Tree clearing Powercast
Requirements for clearing trees beneath high voltage power lines have become more stringent following the Northeast Blackout of 2003, which was caused by power line contact with trees.  

With us today to talk about how ATC conducts it vegetation management program is Chris Dailey, ATC’s senior transmission line engineer who oversees the company’s maintenance efforts.  Thanks for being with us.

First tell us why is it necessary to remove trees from the power line right of way, as opposed to just trimming them. 

Well, transmission lines operate at very high voltages and the amount of open space around them (called clearance) that’s needed for safety reasons is very high. Remember that these lines are bare, un-insulated wire. Extreme care has to be taken to ensure that nothing gets near them. If a tree grows too close to a power line, at these voltages electricity can actually jump or arc over to the tree, which could cause a fire. This is why we can't just trim trees near these kinds of lines. It’s just not safe. We have to remove them entirely.  We also need to prevent outages. Transmission lines are the interstate highways of the electric system, and tree contact with a line could cause an outage for tens of thousands of people. So we do not take chances by allowing trees that are near or could grow into a transmission line to stay in the right of way.  

And so what changed after the 2003 Northeast Blackout in terms of tree clearing requirements?

The Northeast blackout, you’ll remember, affected 50 million people in 10 states and the province of Ontario, and in 2005 the US government put much stricter standards for clearing in place. Beginning in June 2008 utilities like ATC will face fines as high as $1 million per event for tree-caused outages. As a result, our practices may be more stringent than those used by local utilities in the past. Utilities across the country are using stricter approaches as well.
How far apart are your maintenance cycles and how does that impact your work? 
Our maintenance cycle is four or five years and we need to make sure that in that time, vegetation will not block access for repair equipment and trees will not grow too near the lines. When we send crews out for work, it is not possible to foretell exactly how high trees will grow over several years, how far lines may sag when demand is high, or how far they may swing during ice or wind storms. Instead we adhere to engineering clearance requirements. Even though the federal penalties only apply to some of our lines we are taking a consistent and preventive approach to tree clearing across all 8,000 miles of our system. In short we are reducing exceptions in order to reduce overall risks to safety and reliability.
How do you communicate with landowners who have a transmission line on their property when you come out with maintenance crews?
ATC crews will contact individual property owners by knocking on doors, talking with landowners and leaving door hangers behind giving an opportunity for the landowner to request a contact before maintenance work begins. The power line easement provides power company rights to clear the right of way; we just that find it makes for better working relationships to allow an opportunity to talk beforehand.

Chris, thanks for talking with us. Chris Dailey oversees ATC’s tree clearing and maintenance efforts across 8,000 miles of high voltage transmission line right of way. You can learn more about ATC and its vegetation management practices by visiting www.atcllc.com.
