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PREPARED REBUTTAL TESTIMONY OF DON AKAU 1 

ON BEHALF OF SAN DIEGO GAS & ELECTRIC COMPANY 2 

 3 

I. INTRODUCTION 4 

Q. Please state your name and identify your current position. 5 

A. My name is Don Akau.  I am the Vegetation Program Manager at San Diego Gas & 6 

Electric Company (“SDG&E”). 7 

Q. Have you previously submitted testimony in this proceeding? 8 

A. Yes, I submitted Prepared Direct Testimony on September 25, 2015.  My qualifications 9 

were attached to that testimony as Appendix 1.   10 

Q. What is the purpose of your rebuttal testimony? 11 

A. My rebuttal testimony responds to the Prepared Testimony of Mr. Nils Stannik on behalf 12 

of the Office of Ratepayer Advocates (“ORA”) that was submitted in this proceeding on October 13 

3, 2016 (“Stannik Testimony”).  More specifically, I respond to Mr. Stannik’s testimony 14 

regarding the Rice Fire, which he discusses on pages 22-32. 15 

Q. Did any of the intervenors who submitted testimony on October 17, 2016 discuss the 16 

reasonableness of SDG&E’s actions and decisions leading up to the Rice Fire? 17 

A. Not to my knowledge. 18 

Q. How is your testimony organized? 19 

A. In Section II, I explain that a sycamore tree limb broke and fell onto SDG&E’s 20 

conductors, knocking the conductors linked to the ignition of the Rice Fire to the ground.  While 21 

this broken limb is an undisputed fact, Mr. Stannik nevertheless seeks to divert attention from its 22 

role in causing SDG&E’s conductors to break by claiming that SDG&E did not trim the 23 

sycamore tree at issue (Tree FF1090) in a timely way.  There is no evidence that trimming Tree 24 
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FF1090 would have prevented the limb from breaking, or avoided the ignition from occurring.  1 

Mr. Stannik focuses on the clearance (i.e., the distance between the closest portion of the tree and 2 

conductors) between Tree FF1090 and the conductors, but there is no evidence that clearances 3 

had anything to do with the fire ignition.  Mr. Stannik’s testimony ignores the relevant facts and 4 

instead highlights irrelevant (and incorrectly explained) “facts.”  5 

In Section III, I discuss why Mr. Stannik’s argument that SDG&E did not trim Tree 6 

FF1090 in a timely way is based on an incorrect interpretation of both (a) the meaning of “0 to 3 7 

months” to next trim, as reflected in the “Vegetation Management Program Tree Pre-Inspection 8 

Procedures” (“Pre-Inspection Procedures”)1; and (b) SDG&E’s Master Schedule for inspecting, 9 

auditing and trimming trees, as reflected in those same procedures. 10 

In Section IV, I respond to Mr. Stannik’s allegations regarding the post-fire trimming of 11 

Tree FF1090, and I explain that the trimming was done for safety.   12 

Finally, in Section V, I respond to Mr. Stannik’s allegations regarding “unexplained 13 

discrepancies” in the tree records for FF1090, and I explain that any discrepancies result from the 14 

information that was active in the record at the time it was printed. 15 

II. THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE LIMB THAT BROKE FROM TREE FF1090 16 

Q. Please describe your personal observations related to the scene of the Rice Fire on 17 

October 22, 2007. 18 

A. On the morning of October 22, 2007, I received a call from SDG&E’s fire coordinator 19 

about the Rice Fire.  I learned that there were reports of downed SDG&E conductors.  I went to 20 

the location.  Fire crews were already there.  There were also some local residents in the area.  It 21 

was smoky and very windy.  I went to where the downed conductors were, and then looked 22 

                                                 
1  I attached the Pre-Inspection Procedures that were in effect prior to the October 2007 Wildfires as 
Appendix 3 to my Prepared Direct Testimony. 
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around to try to determine what had caused the conductors to fall.  I looked up in the tree canopy, 1 

which was quite dense.  I walked around trees near the conductors a few times, trying to get 2 

different vantage points.  Eventually, I found an area in the canopy where there was an opening, 3 

and I could see a small area that appeared to be wood that had either split or broken out.  I 4 

followed the area where the breakout appeared and saw that a limb from the sycamore tree (Tree 5 

FF1090) had broken out and was resting in the canopy of an adjacent oak tree, and there were 6 

two conductors underneath the broken limb in the canopy of the oak.  The limb had been 7 

attached to a larger limb, and I could tell from the angle of where the breakout had occurred and 8 

the angle of the branch union that the limb that had broken was originally positioned towards the 9 

northeast, growing away from the conductors. 10 

 After I discovered the broken limb, I took some photographs.  The winds were very 11 

strong, and Tree FF1090 was blowing back and forth.  I called Davey Tree Surgery and 12 

requested an emergency crew.  I requested that the crew make Tree FF1090 safe for the fire 13 

crews and residents in the area, and for the electric crews that would be coming out to restore 14 

service on the circuit.  Davey Tree Surgery dispatched Dave Kracha and his climber.  I instructed 15 

Mr. Kracha to clear an area around the breakout in the canopy so that I could take some 16 

photographs.  I also requested that he remove the broken limb and cut the limb from which it had 17 

broken out, just below the breakout point, so that the limb could be preserved.  I left the site, and 18 

Chris Thompson, an SDG&E Area Forester, took over for me. 19 

Q. Have you previously testified about the broken limb? 20 

A. Yes, I have discussed it in (1) my Examination Under Oath in the “Investigation on the 21 

Commission’s Own Motion into the Operations and Practices of San Diego Gas & Electric 22 

Company Regarding the Utility Facilities linked to the Witch and Rice Fires of October 2007”  23 
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I.08-11-006 (Issued November 12, 2008) (“ Witch/Rice OII”);2 (2) in my 2009 Witch/Rice OII 1 

Direct Testimony;3 and (3) in my Prepared Direct Testimony in this proceeding.4  Consistent 2 

with my testimony, the Commission’s Consumer Safety and Protection Division (“CPSD”) 3 

recognized that “[a] sycamore tree limb broke and fell onto SDG&E’s 12 kV conductors during 4 

Santa Ana wind conditions, starting a fire,”5 and I am not aware that this fact has ever been 5 

disputed.  Mr. Stannik mentions the broken limb at one point,6 but as I explain below, he never 6 

considers what it means in terms of SDG&E’s downed conductors and the fire ignition.   7 

In my prior testimony, I have also discussed the fact that I later learned that the tree had a 8 

hidden structural defect, which I was able to observe once the limb from which the breakout 9 

occurred had been cut down and placed on the ground.   10 

Q. Following your site visit on October 22, 2007, did you prepare a diagram of Tree 11 

FF1090, the broken limb laying across the conductors and the adjacent oak tree, as they appeared 12 

to you on October 22, 2007? 13 

A. Yes I did.  I have included the diagram as Appendix 1 to this testimony.  I have also 14 

included the diagram below as Figure 1. 15 

  16 

                                                 
2  Examination Under Oath of Don Akau (“EUO of Don Akau”), pp. 16-19. 
3  Direct Testimony of Don Akau (Rice Fire), pp. 13-15.  I.08-11-006 (June 5, 2009) (“OII Akau 
Direct Testimony”), pp. 5, 14-15. 
4  Prepared Direct Testimony of Don Akau, pp. 18-19. 
5  “Report of the Consumer Protection and Safety Division Regarding the Guejito, Witch and Rice 
Fires,” P.07-11-007, p. 2. (September 2, 2008) 
6  Stannik Testimony, pp. 22-23. 
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FIGURE 1:  POST FIRE DIAGRAM 1 

 2 

Q. When did you prepare this and for what purpose? 3 

A. I prepared the diagram within a week of the Rice Fire.  I prepared it because SDG&E 4 

typically monitors tree-related outages. 5 

Q. Does this diagram correspond to your recollection of the site? 6 

A. Yes. 7 

Q. Please describe the diagram. 8 

A. This is a bird’s eye view of the site.  The compass direction “West” is at the top of the 9 

diagram, “East” is at the bottom, “South” is on the left hand side, and “North” is on the right 10 

hand side.  The road depicted is Rice Canyon Road.  Starting near the upper left, the label above 11 

“Rice Canyon Road” in the upper left says “Fire Crews.”  There is another label of “Fire Crews” 12 
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in the bottom right of the diagram.  That’s where fire crews were parked when I arrived on the 1 

morning of October 22, 2007.   2 

In the middle of the diagram, I drew in the conductors running roughly north-south, 3 

between what I have labeled as “Pole 213072” and “Pole 112340.”  Tree FF1090 is to the east of 4 

the conductors, and the oak tree on which the broken limb was laying is positioned to the west of 5 

the conductors.  To the west of the oak tree (or above it in my diagram), I have written 6 

“(Residents in Area)” to indicate where there were residents nearby.  Below that, I wrote “These 7 

two sections of wire [were] still in the canopy of the oak trees,” circling and identifying with an 8 

arrow two conductors.  Below that (or east), I wrote “This section of wire was on the ground.”  9 

Consistent with my observations from the scene, two conductors were in the oak tree, and the 10 

limb was on top of those conductors, while one conductor was on the ground.  Below that, I 11 

wrote “Sycamore tree that broke out,” and I drew an arrow to the sycamore tree.  Between the 12 

sycamore and the oak tree, I drew the limb that broke out, which is pointed in a south-west 13 

direction.   14 

Q. You previously indicated that Mr. Stannik does not acknowledge the significance of the 15 

broken limb to the downed conductors and the fire ignition.  Please explain what you mean by 16 

that statement. 17 

A. In his testimony, Mr. Stannik adopts the position that CPSD advanced in its 2009 18 

testimony in the Witch/Rice OII.  Mr. Stannik tries to divert attention from the broken limb by 19 

focusing on whether SDG&E trimmed Tree FF1090 in a timely way.  Mr. Stannik testifies that 20 

SDG&E was required under its own Vegetation Management Program to trim Tree FF1090 by 21 

October 18, 2007 (within three months of the “pre-inspection” that occurred on July 18, 2007), 22 

and that by failing to do so, SDG&E violated its own practices and procedures, as well as 23 
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General Order 95, and that these failures “led directly to the ignition of the Rice Fire.”7  Mr. 1 

Stannik also asserts that SDG&E violated its own procedures regarding the removal of direct 2 

overhang.8 3 

Q. Do you agree with Mr. Stannik’s conclusion that SDG&E’s failure to trim Tree FF1090 4 

by October 18, 2007 “led directly” to the Rice Fire? 5 

A. No.  I believe that the limb that broke and fell onto the conductors would not have 6 

presented a clearance issue or even necessarily been subject to trimming under either SDG&E’s 7 

requirements (including with respect to removal of direct overhang) or applicable regulatory 8 

requirements.9  Thus, I believe Mr. Stannik’s focus on when the tree was required to be trimmed 9 

misses the point entirely.  And as I discuss later in my testimony, Mr. Stannik’s interpretations of 10 

the timeframes and requirements under SDG&E’s Vegetation Management Program are wrong 11 

anyway. 12 

Q. Does Mr. Stannik refute your claim that the limb was growing away from the power lines 13 

onto which it fell? 14 

A. No.   15 

Q. Does Mr. Stannik present any evidence that the specific limb that broke and fell onto 16 

SDG&E’s conductors would have even been subject to trimming? 17 

A. No, he does not.  It is important to recognize that not every branch or limb on every tree 18 

is required to be trimmed.  Tree trimming is intended to maintain applicable clearance distances 19 

“between the overhead electrical conductors and the closest portion of the tree or brush.”10  Mr. 20 

                                                 
7  Id., p. 32. 
8  Id., p. 27. 
9  Prepared Direct Testimony of Don Akau, pp. 17-18; OII Akau Direct Testimony, pp. 5-6.  
10  Pre-Inspection Procedures, p. 20. 
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Stannik does not make any effort to show that the limb that broke and fell onto SDG&E’s 1 

conductors was the closest portion of the tree to the conductors (and thus marked for trimming 2 

by the Davey pre-inspector), or, as I noted above, was even growing in the direction of the 3 

conductors.  Nor does he attempt to show that the limb that broke and fell onto the conductors 4 

was the direct overhang that the Davey pre-inspector marked for removal, and my opinion is that 5 

it wasn’t.  That is why Mr. Stannik’s focus on SDG&E’s trimming is simply a distraction from 6 

the real cause of the downed conductors, which was a broken limb with a hidden structural 7 

defect. 8 

Q. Please explain the hidden structural defect. 9 

A. Once the tree had been trimmed on October 22, 2007, and the portion of the tree from 10 

which the limb had broken out was on the ground, I could see staining on the bark where the 11 

limb had been attached to the tree.  Such staining indicates what is referred to as included bark.  12 

In some cases, included bark is visible because there is swelling in the branch bark ridge, which 13 

indicates pressure, but in this instance, it was not visible.  That is why I have referred to the 14 

problem as a “hidden” structural defect.  Many defects aren’t visible – particularly when they are 15 

high up in a tree canopy and obscured by foliage – and many trees have defects, which often 16 

cannot be seen until there is a branch or other structural failure.  In the Witch/Rice OII 17 

proceedings, Ronald Matranga, another certified arborist, testified that it would have been very 18 

difficult to determine whether the limb had included bark from the ground, and that there was no 19 

evidence that Tree FF1090 was diseased.11 20 

Q. Does Mr. Stannik present any evidence to refute your claim that the limb had a hidden 21 

structural defect? 22 

                                                 
11  “Direct Testimony of Ronald Matranga, San Diego Gas & Electric Company (Rice Fire),” I.08-
11-006, June 5, 2009, pages 3-5.  See Appendix 2. 
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A. No.   1 

Q. Does SDG&E’s Vegetation Management Program inspect trees for structural defects or 2 

limbs that may break even when those trees do not present a clearance encroachment problem? 3 

A. Yes.  In addition to our policies and procedures for maintaining applicable regulatory 4 

clearances, SDG&E’s Vegetation Management Program specifically requires that inspections 5 

look for what we refer to as “Reliability Trees,” which are trees that “pose a threat to the safe and 6 

reliable delivery of electricity” and that “have the potential to fail completely or drop limbs onto 7 

powerlines.”  Reliability Trees “may be located inside or outside of the utility right of way, and 8 

may or may not require pruning for compliance with clearance requirements.”12  No structural 9 

defects were noted by Davey during the July 18, 2007 pre-inspection, and as I said, it was not 10 

until after the limb failure that the included bark was observed.   11 

III. ORA’S INTERPRETATION OF SDG&E’S TREE TRIM PROCEDURES  12 

Q. According to Mr. Stannik, SDG&E was “unreasonable” and “negligent” because it did 13 

not trim Tree FF1090 within the timeframe recommended by the Davey Tree pre-inspection 14 

contractor as specified in SDG&E’s own procedures.13  Do you agree with that assertion? 15 

A. No, I do not.  This testimony by Mr. Stannik is based on two major errors.  First, Mr. 16 

Stannik’s interpretation of what it means when a pre-inspector selects “0 to 3 months” in the 17 

months to next trim field is wrong, as explained in subsection A below.  Second, Mr. Stannik 18 

either does not understand or ignores how our Vegetation Management Program activities are 19 

actually scheduled, as explained in subsection B below.  These errors show that there is no 20 

                                                 
12  Id., p. 30. 
13  Stannik Testimony, pp. 22-28. 
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support for his testimony that SDG&E did not follow its own procedures, or that SDG&E 1 

ignored the trimming recommendation of its contractor. 2 

A. 0 to 3 Months to Next Trim 3 

Q. According to Mr. Stannik, the pre-inspector who inspected Tree FF1090 on July 18, 2007 4 

“indicated in SDG&E’s vegetation management system that the tree should be trimmed within 5 

three months (by October 18, 2007) by selecting a digital dropdown choice of ‘0 to 3 months’ in 6 

the ‘Months to Next Trim’ field of SDG&E’s vegetation management system.”14  Do you agree 7 

with this assertion? 8 

A. No. 9 

Q. Why not? 10 

A. Because Mr. Stannik is wrong about what the selection of “0 to 3 months” means in the 11 

context of SDG&E’s Vegetation Management Program. 12 

Q. Please explain what it means when a pre-inspector selects “0 to 3 months.” 13 

A. SDG&E uses a Vegetation Management System (“VMS”) – which is a database – to 14 

manage its activities.  As described in the Pre-Inspection Procedures, the VMS “is a software 15 

application designed to record various layers of tree data and graphic images within a dynamic 16 

inventory of vegetation having the potential to grow into or fall into SDG&E electric power lines 17 

and facilities.”15  Each pre-inspector updates the information contained within certain fields in 18 

the VMS database based on their evaluation of the tree on site.   19 

One of the fields is called “Months to Next Trim,” and the pre-inspector can choose 0-3, 20 

3-6, 6-9 months, etc., from the dropdown menu.  Presumably, based on the field title (“Months to 21 

Next Trim”) Mr. Stannik incorrectly believes that the selection of 0-3 months means that the 22 

                                                 
14  Stannik Testimony, p. 23. 
15  Pre-Inspection Procedures, p. 8. 
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trimming will take place within 0-3 months of the pre-inspection.16  But the actual instructions 1 

regarding “Months to Next Trim” that the pre-inspectors are required to follow shows that Mr. 2 

Stannik’s interpretation is wrong.  Those instructions state that the pre-inspector should:  3 

Use this field to estimate how many months will elapse before the 4 
tree grows out of compliance.  Months to next trim does not 5 
indicate the length of time before the tree will be pruned.  Months 6 
to next trim serves two purposes; 1) allows SDG&E to monitor 7 
compliance, and 2) helps forecast future workload.17 8 

So if a pre-inspector were to select 0-3 months, as happened on July 18, 2007, that would mean 9 

that the trimming would happen in the upcoming trim cycle in the Master Schedule which, as I 10 

explain below, means it would happen in the trim cycle taking place between September and 11 

November of 2007. 12 

Q. If a pre-inspector believed that a tree needed to be trimmed sooner than the next full trim 13 

cycle as set forth in the Master Schedule, how would he or she indicate that? 14 

A. There are two situations where a tree can be flagged for immediate trimming or removal 15 

outside of the usual Master Schedule timeframe or cycle.  First, there are Reliability Trees, as 16 

discussed in Section 5 of the Pre-Inspection Manual, which I discussed above.  Second, there are 17 

Memo Trees, as discussed in Section 6 of the Pre-Inspection Manual.  Memo Trees are trees that 18 

“are non-compliant with minimum clearance requirements and/or fit the Vegetation Management 19 

criteria to be pruned within a priority timeframe.”18  Memo trees are classified as “Same Day” 20 

(whereby the trimming is completed that day or the next); “Next Day” (whereby the trimming is 21 

completed the next day); or “Grouped” (whereby the trimming is completed within two weeks).  22 

Pre-inspectors are required to document Memo Trees on a Memo Sheet.  If the pre-inspector had 23 

                                                 
16  Stannik Testimony, p. 25. 
17  Pre-Inspection Procedures, p. 20 (emphasis added). 
18  Id., p. 35. 
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believed that Tree FF1090 would pose a threat to conductors sooner than it could be addressed 1 

under the trim cycle in the Master Schedule, the pre-inspector would have listed it as a Memo 2 

Tree, and trimming would have been expedited to occur prior to the trim cycle. 3 

Q.  Did the Davey pre-inspector flag Tree FF1090 as either a Reliability Tree or a Memo 4 

Tree? 5 

A. No he did not.   6 

Q. Did Mr. Stannik discuss or reference the procedures for identifying a Reliability Tree or 7 

Memo Tree in his testimony? 8 

A. No, he did not. 9 

Q. Why is that omission significant? 10 

A. Because it shows that he does not understand SDG&E’s tree trimming procedures.   11 

Q. Is Mr. Stannik’s theory of “0 to 3 months” a reasonable interpretation of SDG&E’s 12 

procedures? 13 

A. No.  Mr. Stannik claims that the three month window for trimming begins on the date that 14 

the pre-inspector inspects the tree and indicates that trimming is to be performed.  In his view, 15 

completion of the July 18, 2007 pre-inspection would mean that trimming is completed within 90 16 

days of July 18, which is how he gets his October 18 trimming completion date.  If we did things 17 

the way Mr. Stannik wrongly assumes, the schedule for trimming each of the more than 400,000 18 

trees in our inventory would be based on when each tree was pre-inspected.  That would be 19 

completely unmanageable because we would not only have to keep track of an enormous number 20 

of individual schedules, but we would also have to have our trimming contractors working over a 21 

longer period of time, while trimming fewer trees each day.  We would also have to make more 22 

customer notifications and do more frequent visits to customer property each year.  The reason 23 
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we have a Master Schedule that applies to all trees within a given VMA is to avoid such 1 

inefficiencies.   2 

Q. Apart from the incorrect interpretation of the meaning of “0 to 3 months”, do you believe 3 

that Tree FF1090 would have been out of compliance with the applicable clearance requirements 4 

within 0-3 months of the July 18, 2007 pre-inspection? 5 

A. No I do not.  As set forth in the Tree FF 1090 History Report, which I attached as 6 

Appendix 6 to my Prepared Direct Testimony, the clearances recorded during the previous pre-7 

inspections were: (1) 8 to 12 ft. as of July 12, 2005; (2) 8 to 9.9 ft. as of July 19, 2006; and (3) 6 8 

to 7.9 ft. as of July 18, 2007.  Thus, Tree FF1090 grew only 2 to 4 ft. per year between July 2005 9 

and July 2007.  That growth rate indicates a medium grower, not a fast grower (which grows 4-6 10 

ft. per year).  The growth rate thus indicates that Tree FF1090 would not have grown more than 2 11 

ft. in the three-month period from July 18, 2007 to encroach within 4 ft. of the powerlines.   12 

 Even if you assume a worst case scenario for a fast grower, which is a tree that grows an 13 

average of 4-6 ft. per year, that is a maximum growth rate of only half a foot per month, which 14 

would have resulted in a worst case clearance of just under 4.5 ft., which is in compliance with 15 

applicable clearance requirements. 16 

In addition, as noted in Davey’s response to SDG&E’s data request 1-2 in the Witch/Rice 17 

OII, Davey had observed Tree FF1090 on October 15, 2007 (a week before the Rice Fire) and 18 

concluded that the clearance was greater than 4 ft.19  This supports my conclusion that the Rice 19 

Fire resulted from a hidden defect in the tree and had nothing to do with regulatory clearances 20 

between the tree and SDG&E facilities. 21 

                                                 
19  See Appendix 3. 
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B. SDG&E’s Vegetation Management Program Master Schedule 1 

Q. Does Mr. Stannik dispute SDG&E’s explanation of how its Master Schedule for 2 

Vegetation Management works? 3 

A. Yes.  He says “SDG&E’s assertion that its tree-trimming timeline could extend beyond 4 

the timeframe recommended by an inspector (in the case of Tree FF1090, 0-3 months) via an 5 

additional auditing or administrative period is unreasonable.”20  But there is in fact a one month 6 

audit period in the Master Schedule that begins when all pre-inspection activities are completed 7 

in the relevant area, as is explained in the Pre-Inspection Procedures: “Pre-inspection audit is 8 

conducted the first month after the scheduled completion of pre-inspection.”  The procedures 9 

then state: “Pruning [i.e., trimming] commences two months after pre-inspection.  Pruning 10 

contractor has a 65-calendar day timeframe to complete all assigned work and to certify VMA 11 

per contract specifications.”21  Mr. Stannik is simply wrong when he says that “SDG&E’s 12 

assertion” about the timeline is “unreasonable” because that assertion is specified in the Pre-13 

Inspection Procedures. 14 

Q. Does Mr. Stannik ever criticize SDG&E’s Vegetation Management Program or suggest 15 

that the program itself did not comply with applicable regulatory requirements? 16 

A. No, Mr. Stannik does not criticize the Vegetation Management Program or contend that 17 

the program did not comply with applicable regulatory requirements.  I described that program in 18 

detail in my Prepared Direct Testimony at pages 3-16.  Instead, Mr. Stannik claims that SDG&E 19 

violated its own practices, as reflected in its Vegetation Management Program.22  His criticisms, 20 

                                                 
20  Stannik Testimony, p. 25 (footnote omitted). 
21  Pre-Inspection Procedures, p. 10. 
22  See, e.g., Stannik Testimony, p. 32. 
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however, show that Mr. Stannik does not understand how SDG&E schedules work under its 1 

Master Schedule. 2 

Q. Please explain the activities under the Master Schedule, and when each of those activities 3 

occurs. 4 

A. In 2007, as today, there was a four stage process under the Master Schedule, as Mr. 5 

Stannik seems to acknowledge: 23 (1) a pre-inspection; (2) a quality assurance audit of the pre-6 

inspection completed within the first month following the pre-inspection; (3) the tree trimming 7 

and/or removal work; and (4) a quality assurance audit of the trimming/removal work.  As I 8 

stated in my direct testimony, the Master Schedule lays out timeframes for each step, as follows: 9 

(1)  Pre-inspection is completed within 30 days; 10 

(2) Quality assurance audit of pre-inspection is completed within the first month after 11 
the scheduled completion of the pre-inspection; 12 

(3)  Trimming begins two months after pre-inspection, and the trimming must be 13 
completed within 60 days and certified within an additional 5 days; and  14 

(4) Quality assurance audit must be completed within 30 days following the trimming 15 
completion and certification.24 16 

In my Witch/Rice OII testimony, I presented a chart to depict this schedule, which I have 17 

reproduced below: 18 

                                                 
23  Stannik Testimony, p. 24. 
24  Prepared Direct Testimony of Don Akau, p. 7.  See also, Pre-Inspection procedures, p. 10. 
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 1 

Q. Under SDG&E’s Master Schedule, when was Tree FF1090 required to be trimmed? 2 

A. By November 1, 2007. 3 

Q. How do you reach that conclusion? 4 

A. Tree FF1090 was not flagged for expedited trim as a Memo Tree.  Thus, under the Master 5 

Schedule, pre-inspection of trees within the Vegetation Management Area (“VMA”) where Tree 6 

FF1090 was located – VMA 379 – was scheduled to start on July 1, 2007 and be completed by 7 

the end of that month.  Pre-inspection audit was scheduled to start in August 2007 and be 8 

completed by the end of that month.  Trimming was scheduled to start in September 2007 and be 9 

completed within two months, or by November 1.  This is reflected in the VMA Schedule 10 

included in the Pre-Inspection Procedures: 11 

FIGURE 2 – TABLE 11.1 FROM SDG&E’S VEGETATION MANAGEMENT 12 
PROGRAM TREE PRE-INSPECTION PROCEDURES (MAY 2007) 13 

 14 

Each of the four stages in the Master Schedule takes place within a distinct window – all 15 

pre-inspection takes place in the first 30-day window, all quality assurance audits of pre-16 



 

17 

trimming activities takes place in the next 30-day window, all trimming and certification takes 1 

place in the next 65-day window, and all quality assurance audits of the trimming work takes 2 

place in the next 30-day window.   3 

In its Investigation Report into the Rice Fire, the California Department of Forestry and 4 

Fire Protection explained the Master Schedule in the way I have just described: 5 

I did learn the area surround the line which caused the Rice Fire 6 
had been inspected in July 2007 for trees which needed to be 7 
trimmed.  The sycamore tree identified adjacent to Specific Origin 8 
Area #2 was determined to be in compliance with no need for any 9 
priority work.  Davey Tree also inspected the tree and determined 10 
the tree to be healthy and in compliance.  On September 1, 2007 11 
Davey Tree received a full package of scheduled work to be 12 
completed in the area, and the work was supposed to be completed 13 
prior to November 1, 2007.25 14 

Thus, there is no support for Mr. Stannik’s testimony that Tree FF1090 was supposed to be 15 

trimmed prior to October 18, 2007. 16 

Q. How do you respond to Mr. Stannik’s claim that SDG&E has been unable to provide 17 

documentation showing the date by which FF1090 was to be trimmed under any schedule?26 18 

A. That claim is incorrect.  First, ORA attached my Witch/Rice OII Direct Testimony to 19 

Exhibit ORA-05 to Mr. Stannik’s Testimony (ORA Supporting Attachments (Volume 2) Related 20 

Testimony), and Mr. Stannik repeatedly refers to that testimony.  I discussed the Master 21 

Schedule for 2007 in that testimony,27 and I attached the schedule as Exhibit 5 to my Witch/Rice 22 

OII Direct Testimony.  Second, Appendix 2 to my Prepared Direct Testimony in this proceeding 23 

also contains the Master Schedule for 2007.  Tree FF1090 is in VMA 379, and the dates for each 24 

                                                 
25  “California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection Investigation Report,” 07-CA-MVU-
010502, pp. 16-17. 
26  Stannik Testimony, p. 27. 
27  OII Akau Direct Testimony, pp. 8-9. 
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activity are shown on the schedule.  So I do not understand why Mr. Stannik would say SDG&E 1 

has not provided any documentation of the schedule. 2 

IV. ORA’S ALLEGATIONS REGARDING SDG&E’S POST-FIRE TRIMMING OF 3 
TREE FF1090 4 

Q. Are you familiar with the trimming of Tree FF1090 that took place after the Rice Fire? 5 

A. Yes.  I was involved in the decisions to trim Tree FF1090. 6 

Q. Please describe your involvement in those decisions. 7 

A. As I indicated earlier, I called Davey Tree Surgery after I observed the scene on October 8 

22, 2007 and requested an emergency tree crew to assist at the scene.  I requested that Davey 9 

Tree Surgery remove the limb that was lying across the conductors and clear an area around the 10 

break-out in the canopy of Tree FF1090 so that I could take some photographs.  I also requested 11 

Davey Tree Surgery to trim back the broken out limb and cut the limb just below where the 12 

breakout occurred so the limb could be preserved.   13 

Q. Why did you request Davey to do this post-fire trimming? 14 

A. It was important to remove the branch so that SDG&E could get power restored to that 15 

circuit.  The broken lines could not be safely restrung, and power restored, with a broken limb 16 

lying across.  I asked Davey to trim the canopy because the winds were blowing very strongly 17 

from the east, and I was concerned that the tree could fail again.  Given that there were fire 18 

agency personnel and local residents in the vicinity, I was worried that another failure of the tree 19 

could injure someone.  Or another failure could have impacted the remaining SDG&E facilities, 20 

and made the restoration job all the more difficult.  I did not want to leave an unsafe condition in 21 

place. 22 

Q. Did any trimming occur in addition the trimming you requested? 23 
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A. Yes.  After I left the site on October 22, 2007, Chris Thompson, an SDG&E Area 1 

Forester, took over the site.  After the initial trimming was done, Mr. Thompson contacted me 2 

and informed me that he determined that the remaining portions of the tree were potentially at 3 

risk of failing in the winds and that he instructed Davey Tree Surgery to reduce the height of the 4 

tree.  I agreed that this was necessary for safety purposes.  Mr. Thompson explained this further 5 

in his Witch/Rice OII direct testimony: 6 

As the trimming progressed and I could see more of the canopy of 7 
tree FF1090 and the failure point, I became concerned about the 8 
structural integrity of the remaining portions of the canopy, 9 
especially with the high winds in the area.  I observed that the 10 
broken-out leader was part of a co-dominant situation with 11 
included bark.  This typically occurs when two separate leaders 12 
start growing together and pushing against each other as they grow 13 
in diameter.  As the leaders grow together, a deformity in the union 14 
structure forms, encompassing the bark of the two leaders, which is 15 
called an inclusion.  The other co-dominant leader was still in the 16 
canopy, and I know that co-dominant leaders often fail partially or 17 
entirely once another co-dominant leader fails.  I saw that the 18 
remaining leaders in the canopy were significantly bending in the 19 
high winds.  Once I observed this, I determined that the remaining 20 
canopy needed to be reduced in height due to the initial limb 21 
failure in order to protect against additional failures.  I called Don 22 
Akau to inform him that I intended to reduce the canopy.  I 23 
instructed Dave Kracha to trim the canopy so that it would be 24 
below his best estimate of where the power lines had been and 25 
would be re-installed.  As I just described, I determined that 26 
reducing the canopy was necessary to minimize the risk of any 27 
additional failures in the tree, and also to ensure public safety 28 
because there were ongoing fire suppression efforts in the area and 29 
residents in the process of evacuating.  The tree was close to the 30 
road, and I was concerned that additional failures could cause the 31 
road to be blocked or prevent restoration efforts.28 32 

                                                 
28  “Direct Testimony of Chris Thompson, San Diego Gas & Electric Company (Rice Fire),” I.08-
11-006, June 5, 2009, pages 3-5.  See Appendix 4. 
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Q. According to Mr. Stannik, SDG&E “has not provided a compelling reason for the need to 1 

drastically reduce the height of the FF1090 immediately after the Rice Fire and before any 2 

investigators had a chance to assess the scene.”29  Do you agree? 3 

A. No.  The compelling reason was safety.  If the tree had failed in high winds, as Mr. 4 

Thompson worried it might, someone could have been injured or worse. 5 

V. ORA’S ALLEGATIONS REGARDING SUPPOSED DISCREPANCIES IN THE 6 
RECORDS OF TREE FF1090 7 

Q. Mr. Stannik claims that there are “unexplained discrepancies” in various versions of Tree 8 

FF1090 records that are “concerning and unexplained by SDG&E.”30  How do you respond to 9 

those allegations? 10 

A. It seems as though Mr. Stannik is saying that SDG&E deliberately altered records 11 

because references to “remove direct overhang” do not appear consistently throughout the three 12 

versions of the records they reference.  It is not clear what ORA thinks SDG&E would be hoping 13 

to accomplish since it has produced all three records at various times. 14 

Q. How do you explain the so-called discrepancies? 15 

A. Data changes in our database.  The database is a continuously updated system, and each 16 

time an inspector, auditor, contractor or forester enters or edits information, the data shown on 17 

the tree record changes.  Whether there is direct overhang on a given tree at a particular time 18 

depends on many factors, such as tree height, limb growth, and limb weight, and these factors 19 

can also change for reasons such as snow loading (causing trees to flex) and high winds (causing 20 

trees to sway).  Comments such as “remove direct overhang” are not deleted from the system 21 

entirely, but they may be active or inactive based on the inspection condition at the time the 22 

                                                 
29  Stannik Testimony, p. 30. 
30  Stannik Testimony, pp. 30-32. 
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report is printed.  When the report is printed, it reflects the live comments.  For example, if the 1 

direct overhang is removed in a cycle, the comment that pointed to removing the direct overhang 2 

won’t continue to appear.  These three reports were printed at different times, and each report 3 

reflects the comments that were active when printed.  So, I disagree with the characterization that 4 

there are discrepancies.  Each record shows the then-current information.    5 

VI. CONCLUSION 6 

Q. Does this conclude your prepared rebuttal testimony? 7 

A. Yes, it does. 8 
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DIRECT TESTIMONY OF 
RONALD MATRANGA 

SAN DIEGO GAS & ELECTRIC COMPANY 

Q: Please state your name and title. 

A: Ronald Matranga, Consulting Arborist.   

 

Q: Can you describe your educational background? 

A: I attended San Diego State University from 1985 to 1988, where I studied mathematics and 

education.  From 1983 to 1985, I studied general education at Grossmont College.  I graduated 

from high school in 1983.  I have participated in continuing education relating to my profession 

as an arborist since 1991.   

 

Q: Can you briefly describe your work experience? 

A: I have more than 25 years experience working with trees in San Diego County.  From 

1983 to present, I have been employed by Atlas Environmental Services, Inc., a company which 

specializes in tree care.  Since 1998, I have been an instructor for a privately offered arborist 

certification course which helps prepare students for the Certified Arborist exam.  Since 1994, I 

have offered consultation and expert witness services regarding tree issues.  Since 1989, I have 

been the lead field estimator (residential division) of Atlas, diagnosing tree care needs and 

managing multiple work crews.  From 1983-1988, I worked as a field crew member and foreman 

on various tree care sites.   

 

Q: What are your professional qualifications? 

A: I became a Certified Arborist in January 1991 and a Board-Certified Master Arborist 

(“BCMA”) in February 2007.  The BCMA designation is the highest qualification available from 

the International Society of Arboriculture.  I have been a member of the American Society of 

Consulting Arborists (“ASCA”) since 1994.  I graduated from the ASCA Academy in 1999. 
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Q: What is the purpose of your testimony in these proceedings? 

A: I was asked by SDG&E to examine Tree FF1090, including the limb that broke, and to 

make observations in my capacity as an arborist.   

 

Q: Did you visit the site of the Rice Fire?  When? 

A: Yes.  I visited the site on 11-21-07.   

 

Q: Did you examine tree FF1090 during that visit?  What type of tree is it?   

A: Yes.  It is a Platanus racemosa (California Sycamore).   

 

Q: Had it been trimmed at that time?  Did you take pictures? 

A: It had been reduced in height, with all the upper foliage removed.  I took approximately 

16 photos while on site.   

 

Q: What observations did you make about FF1090 during your visit? 

A: I noted the tree genus and species, and diameter at standard height (4.5 feet above grade) of 

41 inches.  I observed the overall setting of the area; specifically that the tree was on the bank of a 

seasonal creek bed area and that FF1090 was consistent with a naturally occurring, native tree.   

I observed that based on the size of the finish reduction cut at that time and its proximity to 

the height of the wires the tree was growing at a total height which would have exceeded that wire 

height.  I observed live foliage on the remaining parts of FF1090 and some heat damaged foliage.  

I observed the lower trunk of the tree had fire scars from ground level up to approximately 5 feet 

above ground level.  I observed that the remaining structure of the tree appeared to be average for 

the species.  

 

Q: Did you examine the limb that allegedly fell onto the power lines?  When?  Where? 

A: Yes.  I examined a portion of that limb on 11-19-07 at the El Cajon SDG&E facility.   
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Q: What observations did you make about the size of the limb?   

A: I observed that the limb was consistent with Platanus racemosa.  I observed that it was 

4.6 feet in length with a “bottom” diameter of 14 inches and a “top” diameter of 13 inches and 

9.5 inches.   

 

Q: Did you make observations about decay or rot on the limb?   

A: I observed there were no visible areas of decay or rot in any of the inner wood and no 

visible areas of decay or rot on the trunk/ bark.   

 

Q: Did you make further observations about the limb?  

A: I observed it was a section of tree that contained a codominant arrangement and included 

bark.  The length of the bark inclusion was 18 inches on one side and 23 inches on the other side.  

Codominant stems or branches are forked stems or branches of equal or nearly equal size in 

diameter and relative importance that are lacking a normal branch union.  Bark inclusion (aka 

included bark or embedded bark) is a pattern of development where bark becomes embedded in a 

crotch between a branch and a trunk or between codominant stems.  Included bark is considered a 

structural defect and causes a weak structure. 

 

Q: Did you also include review photographs of FF1090?  Which ones?  When were they 

taken? 

A: I have reviewed hundreds of photographs.  They are from:  Consultant A taken 10-29-07, 

11-1-7, 11-2-07; Consultant F taken 10-29-07, 11-5-07, 11-8-07, 11-19-07; Cossart taken 10-22-

07, 10-23-07, 10-24-07; Lyle taken 10-22-07, 11-19-07, 11-20-07; Orellana taken 10-15-09; 

Consultant L taken 10-30-07, 11-1-07; C. Thompson taken 11-6-08; M. Daleo taken 11-6-08.  My 

understanding is that all of these photographs were available to CPSD.  I have also reviewed my 

own photographs taken 11-19-07 and 11-21-07.  I have reviewed photographs of FF1090 before, 

during, and after pruning on 10-22-07. 
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Q: Did you review other documents? 

A: Yes, other documents I reviewed included various SDG&E/CPUC correspondence, 

SDG&E’s Vegetation Management Program Tree Pre-inspection Procedures, and “Information for 

Tree FF1090.”   

 

Q: Did you determine why the limb broke on October 22, 2007?   

A: I determined that the limb broke due to the failure of a codominant structure with included 

bark.   

 

Q: Based on your review of the evidence, would you expect an inspector to be able to 

determine whether the limb had bark inclusion from the ground?  Why? 

A: In my opinion it would have been difficult or very difficult to observe the bark inclusion 

from the ground.  In my estimation, the section of the tree with the bark inclusion was as much as 

70-80 feet above ground level.  FF1090 was surrounded by numerous mature oak trees with full 

canopies below the level of the wires.  To see through those canopies in the winter, when FF1090 

was dormant, and obtain a clear look at the portion of the tree that failed would be difficult in my 

opinion.  To see through those canopies in the summer, when FF1090 was in full leaf, and 

observe bark inclusion would be very difficult in my opinion. 

 

Q: Is a limb with bark inclusion considered diseased?  Is a tree with a bark-included limb 

considered diseased?    

A: Included bark is not considered a disease.  A tree with a limb or limbs with bark inclusion 

is not considered diseased. 

 

Q: What would you look for to determine whether a tree was diseased?   

A: Evidence of disease presence includes enlarged, stunted, or rotted tissue or tree parts.  

Excessive sap dripping may indicate infected branches or trunks.  Leaves or stems that become 

spotted, stunted, swollen, discolored, distorted, or wilted may indicate disease.  Any tree part 
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which appears to be abnormal for the species might also indicate disease.   

 

Q: Did you see any evidence that tree FF1090 was diseased?  Were any of those signs of 

disease present here? 

A: I observed no evidence of disease on either FF1090 when I made my site visit or on the 

section of tree when I made my physical examination.  I have observed no sign of disease on any 

of the parts of FF1090 I have seen either personally or through photographs. 

 

Q: Were you able to determine where the subject limb was located on tree FF1090?   

A: In my opinion, the subject limb was in the upper third of the tree crown, up to 20-30 feet 

above the wires.  

 

Q: In what direction was the subject limb growing with regard to the power lines?   

A: Both of the codominant stems were growing at an undetermined angle away from the 

wires.  This is observed in the cross section of the “top” of the limb that allegedly fell onto the 

power lines.  Reaction wood is clearly visible in the cross section.  When a main stem is growing 

at an angle away from the vertical, it produces reaction wood to counteract the lean.  In broad-

leafed trees, such as FF1090, reaction wood is termed tension wood and forms on the upper 

surface of stems and trunks.  It exerts an internal contraction that attempts to and tends to pull the 

trunk toward the vertical angle of growth.  This shows itself in the more narrow annual rings on 

the top of such a stem, and wider annual rings on the bottom.   
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2007 – Present  Board-Certified Master Arborist 
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   Champaign, Illinois 
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   Rockville, Maryland 
   A.S.C.A. Academy Graduate, 1999 
 
EDUCATION: 
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   2004 Attendance 
   ~A.S.C.A. Annual Conference     Philadelphia, PA 
   ~15th Annual P.T.C.A. Seminar     San Diego, CA 
   ~Integrated Pest Management Workshop   San Diego, CA 
 

2003 Attendance 
   ~A.S.C.A. Annual Conference     Lake Tahoe, NV 
   ~14th Annual P.T.C.A. Seminar     San Diego, CA 
 
   2002 Attendance 
   ~13th Annual P.T.C.A. Seminar     San Diego, CA 
 
   2001 Attendance 
   ~ A.S.C.A. Annual Conference     San Diego, CA 
   ~ 12th Annual P.T.C.A. Seminar     San Diego, CA 
   ~ Trees for Urban And Suburban Landscapes   U.C. Riverside 

 
 
   2000 Attendance 
   ~ Eucalyptus Pest Management      U.C. Riverside 
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EMPLOYMENT EXPERIENCE: 
1983 – Present  ATLAS ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES, INC. 
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Act as qualified judge for Certified Tree Worker examinations. 
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Act as qualified observer for Certified Arborist examinations 
 
Invited speaker for:  - California Association of Nurserymen - San Diego County Chapter 
          - San Diego County Master Gardeners Home Gardening Seminar 
          - Mira Costa Horticulture Club 
          - Professional Tree Care Association of San Diego 
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          - California Arborist Association 
          - Western Chapter, ISA 
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BEFORE THE PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION OF THE 
STATE OF CALIFORNIA 

Investigation on the Commission’s Own Motion 
into the Operations and Practices of San Diego
Gas & Electric Company Regarding the Utility 
Facilities linked to the Witch and Rice Fires of 
October 2007

)
)
)
)
)
)

Filed
Public Utilities Commission 

November 6, 2008 
San Francisco Office 

 I.08-11-006 

DAVEY TREE SURGERY COMPANY RESPONSE TO SAN DIEGO GAS & 
ELECTRIC COMPANY’S DATA REQUEST REGARDING THE RICE FIRE OF 

OCTOBER 2007 

Davey Tree Surgery Company responds to San Diego Gas & Electric Company’s Data 
Request Regarding the Rice Fire of October 2007, as follows:

Request 1-1

Did DAVEY TREE SURGERY view TREE FF1090 on October 15, 2007? 

Response to Request 1-1

Yes.

Request 1-2

If DAVEY TREE SURGERY viewed TREE FF1090 on October 15, 2007, please (i) identify the 
individuals who viewed TREE FF1090 on October 15, 2007; and (ii) state the clearance between 
TREE FF1090 and SDG&E’s conductors as observed by DAVEY TREE SURGERY on October 
15, 2007.
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Response to Request 1-2

(i) Jorge Orellana. 

(ii) The clearance between the tree and conductors was greater than that required by 
Public Resources Code section 4293.

Request 1-3

Please provide a full and complete explanation of the entry by DAVEY TREE SURGERY in the 
TREE HISTORY REPORT for TREE FF1090 of an “Exception” under the category of “Pruning 
History,” which indicates an “Exception” as to “Pruning Performed,” a “Clearance” of 4.1 to 5.9 
ft. and a “Pruning Date” of November 13, 2007.  This explanation should include at least the 
following information: 

a.         When this “Exception” was entered by DAVEY TREE SURGERY in the TREE 
HISTORY REPORT; 

b.         The reasons why a November 13, 2007 “Pruning Date” was noted by DAVEY 
TREE SURGERY with respect to this “Exception”;  

c.         Whether DAVEY TREE SURGERY was at the site of TREE FF1090 on 
November 13, 2007; and 

d.         Whether DAVEY TREE SURGERY is representing that it observed a clearance 
of 4.1 to 5.9 ft. with respect to TREE FF1090 as of November 13, 2007. 

Response to Request 1-3

The Exception Form for Tree FF1090 was signed and dated November 13, 2007.  
Pursuant to SDG&E procedures, where a tree is scheduled for trimming but not trimmed, 
the VMA which includes that tree may not be closed out without an SDG&E Exception 
Form being executed.  The entry “Exception” under the column heading “Pruning 
Performed,” on the document entitled Information for Tree FF1090, and the 11/13/2007 
date under the heading on “Pruning Date,” were not intended to indicate that any pruning 
was performed on 11/13/2007.  Rather, the 11/13/2007 date is the date that the Exception 
Form was executed.  The reason an Exception Form was executed for Tree FF1090 was 
because, due to the Rice Canyon Fire and the work that was performed at the direction of 
SDG&E immediately thereafter, Tree FF1090 was not trimmed in the regular course of 
work, thus making it an “exception.”  Therefore, the Exception Form was completed on 
11/13/2007 to note that Tree FF1090 was an exception, which was required in order to 
close out VMA 379. 

The observed clearance of 4.1 to 5.9 feet refers to the clearance observed by Mr. Orellana 
on October 15, 2007. 
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Request 1-4

Please provide a copy of all DOCUMENTS describing a timeline or schedule for the trimming of 
vegetation in SDG&E Vegetation Management Area ("VMA") 379 in connection with the tree 
trim cycle that began on September 1, 2007. 
�
Response to Request 1-4

Davey Tree Surgery Company is aware of only the attached scheduling document and 
scheduling parameters in its contract with SDG&E, which was previously provided to 
SDG&E.

 CARLSON, CALLADINE & PETERSON LLP 

By_________________________________
   RANDY W. GIMPLE 

   Attorneys for DAVEY TREE SURGERY 
COMPANY
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DIRECT TESTIMONY OF 
CHRIS THOMPSON 

SAN DIEGO GAS & ELECTRIC COMPANY 
 

Q: Please state your name and title.   

A: Chris Thompson.  I am an Area Forester at SDG&E.  My detailed qualifications 

are appended to this testimony. 

Q: Are you familiar with the sycamore tree in the Rice Canyon area with SDG&E Tree 

ID FF1090?   

A: Yes. 

Q: What is the purpose of your testimony in these proceedings?   

A: I visited the site of tree FF1090 on October 19, 2007, just a few days before the 

Rice Fire occurred.  I am providing testimony regarding that site visit and also regarding the 

events of October 22, 2007 and my observations at the Rice Fire scene.   

Q: Was anybody else present for that site visit on October 19, 2007?   

A: Yes.  My Assistant Area Forester at that time, Greg Peck, who was employed by 

Western Environmental Consultants, Inc. (“WECI”).   

Q: Can you describe the circumstances of the October 19, 2007 site visit?   

A: I visited the site of tree FF1090 at the request of Davey Tree Surgery to determine 

if time and equipment (“T&E”) billing was appropriate for the trimming of that tree.  T&E is 

work compensated at an hourly crew rate as opposed to the contract unit rate and can be requested 

by the contractor when it believes additional compensation is warranted (e.g., for work that 

requires traffic control or special equipment, or in difficult access areas).  T&E requests require 

review and approval by me and/or my Assistant Area Forester.  My recollection is that Davey 

Tree Surgery had raised the T&E request relating to tree FF1090 at the October 16, 2007 weekly 

General Foremen’s meeting, and that they requested T&E for trimming the overhang.  On 

October 19, 2007, I was doing a ride-along with Greg Peck.  We were headed out to Rice Canyon 

Road to investigate an outage, so I suggested that we stop at tree FF1090 on the way to evaluate 

Davey's T&E request.  We parked just off Rice Canyon Road, on a dirt access road to the north of 

Rice Canyon Road.  I walked along the dirt access road and looked at tree FF1090 but could not 
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see the entire canopy from that area.  The tree appeared to be healthy, with dense foliage.  I then 

walked out onto Rice Canyon Road and observed the canopy of the tree, looking for any 

significant, structural overhanging branches.  I observed that the overhanging branches were just 

small limbs and that the overhang was slight, so I determined that T&E billing was not warranted 

for trimming the overhang.  I believe I was at the site for about 5 or 10 minutes that day.   

Q: Do you have any record of the site visit on October 19, 2007?   

A: I took notes during the site visit on a tree trim map given to me by Davey Tree 

Surgery.  I am attaching a copy of this map with my notes as Exhibit 1.  I wrote down the 

following observations regarding my October 19, 2007 site visit:  “10-19-07 small limbs just over 

pri[mary], can trim w/ 70’ Lift. T+E for flag crew only.”  These notes refer to my observation 

during the October 19, 2007 site visit that the overhanging limbs on tree FF1090 were small limbs 

just over the lines, so I did not think T&E billing was warranted for trimming the slight overhang.  

The notes also reference my determination that SDG&E would approve T&E for a “flag crew” 

based on my observation that the tree is near a double-blind corner and the crew would need to 

block a lane of traffic to access the tree with a 70-foot lift truck.  I should clarify that I did not 

write the note that states “REMOVE DIRECT OVERHANG” with an arrow toward the tree – that 

was written on the map when Davey gave it to me.  

Q: When you observed tree FF1090 on October 19, 2007, do you recall noting any 

concerns about the tree?   

A: No.  I observed the tree that day to determine if it had the kind of significant 

branching overhanging the lines that would warrant T&E billing, and I determined that it did not 

and that the overhang could be trimmed in the normal scope of work by Davey Tree Surgery.  I 

had not communicated this to Davey Tree Surgery prior to the start of the Rice Fire because our 

site visit was on Friday (October 19, 2007), and the Rice Fire ignited in the early morning hours of 

the following Monday (October 22, 2007).   

Q: To your knowledge, had Davey been out to the site of tree FF1090 prior to making 

the T&E request?   
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A: I know that somebody from Davey Tree Surgery had already been out to the site of 

tree FF1090 when they raised the T&E request, but I do not know on what date.  I believe 

somebody from Davey Tree Surgery may have actually showed me photographs of the tree when 

they raised the T&E request.   

Q: To your knowledge, was the October 16, 2007 weekly meeting with Davey Tree 

Surgery the first time Davey raised the T&E request relating to tree FF1090? 

A: Yes. 

Q: Do you have any documents relating to the October 16, 2007 meeting with Davey 

Tree Surgery?   

A: Yes.  I received a copy of the “Davey Tree Schedule” dated 10/16/2007 at the 

meeting.  I am attaching a copy of this document as Exhibit 2 to this testimony.  My handwritten 

notes appear on the document.  Underneath the table, I noted Davey Tree Surgery’s T&E request 

relating to tree FF1090.  My notes refer to the relevant Vegetation Management Area (“VMA 

379”), the address associated with the tree (“1548 Rice Canyon Rd”), the tree ID (“FF1090” – 

syc” indicates the tree species as a sycamore), and the nature of Davey Tree Surgery's request.  

My notes indicate that we were to “Review FF1090 (Syc) for T+E for overhang poison oak.”  

This was not an emergency request from Davey Tree Surgery, so there was no urgency to visit the 

site and view the tree.  I took these notes to help me remember what to look for when I went out 

in the field to review the tree.   

Q: When did you first learn about the Rice Fire? 

A: I believe it would have been by a blast page on my cell phone.   

Q: Did you go to the site of the Rice Fire on October 22, 2007?   

A: Yes.  I received a call from Don Akau, SDG&E’s Vegetation Program Manager, 

asking me to come to the Rice Fire site.  I do not recall exactly what time I arrived at the site, but 

it would have been around mid-morning.   

Q: What did you understand to be your responsibilities at the Rice Fire site on October 

22, 2007? 
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A: Don Akau instructed me to supervise the Davey Tree Surgery crew on-site because 

he had to leave.  Don instructed me to make sure that the Davey crew cleared the area around the 

power lines so that the lines could be safely restored and to preserve the downed power lines if 

possible.  Don also instructed me to preserve the limb that had broken out of tree FF1090 because 

he believed it may have been involved in the fire.   

Q: Please describe the timeline of events on the day of the fire, October 22, 2007.   

A: I met up with Don Akau about ¼ mile away from the site, and we discussed my 

instructions for taking over the site.  I then drove to the site to supervise the Davey Tree Surgery 

crew.  When I first arrived at the site, Dave Kracha and his climber were there from Davey Tree 

Surgery.  A second crew, James Crowley and his helper, arrived later to assist with traffic control.  

I saw that the power lines in the area were down but the joint-user facilities were not.  I also saw 

that a large leader had broken-out from tree FF1090 and was laying across the area where the 

power lines would have been and into another tree on the opposite side of the power lines.  A 

leader is a substantial tree limb that is part of the canopy structure.  It was very smoky and several 

cuts had already been made on the tree by the Davey crew.   

As the trimming progressed and I could see more of the canopy of tree FF1090 and the 

failure point, I became concerned about the structural integrity of the remaining portions of the 

canopy, especially with the high winds in the area.  I observed that the broken-out leader was part 

of a co-dominant situation with included bark.  This typically occurs when two separate leaders 

start growing together and pushing against each other as they grow in diameter.  As the leaders 

grow together, a deformity in the union structure forms, encompassing the bark of the two leaders, 

which is called an inclusion.  The other co-dominant leader was still in the canopy, and I know 

that co-dominant leaders often fail partially or entirely once another co-dominant leader fails.  I 

saw that the remaining leaders in the canopy were significantly bending in the high winds.  Once 

I observed this, I determined that the remaining canopy needed to be reduced in height due to the 

initial limb failure in order to protect against additional failures.  I called Don Akau to inform him 

that I intended to reduce the canopy.  I instructed Dave Kracha to trim the canopy so that it would 

be below his best estimate of where the power lines had been and would be re-installed.  As I just 
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described, I determined that reducing the canopy was necessary to minimize the risk of any 

additional failures in the tree, and also to ensure public safety because there were ongoing fire 

suppression efforts in the area and residents in the process of evacuating.  The tree was close to 

the road, and I was concerned that additional failures could cause the road to be blocked or prevent 

restoration efforts.   

My recollection is that the Davey crew could not reach the top of the tree with the 70-foot 

lift to remove the final leader in the canopy, so they wanted to climb the tree to secure a rope to 

use as a tip line.  I was concerned about that because of the high winds in the area and the 

potential that the canopy could fail or break-out again, injuring the crew members, so we agreed to 

tie off the remaining top of tree FF1090 to another tree so that the remaining leader could be 

removed.  Ultimately, the canopy of tree FF1090 was reduced so that the tree height was below 

the height of the power lines (as estimated by the Davey crew).  Once the trimming was 

completed, we placed the wood trimmed from tree FF1090 on the far embankment opposite Rice 

Canyon Road and cleaned up the site as best we could.  Randy Lyle of SDG&E arrived at the site 

at some point during the trimming.  I turned the site over to Randy and called Don Akau to let 

him know that I was leaving.  The Davey Tree Surgery crews followed me out of the area.   

Q: Based on your observations on October 19, 2007 or October 22, 2007, did tree 

FF1090 appear to be healthy?   

A: Yes, the tree appeared to be healthy.  There was dense foliage on the tree and the 

broken-out leader. 

Q: What do you recall about the weather conditions at the Rice Fire site on October 

22, 2007?   

A: I recall that there were extremely high wind gusts.  I observed that the winds were 

bending the vegetation in the area and causing branch break-outs in other trees in the area as well.  

Q: Were there any other individuals in the area while tree FF1090 was being trimmed?   

A: As I mentioned, there were fire crews and property owners and residents.  

Q: Were any other trees in the Rice Fire area trimmed on October 22, 2007?   
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A: An oak tree adjacent to tree FF1090 was also trimmed because it had a broken 

branch as a result of the work done on FF1090. 

Q: Were any steps undertaken to preserve the portions of FF1090 that were trimmed?   

A: Yes.  As stated above, the wood removed from tree FF1090 was placed on the far 

embankment opposite Rice Canyon Road on October 22, 2007.  I visited the site the next day and 

contacted Don Akau to see if he wanted me to request that a Davey crew collect the wood.  He 

instructed me to tag the wood with a note identifying it as SDG&E property, which I did.  A day 

or so later, I went back to the site and worked with Don to reconstruct the broken-out leader from 

the preserved portions of the wood.  He marked the wood so that it could be easily reconstructed 

again, and we then loaded the wood into an SDG&E claims truck.   

Q: To your knowledge, were any photographs or videos of the Rice Fire site taken on 

October 22, 2007?  Who took photographs and what was photographed? 

A: Yes.  I took photographs and so did Don Akau (he also took some video of the 

area).  My understanding is that these photographs have been provided to the CPSD.   

Q: Do you agree with the CPSD’s allegation that the trimming of tree FF1090 on 

October 22, 2007 was excessive? 

A: No.  Safety was my first priority.  I determined in an emergency situation that the 

tree needed to be trimmed after the first leader had failed, in order to prevent any more of the tree 

from failing in the high winds and potentially falling onto the lines in this span again once service 

had been restored.  San Diego was experiencing extreme Santa Ana wind conditions and a 

county-wide fire catastrophe at that time, and I believe we undertook appropriate measures to 

ensure the safety of firefighters, other individuals in the area and SDG&E crews working on safely 

restoring service to customers.  It’s easy to “second guess” decisions on a hindsight basis.  

However, I believe that I exercised good judgment in my determinations regarding trimming tree 

FF1090 on October 22, 2007, and steps were taken to preserve the broken-out limb so that it could 

be examined in any investigation.   
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QUALIFICATIONS 

My name is Chris Thompson.  I am employed by San Diego Gas & Electric Company 

(“SDG&E”) as the Northern Area Forester for the Vegetation Management Department.  My 

business address is 8315 Century Park Ct, CP22C, San Diego, California 92123.  I received a 

Bachelor of Science degree in Forest Resources and Conservation with a specialization in Urban 

Forestry from the University of Florida in 2001.  I am a Certified Arborist with the International 

Society of Arboriculture (“ISA”).  I have held various positions throughout my 20 years of 

experience in Arboriculture, including Climber for Thompson Tree Service, Climber and Foreman 

for Farrens Tree Surgeons, Foreman and General Foreman for Asplundh Tree Expert Company, 

Pre-Inspector for Gainesville Regional Utilities and Davey Resource Group, and Supervisor of 

Right-of-Way Maintenance for Tampa Electric Company.  I have been employed by SDG&E 

since 2006.  In my current capacity, I am responsible for overseeing the vegetation management 

activities of Davey Tree Surgery Company in the northern area of SDG&E’s service territory.  In 

addition, I field customer and internal/external stakeholder requests.   
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