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Powerful Partner 
IRBY CONSTRUCTION TAKES ON THE GREATEST FEAT IN ITS COMPANY HISTORY. BY JANICE HOPPE-SPIERS

Irby Construction rebuilt 
34 miles of transmission in 
under three months. 

»

Hurricane Michael was the 
fourth-strongest landfalling hur-
ricane in the United States and 
was the first Category 5 hurricane 

on record to impact the Florida Panhandle. 
It made landfall near Mexico Beach, Fla., on 
Oct. 10, 2018 with top sustained winds of 
155 miles per hour, causing an estimated 
$25 billion in damages.
 In the wake of Hurricane Michael’s path 
of destruction, a Florida-based utility’s 
230-kilovolt (kV) 34-mile transmission line 
on the west coast of florida was damaged 
beyond repair. More than 100 transmission 
towers had fallen to the ground over 34 
miles of hard-to-reach swamp and ranch 
land. Causing a reported 75,000 outages, the 
urgency to repair the transmission towers 
and restore power was great. 

 The large investor-owned utility company 
called upon a familiar contractor, Irby Con-
struction, to manage the monumental task of 
completing 34 miles of transmission in three 
months. “Typically, we would feel comfortable 
building 50 miles in one year,” Vice President 
of Business Development and Major Projects 
Andre Foster says. “That’s an e�cient pace for 
entities like Irby to be able to construct. We 
had three months for 30 miles. The magnitude 
of the project to remove all the damage and 
then go back and build it; the sequencing of 
events was critical.”
 With its history rooted in power trans-
mission construction, Irby Construction had 
completed numerous projects for the utility 
company and currently has about 120 
personnel working on its property. “They 
wanted to make sure the contract was held 

by an entity that was already performing 
work for the utility and had the project ex-
perience to be able to pull this type of major 
project together in such a short period of 
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University in 1986, and was one of the few 
women in the school of building science 
and construction management. “I never 
saw it as anything out of the ordinary,” 
she remembers. “I’m sure I’ve had raised 
eyebrows around me, but I get up every day, 
come to work and try to learn something 
new every day.”
 Women in leadership roles is rare in 
the construction industry, and even more 
so in the electric infrastructure segment, 
but Burnham says she is beginning to see 
more women in engineering and project 
management roles at utility and construc-
tion companies. 
 Burnham brought with her two decades’ 
worth of experiences in project manage-
ment to the utility company’s project, 
and credits a great team to its successful 
completion. “We were able to pull together 
the best of the best at Irby to support this 
monumental project,” she says. “We used 
subcontractors on the project and we ex-
pected them to bring their A game, and they 
did. The accomplishments they made in the 
short timeframe were significant.”
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