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Revision of the New Jersey Board of Public Utilities Vegetation Management Rules for transmission line right of ways

Background:

In the spring of 2007 New Jersey Electrical distribution companies (EDCs), Public Service Electric and Gas (PSE&G), Jersey Central Power and Light (JCP&L) a FirstEnergy Corp company, Orange & Rockland Utilities (RECO) a conEdison Co. and Atlantic City Electric (ACE) started clearing a 150 ft. swath (75' on each side) under high-tension power lines. These are 250-500 kilovolt lines on 80-100 ft metal towers connecting electrical distribution substations.  This is a much wider area than they have cleared in the past and they are now clear cutting rather than trimming trees.  The Sierra Club got numerous calls for help from property owners who’s fruit and ornamental trees which had been left alone for 25 years or more were being chopped down

It turned out new vegetation management rules from the NJ Board of Public Utilities (BPU) required the utilities to do this.  (More on the utilities role in developing these rules later)

Before

After 
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The trees above had 6 times the clearance from the power lines required by the federal guidelines.

New Jersey had revised their rules as a result of the 2003 blackout which started when an overheated transmission line sagged into a tree outside of Cleveland and short-circuited This overloaded other power lines in Ohio which drew power from Michigan and the problem cascaded into Canada and back into New York knocking out power to 50 million people.  Most of the problem was due to human and equipment errors, which allowed the problem to escalate instead of remaining in Ohio.

Federal Energy Policy Act (EPAct) requires rule review:

In 2005 congress passed the Federal Energy Policy Act (EPAct) requiring Federal agencies to expedite rules for electrical utilities to comply with reliability standards. The Federal rules required "vegetation clearance to prevent flashover between vegetation and supply conductors."

In December 2006 the NJ BPU revised its regulations to “better keep electric lines or towers from making dangerous contact with trees” and required the utility companies to comply by 2007.  These revisions required all trees, which could mature over 15 ft in the border zone (from the wire to the edge of the right of way) to be cut down.

Numerous complaints in the summer of 2007 resulted in the BPU’s decision in January 2008 to revise the rules.  The final version of the rules is due to be approved this Fall. 
Sierra Club helps local community Groups in protesting NJ Rules:

The Raritan Valley Group attended several meetings organized by Bridgewater Township with attorneys and engineers from PSE&G and representatives from the BPU staff.  Bridgewater hired a consultant to write a report on the issue.  We voted to lend our name in support of their effort and provided some diagrams showing how the clearance required. Bridgewater mayor Flannery worked with the New Jersey State League of Municipalities (NJLOM) to adopt a Resolution "rejecting the concept of clear cutting in EDC transmission line Rights of Way in favor of vegetation management which permits trees and other vegetation to grow in the "Border Zone" of said Rights of Way." The resolution was sent to BPU board president Jeanne Fox.

We attended meetings with the BPU and other townships and pointed out the NJ rules exceeded the Federal Guidelines by a factor of 5-10 times. The Federal standards were specified in North American Electric Reliability Corp. (NERC) Standard FAC-003-1, which used the IEEE Guide for Maintenance Methods on Energized Power Lines, (standard 516).

The BPU kept changing their reasons for the stricter NJ standards. Some of them were:

1. We have to allow helicopters to see the lines in case terrorists tried to attack them. (We asked if they thought the terrorists were going to come into people’s back yards the broad daylight?)

2.  They said they needed room for large cherry pickers to maneuver in order to repair lines. Homeowners pointed out they had been doing their maintenance from helicopters for the last 10 years.

3. They said the most common cause of outages was trees hitting wires.  We pointed out this was true for lower voltage “distribution lines” on residential streets, but there never was an outage in New Jersey caused by a tree hitting a “transmission line”.

4. They then said they needed equipment to rebuild the towers in case they were brought down by an ice storm or hurricane.  We pointed out that they were built to federal regulations with zones that took into account all possible weather conditions and there was never a case when weather caused a tower to fall.

5. Another reason put up was that NJ had to be stricter because of population density.  We pointed out this meant there were fewer miles of line per household so there was a lower probability of outages.

All thru this process PSE&G seemed to have a strong interest in supporting the new rules and many times were more vigorous than the BPU in supporting them, Jersey Central Power & Light Company (JCP&L), seemed to be more willing to conform to the federal guidelines.

Raritan Valley Group petitions the BPU:

These arguments, the NJLOM resolution and the consultant’s report, which had some errors and did not reference the appropriate federal rules, did not seem to be having any influence on the BPU, so we did our own research and compared the NJ rules with federal rules with diagrams and submitted it to Senator Bateman who forwarded it the BPU commissioners.  The first question the commission asked the BPU staff at the hearing to accept the rules was what was the difference between NJ rules and Federal Guidelines and their response was “We need to study that”. 

During the review process which started with protests of tree cutting in the Spring of 2007, the January 2008 BPU meeting where the commissioners, decided the new rules need some work, to the publication of the draft revisions in May 2009 numerous informal citizens groups, Assemblywoman Marcia Karrow (23rd district: Flemington, Readington, …), and the Sierra Club,  visited sites, spoke at hearings and filed comments. Commissioner Fiordaliso chaired most of the hearings and even evoked Joyce Kilmer’s poem “Trees” in defense of the environment.
The Commissioners said they would not approve the new rules and asked the staff to revise the rules to be more in line with federal requirements.  The utilities were asked to use restraint and follow the federal guidelines, but PSE&G kept on cutting as they had been.  In one case Readington township and the Sierra Club asked for support from the commissioners and commissioner Fiordaliso intervened on the behalf of the homeowners.  On the other hand when a Bridgewater township owner wrote the commission because PSE&G was not following the federal guidelines, President Fox wrote back to say that say that PSE&G has assured her they were following the guidelines.
Sierra Club proposes new Rule Guidelines:

Our report included the following diagrams:

Figure 1 from a Federal white paper on the NERC rules.

(www.nerc.com/docs/standards/sar/FAC-003-2_Technical_White_Paper_2008Oct22.pdf)
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NJ rules required you cut any tree, which could mature over 15 ft all the way to the right of way (ROW) edge.  The above diagram and our recommendation below, which provides specific height guidelines shows you can have taller trees as you get farther from the wires.

[image: image5.png]Tree heights conforming to distance requirement to avoid arcing for 242 kV lines.
(IEEE) Standard 516-2003

Voltage Clearance
(Guide for Maintenance Methods on Energized Power Lines)

230-242 5 ft
345-362 9.4 ft
500-550 14.7 ft

Crirical Clearance Zone
(NERC Standard FAC-003-2)
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In revised rules published in the New Jersey Register in May 2009, the BPU eliminated the requirement to cut any tree over 15 ft., but they still only required the utilities to meet the federal guidelines as a minimum with no upper limit what they can cut.  We submitted a formal comment with the above diagram for consideration before the final rules are submitted this Fall.  The revised BPU rules and federal guidelines would be difficult to administer because the tree companies hired by the utilities would have to consider wire sag and swing in computing diagonal distance to the trees.

We proposed simplified rules and the above diagram, which took into account all the variables and would be simple to follow. They would be consistent with prior guidelines and would exceed the federal requirements by a factor of 2 to 5.

 Provide property owner notification of intention to cut trees.

	Distance from the edge of the wire zone.
	Height at maturity

	1-20 ft
	< 20 ft.

	21-40 ft
	< 30 ft

	> 41 ft
	< 40 ft


If a utility planned to cut trees specified in the above table, property owners would be notified and have the right to request a hearing on the need to exceed federal guidelines.

See http://newjersey.sierraclub.org/RaritanValley/bpu_veg_mgmt.asp for more information.
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