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Abstract: Overhead distribution systems can be strongly affected and damaged by indirect lightning.
The induced voltages are usually computed neglecting the surrounding geometry and the presence
of buildings in urban areas. Buildings can strongly change the behavior of the measured lighting-
induced electromagnetic (EM) fields in the proximity of the point of impact. As a consequence,
induced voltages can deviate from what would be measured in the absence of buildings. This work
proposes an analysis of the main variables, which affect the deviation of the EM fields and of the
consequent induced voltages along an overhead distribution line due to the presence of a building.
Different distances between the line and the building and different building heights are considered.

Keywords: lightning; finite element method; electromagnetic fields

1. Introduction

The continuous growth of overhead distribution systems requires a constant improve-
ment in terms of power quality and system reliability. One of the most critical events
causing a fault on an overhead distribution line is undoubtedly represented by lightning
events [1,2].

On overhead distribution systems, lightning damage can be caused by two main
categories: direct events and indirect events. While the first one is typical of lightning
directly striking the electrical infrastructure and is extremely dangerous, the second one
represents lightning discharges striking in the proximity of the overhead line and causing
line overvoltage due to the coupling with the electromagnetic fields. The events belonging
to this latter category, even if less dangerous, have a higher frequency of occurrence and
can lead to a high number of flashovers if the line insulation level is low [1].

The analysis of lightning-induced voltages on distribution systems has been deeply
researched, focusing on the effects caused by the soil parameters [3–5] and on the possible
mitigation measures, such as the installation of shield wires and surge arresters [3,6,7].

Distribution lines in urban areas are usually installed in cable. However, in some
countries, they are installed as overhead lines located close to buildings. In those particular
cases, buildings play a non-negligible role in the interactions between lightning strike and
overhead line in cases of direct and indirect events. Concerning direct events, the presence
of a building reduces the probability that the lightning directly hits the power line, playing
the same role as a shield wire, which protects the distribution lines from direct events
according to the well-known electrogeometrical criterion [5].

On the other hand, the role of buildings close to overhead lines during indirect events
has been less analyzed. The interactions of buildings with lightning events was examined
by [8,9], which analyzed the electromagnetic fields induced inside the buildings directly
struck by lightning. Other works, based on experimental tests, focused their efforts on the
evaluation of how the presence of buildings modified the behavior of the electromagnetic
fields irradiated by the lightning discharge [10].
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In principle, the most rigorous and precise approach for the evaluation of this particu-
lar case should be based on a full-wave approach, where the complete geometry including
the channel, the building, the overhead line, and the ground is modeled as proposed in [11].
The most valuable works in this field have been proposed by the authors of [12], who
presented the attenuation of the electromagnetic fields produced by lightning discharges
due to the presence of buildings by means of specific functions applied to the closed-form
expressions of the electromagnetic fields valid for open terrain Validation of this approach
was given by comparison with a Finite Element Method (FEM)-based field calculation
(used as a benchmark).

The functions obtained in [12] enabled calculation of the induced voltage on a specific
overhead distribution line starting from the electromagnetic fields’ expressions valid for
open terrain, which are usually implemented in the well-known Finite Difference Time
Domain (FDTD) numerical codes, such as LIOV [13] and LIGHT-PESTO [14]. However,
application of the same functions obtained and validated in some specific cases seems
unjustified for different cases, since cases can be different in terms of striking point, channel-
base parameters, lightning channel parameters, and line characteristics.

This paper proposes an analysis of the lightning-induced voltages on distribution
systems with the presence of nearby buildings. The analysis was performed computing
the EM fields by means of the FEM software COMSOL [15] and using them as input to
the field-to-line coupling code with LIGHT-PESTO [14]. The analysis aims at providing
an estimation of the attenuation due to the buildings, which can be useful in the design of
Lightning Protection Systems (LPS). The study considers different distances between the
buildings and the line to be protected as well as different building heights, ranging from
typical values representing rural buildings to urban ones.

The paper is divided as follows: Section 2 describes the implemented model, and
Section 3 provides the results in terms of the attenuation of the EM fields and the atten-
uation of the maximum induced voltage. In this section, approximate expressions for
the attenuation of the voltage as a function of some relevant geometrical parameters are
proposed by means of a numerical fitting. Finally, some conclusions are drawn in Section 4.

2. Lightning Details, FEM Model, and LIGHT-PESTO Code

The frontal view of the considered geometry is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Considered geometry in the presence of buildings.

The computation of the EM fields and the induced voltages on the line in the presence
of buildings can be performed according to the following three steps:

• Lightning current evaluation
• EM fields’ computation
• Induced voltages’ computation.

2.1. Lightning Details

In the following, a typical first return stroke, whose time domain channel-base current
(i(0, t)) is described by the well-known Heidler’s function [16] is implemented. According
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to the so-called engineering models, the propagation of the current along the channel is
given by:

i(z′, t) = i
(

0, t− z′

v

)
P
(
z′
)
u
(

t− z′

v

)
(1)

where

• v is the return stroke speed (assumed to be the half of the light speed)
• P(z′) is the attenuation function (assumed to be exponential, as dictated by the Modi-

fied Transmission Line Exponential (MTLE) model [17],
• u is the Heaviside function.

2.2. EM Fields’ Computation

The EM fields’ computation was implemented in a commercial FEM software (COM-
SOL Multiphysics). For a correct evaluation of the EM fields, it was decided to use the
RadioFrequency (RF) module, which enables solving the Maxwell’s equations in the time
domain for a given geometry.

The considered geometry, shown in Figure 2, involves the lightning channel, the build-
ing, and the surrounding environment. The electrical infrastructure (i.e., the line conduc-
tors) was neglected, since it is commonly assumed that EM fields are computed in absence
of the line.

Figure 2. 3D FEM Model.

The lightning channel was a cylinder characterized by a radius of 0.1 m and a height
of 1500 m, whose base was located at the center of the geometry. The lightning current
distribution (1) was implemented by means of a Lumped Port applied to the surface of
the cylinder. Note that the height of 1500 m was lower than a typical assumed value of
8 km, since the traveling wave did not reach the top of the channel in the considered
time window.

The building was a parallelepiped located symmetrically to the lightning channel.
The building length was 2400 m in order to simulate an aggregate of houses representing a
typical urban area. The height of the building was variable in order to provide a sensitivity
analysis on the variation of this parameter. In accordance with [11], the building can be
described as a Perfect Electric Conductor (PEC); thus the values of conductivity, permittivity,
and permeability inside the building are useless.
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The ground was assumed to be a PEC; thus, in order to reduce the mesh discretization,
a hemisphere, characterized by a radius of 1500 was implemented. The surrounding
environment was assumed to be air, characterized by σ = 0, εr = 1, and µr = 1.

2.3. Induced Voltage Computation

The EM fields represented the input for the field-to-line coupling. The induced voltage
computation was obtained by means of the LIGHT-PESTO code [14], which implements
a discretized version of Agrawal’s model by means of a Finite Difference Time Domain
(FDTD) code interfaced with Simulink-Simscape Power Systems. In addition to the data
provided for the EM fields’ computation, the LIGHT-PESTO code needs the knowledge
of the line geometry in terms of the conductor height, radius, and location, as well as the
electrical connections of the lines at the beginning, at each pole, and at the end of the line.

3. Results

In order to provide a sensitivity analysis on the variables that mainly affect the attenu-
ation due to the presence of buildings, with reference to Figure 1, it was decided to:

• Set D = 200 m
• Set h = 10 m
• Set w = 10 m
• Consider a single-conductor line
• Terminate the conductor with its matching impedances.
• Set the line length = 2000 m
• Vary H from 5 m to 50 m
• Vary d from 5 to 200 m.

Three different sets of simulations are provided, in order to analyze separately the
effect of the building’s height and the effect of the line’s distance from the building. In the
first set of simulations (A), H = 20 m, and d varied from 5 to 200 m. In the second set (B),
H = 5 m, and d varied from 5 to 200 m. In the third one (C), d = 10 m, and H varied from 5
to 50 m.

3.1. EM Fields

For each set of simulations, the effect of the presence of the buildings was analyzed
calculating the following quantities:

• Calculation of the ratio (kE) between the maximum value of the electric field am-
plitude in the presence of buildings (Emax,Building) with respect to the case without
(Emax,noBuilding), shown in Figures 3–5. The electric field was measured at the point
corresponding to the middle of the line.

kE =
|Emax,Building|
|Emax,noBuilding|

(2)

• Comparison between the electric field measured with and without the building along
the whole line (Figures 6–8), for a instant t∗ defined as

t∗ = 5 +
d
c0
[µs] (3)

where c0 is the light speed.
Figure 3 shows that the presence of buildings became almost negligible (the difference

was less than 5%) when the distance between the line and the building was more than
100 m. For lower values, the effect was consistent and led to an attenuation of 50% when
the line was 10 m from the building.

On the other hand, when we dealt with a building that was lower than the line
(i.e., H = 5 m), the attenuation was substantially negligible, as can be observed in Figure 4.
In this case, it is important to notice an attenuation greater than one (kE > 1) when the line



Appl. Sci. 2022, 12, 7632 5 of 11

was extremely close to the building, which means an enhancement of the maximum electric
field due to the presence of the building.

Figure 5 shows how the height of the building influences the attenuation of the electric
field on the conductor and confirmed that the higher the building the higher the kE, leading
to ratios between the maximum electric field with and without the building up to 0.2 when
the height was more than 40 m.

Figure 3. Ratio between the maximum value of the electric field with and without the building.
(A) H = 20 m, and d varies from 5 to 200 m.

Figure 4. Ratio between the maximum value of the electric field with and without the building.
(B) H = 5 m, and d varies from 5 to 200 m.

Figure 5. Ratio between the maximum value of the electric field with and without the building.
(C) d = 10 m, and H varies from 5 to 50 m.
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Analyzing the electric field measured at t = t∗, it can be observed that the behavior
along the whole line was similar to the behavior at the central point. In other words,
changing the observation point along the line, the attenuation was kept almost constant.
Figures 6 and 7 are plotted assuming d = 10 m, while Figure 8 is relevant to the case of
H = 20 m. The analysis of Figure 6 shows that the presence of buildings also reduced the
electric field at the line terminations from 2.5 kV/m to 1.7 kV/m. The reduction cannot be
considered constant along the whole line, as at the central point, it varied from 11.2 kV/m
to 6.1 kV/m, which was a more consistent percentage reduction. The same analysis can be
performed for Figure 8.

Figure 6. Comparison between the electric field measured along the whole line. (A) H = 20 m, and d
varies from 5 to 200 m.

Figure 7. Comparison between the electric field measured along the whole line. (B) H = 5 m, and d
varies from 5 to 200 m.
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Figure 8. Comparison between the electric field measured along the whole line. (C) d = 10 m, and H
varies from 5 to 50 m.

3.2. Induced Voltages

In this subsection, the ratio (kV) between the maximum value of the induced voltage
on the line with (Vmax,Building) and without (Vmax,noBuilding) the building is analyzed for all
three sets of simulations (A, B, and C). The line diameter was 1 cm.

kV =
|Vmax,Building|
|Vmax,noBuilding|

(4)

As for the EM fields’ comparison, when the building was higher than the line (Figure 9),
the attenuation became negligible (i.e., kV ' 1) when the distance was more than 100 m
(less than 5% deviation was observed). As a consequence, when dealing with buildings
more than 100 m from the overhead line, their contribute is negligible and the analysis can
be performed considering only the presence of the line.

On the other hand, when the building was lower than the line (i.e., Figure 10), the
attenuation coefficient was almost one for each line that was at least 10 m from the building.
If the distance was less, an enhancement of the induced voltage (kV > 1) was noticed.
The enhancement in terms of the maximum induced voltage on the line was higher than
the one observed in terms of the EM fields. If the distance between the line and the
building was kept constant to 10 m (i.e., Figure 11), and the line height varied, it is possible
to observe that, as with the EM fields’ behavior, the maximum induced voltage became
smaller than 20% of the no building case, if the height of the building was more than 40 m.

Figure 9. Ratio between the maximum voltage induced on the line considering or not considering
the presence of a building. (A) H = 20 m, and d varies from 5 to 200 m.
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Figure 10. Ratio between the maximum voltage induced on the line considering or not considering
the presence of a building. (B) H = 5 m, and d varies from 5 to 200 m.

Figure 11. Ratio between the maximum voltage induced on the line considering or not considering
the presence of a building. (C) d = 10 m, and H varies from 5 to 50 m.

An analytical expression for kv is provided in what follows fitting the numerical
outcomes of the previous section with the following double exponential function:

y = αeβx + γeδx (5)

The values of α, β, γ, and δ are shown in Table 1, and x is the independent variable (d for
cases A and B and H for case C).

Table 1. Fitting coefficients of Figures 9–11.

Case α β γ δ

A 0.88 0.0006 −0.86 −0.085
B 1.45 −0.39 0.97 0.0001
C 1.71 −0.05 −0.75 −0.17

The fitted curves are proposed in Figures 12–14 for the sake of completeness and show
a good agreement between the proposed expressions and the data obtained by means of
the described simulations.
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Figure 12. Fitted curve of the attenuation coefficient of the maximum induced voltage—Case A.

Figure 13. Fitted curve of the attenuation coefficient of the maximum induced voltage—Case B.

Figure 14. Fitted curve of the attenuation coefficient of the maximum induced voltage—Case C.

For the sake of completeness, in the final part of this section we analyze scenario A
considering two different situations:

1. An overhead line characterized by three conductors placed at 10 m, 1 m from
each other

2. A finite ground conductivity of 1 mS/m instead of a PEC ground.
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The first case is shown in Figure 15, while the second one is depicted in Figure 16. As
observed, the overall behavior was similar to that presented in Figure 9 with the exception
of a stronger attenuation for higher values of d in both cases 1 and 2.

Figure 15. Ratio between the maximum voltage induced on the line considering or not considering
the presence of a building. (A) H = 20 m, and d varies from 5 to 200 m. A multiconductor line
is considered.

Figure 16. Ratio between the maximum voltage induced on the line considering or not considering
the presence of a building. (A) H = 20 m, and d varies from 5 to 200 m. A finite ground conductivity
of 1 mS/m is considered.

4. Conclusions

The EM fields and the voltage induced on an overhead distribution line due to a
lightning strike were analyzed considering the presence of nearby buildings. The EM fields
were computed by means of an FEM simulation, while the induced voltage was obtained by
means of an FDTD code (LIGHT-PESTO). Different configurations were analyzed, varying
the distance between the line and the buildings and their height. The results showed
that when considering buildings higher than the line, the EM fields and the voltage were
substantially affected by the presence of buildings, if the distance between the line and the
building was less than 100 m. On the other hand, if the building was lower than the line,
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its effect was almost negligible apart from an enhancement of the electric field and of the
induced voltage for very close distances. The building’s height plays an important role
in the attenuation of the considered quantities, since buildings characterized by a height
of 40 m can reduce the electric field and the induced voltage up to 20% of what would
be measured in their absence. The proposed analysis can be used as an estimator of the
attenuation due to the presence of buildings; the attenuation can be taken into account
by means of approximate formulas, which can be implemented in analytical methods
providing the maximum voltage observed on an overhead line due to an indirect stroke.
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