
Understanding the Utility Vegetation Management Business 

Nelsen R. Money, NRM-VMS, Inc., ISA Certified Arborist/Utility Specialist, Licensed California 
Professional Forester, Licensed California Pest Control Advisor 
 
Utility vegetation management activities surrounds our state in many ways.  Utility vegetation 
management begins at the powerhouse then moves to substations where transmission and 
distribution lines move electricity to our communities. There are additional utility vegetation 
management done for gas transmission lines and access roads to all facilities. Knowing why the 
utilities conduct utility vegetation management can help property owners and agencies accept 
many of the practices. 

The utilities do have rights for their facilities and maintenance. Rights are in the form of easements, 
franchise, prescriptive, permit and special use. Each document has different descriptions and 
responsibilities for the utility. While the utilities have the right to do reasonable maintenance, there 
is always room to negotiate for a win-win for the utility and property owner.  

Utilities are required by specific laws to maintain their facilities. Electric utilities must meet the 
requirements of GO 95 Rule 35, Public Resource Code 4292 and Public Resource Code 4293. GO 
95 Rule 35 requires utilities to have a minimum of 18 inches clearance from trees in cities. PRC 
4293 requires a minimum of four feet clearance on distribution lines in wildland fire areas, 
additional clearances for transmission line and specific requirements related to hazard trees. PRC 
4292 requires a bareground circle around specific poles that have equipment that can drop hot 
burning material to the ground as a result of operation. Some critical transmission lines are also 
regulated by NERC FAC-003 which require the utility to have no outages from vegetation 
clearances and hazard trees from any vegetation within the right of way. 

 The utilities have industry standards and best management practices. ANSI A300 part 1, Utility 
Tree pruning best management practices which provides clear direction on how to prune trees 
under and adjacent to powerlines. Vegetation management within transmission right of ways has 
standard ANSI A300 part 7, Best Management Practices for Integrated Vegetation Management.  

 There is an important first step in ANSI A300 Part 7 Best Management Practices that describes 
the internal and external communications and this is where most utilities have problems. A utility 
vegetation manager can be more successful by building partnerships with internal and external 
stakeholders. Partnerships are developed through communication and applying the first three steps 
of the BMP’s, 1) Set Objectives 2) Evaluate Site, and 3) Define thresholds. This is where a utility 
can look for ways meet adjacent landowner needs while still meeting compliance and reliability 
requirements.  

The other three steps are 4) Evaluate and select control methods, 5) Implement IVM and Monitor 
treatments and 6) Quality Assurance. Control methods include manual, mechanical, biological, 
cultural and chemical. Utilities that do not include all control methods are not practicing Integrated 
Pest Management. Herbicides and their application methods can help develop sustainable 
vegetation types that require less environmental disturbance. 
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Partnerships with landowners and agencies can help reduce conflicts. For example, an agency may 
have some noxious weeds within the right of way and a utility can offer to include some treatment 
options as part of their herbicide applications. Utilities can look for environmental organizations 
like Pollenator Partnership to help build community and agency relations while developing their 
IVM project.  

Utilities have the responsibility to provide safe and reliable power. There are many options to the 
practice of complete clear cutting of right of way vegetation that adjacent landowners and agencies 
can negotiate with the Utility.  
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