of
the other electrodes, which could have been caused by the presence of more current paths
at higher current magnitudes; thus, the conduction growth occurred at a similar rate for
all electrodes and independently of the size of the air voids. A similar observable effect
was seen in [9], where at lower voltage magnitudes, variation in Zimp was seen in concrete,
bentonite and conventional electrodes; however, as the voltage magnitudes increased, simi-
lar Zimp values were observed. It has been highlighted in this study that despite the large
difference in RDC between the conventional and the concreted and mortared electrodes,
as presented in Section 2.1, a small difference was seen in their impulse characteristics,
including current rise times, current discharged times and impulse impedance values. This
study also showed that the large air voids in concrete, which were found in PC, could have
significantly helped to lower the Zimp, and this is a potential consideration for the future
design of grounding systems.
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4. Conclusions

Investigations of soil ionisation were carried out on four rod electrodes: conventional
rod electrode, conventional rod electrode encased with porous concrete (PC), conventional
rod electrode encased with concrete mixed with foaming agent (FC) and conventional rod
electrode encased with concrete (NC). The study was performed with a general assumption
that air voids could be one of the main factors contributing to ionisation in soil, given
that ionisation occurs due to dielectric difference between the soil and the air void. The
electrodes were encased with concrete, mortar or mortar with foaming agent with a variety
of air voids formed. With the help of scanning electron microscopy (SEM), we observed
that the PC had the largest size of air voids, followed by FC and NC. When all of these
electrodes were installed at the field sites, we found that FC had the highest RDC, more
than 2000 Ω, followed by PC, NC and the conventional rod electrode, which we think was
caused by a large resistance in the air voids. Furthermore, impulse test results revealed
that PC and FC demonstrated a slow peak current, indicating a slow growth of conduction
in air voids at current magnitudes of below 2.5 kA. In addition, impulse impedance, Zimp
on the other hand, was found to be the lowest in PC (with the largest air voids), indicating
that air voids had a significant role in reducing the Zimp.
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