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SAN DIEGO GAS & ELECTRIC COMPANY’S (U902E) RESPONSE TO A.22-12-008 

ALJ RULING NOVEMBER 2023  

I. INTRODUCTION  

Pursuant to Administrative Law Judge (ALJ) Cai’s Email Ruling Ordering SDG&E to 

Provide Invoices and Additional Information (Ruling) dated November 15, 2023, as modified by 

ALJ Cai’s November 21, 2023, and December 11, 2023 email rulings, San Diego Gas & Electric 

Company (SDG&E) respectfully submits this Response.  

Question 1: 

Information on how costs recorded in the TTBA compare with authorized levels.  

SDG&E Response to Question 1: 

SDG&E’s authorized forecasted revenue requirement for tree trimming is $24.8 million 

for 2020 and $25.4 million for 2021. This was approved for SDG&E’s Tree Trimming Balancing 

Account (TTBA) in SDG&E’s 2019 GRC Decision, D.19-09-051 (2019 GRC Decision).1 

Specifically, in that 2019 GRC Decision, SDG&E was “authorized to collect $24.2 million in 

revenue requirement for the TTBA, based upon a forecast that was derived by averaging the 

most four recent years of recorded TTBA costs (2013-2016).”2 The Commission modified 

 
1 See Prepared Direct Testimony of Jason Kupfersmid on Behalf of SDG&E (December 9, 2022) (Ex. 

SDG&E-03 (Kupfersmid Direct)) at 2-3; Opening Brief of SDG&E for Recovery of Undercollection 
Recorded in the TTBA (September 22, 2023) (SDG&E Opening Brief) at 7. 

2 D.22-03-009 (2019 TTBA Decision) at 4; accord D.19-09-051 at 267.  
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SDG&E’s TTBA from a one-way to a two-way balancing account, finding that, because “of 

enhanced wildfire risk, SDG&E may find it necessary to conduct enhanced and additional risk 

mitigation activities which are difficult to predict at this time.”3  

The Commission continued that a “two-way balancing account will enable SDG&E to act 

more quickly in case further activities to mitigate wildfire risk become necessary.”4 The 

Commission provided that SDG&E must file an application for recovery of undercollections in 

the TTBA when cost exceed 35 percent over the authorized level.5 

All expenses related to TTBA activities are tagged and recorded to a balanced O&M code 

(TT) and offset against the authorized revenue requirement in the balancing account. Once tree 

trimming expenses exceed the authorized revenue requirement it becomes incremental.6 SDG&E 

recorded tree trimming O&M expenses of $68.2 million in 2020 and $52.2 million in 2021, 

resulting in a net undercollection of $43.5 million in 2020 and $26.8 million in 2021.7 Table 1 

below details the comparisons of authorized revenue requirement, recorded expenses, and the 

calculation and summary of the undercollected amounts for 2020 and 2021. 

 
3 D.19-09-051 at 267. 
4 Id.  
5 Id. 
6 See id. at 266-267 (providing that SDG&E must file an application for recovery of undercollections in 

the TTBA when cost exceed 35 percent over the authorized level); see generally SDG&E Opening 
Brief at 5.   

7 See SDG&E-03 (Kupfersmid Direct) at 3-4, Table 1 and Table 2. 



 

3 

Table 1 

TTBA Summary ($ in Millions) 
  

 
2020 2021 

SDG&E 2019 GRC Authorized Revenue 
Requirement8 

$  24.8 $  25.4 

Admin - 0.2 
Cash Discounts - (0.1) 
Catering - 0.2 
Consulting 0.3 - 
Field Hardware and Support 0.2 1.5 
Labor 1.1 - 
Travel - 0.3 
Tree Trimming 66.5 49.9 
Vacation & Sick Overheads 0.1 0.2 
Total O&M             $ 68.2 $ 52.2 
Interest 0.1 - 

Net Undercollection - Incremental Expenses $  43.5 $  26.8 
 
Question 2: 

Information on the activities that the TTBA costs supported and how much was spent on each 

activity, including:  

a. Amount, date, vendor, and number of workers associated with the cost.  

b. Amount of person hours worked.  

c. An explanation of the activities involved.  

d. Provide the five (5) highest dollar value invoices for each month in which expenses were 

recorded to SDG&E’s TTBA for 2020-2021, relating to the activities involved or, if invoices 

are not available, an explanation of why, along with supporting documentation that verifies 

the total recorded cost and the specific activities associated with the cost. 

 
8 This is the test year authorized amount, plus escalation to arrive at the amounts for 2020 and 2021.   
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SDG&E Response to Question 2(a):  

Please see Attachment A, titled: “Transaction Detail – Tree Trimming 2020 

2021.Response.2A.2D.Confidential” (Transaction Detail Report), tab titled: “Transaction 

Detail,” which provides the amount, date, and vendor by activity for costs recorded to SDG&E’s 

TTBA for 2020-2021. The attached Transaction Detail Report contains Confidential and 

protected materials pursuant to Public Utilities Code Section 583, Decision (“D.”) 06-06-066, 

D.21-09-020, and D.14-10-033, and General Order 66-D (Revision (Rev.) 2). The Transaction 

Detail Report reflects data that SDG&E extracted from its enterprise resource planning (ERP) 

system, Systems Applications, & Products (SAP), and its invoicing module within SAP, 

Construction Contracting Management System (CCMS), for expenses related to the TTBA.  

SDG&E does not capture or track information regarding the total number of workers for 

each job because the number of workers needed for a project does not impact the fixed unitized 

cost to SDG&E for that project. Instead, as detailed further below, SDG&E is charged a pre-

negotiated contracted fixed rate for the tree trimming activity. The contractor performing the tree 

trimming services determines the number of workers the contractor needs for a project, but it 

does not impact the price that SDG&E pays for the service. To answer these requests, however, 

SDG&E made its best efforts to reach out to its tree trimming vendors to obtain information on 

the number of workers for each activity based upon the vendor’s records. This information is 

provided in response to 2(b).  

For added context, below is a detailed explanation of how SDG&E negotiates 

competitive market rates with vendors, how a contractor bills SDG&E for a tree trimming 

activity, and how SDG&E reviews and approves invoices for tree trimming. 
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SDG&E Contractor Negotiations 

SDG&E engages in a collaborative and extensive strategic sourcing initiative when 

selecting its vegetation management vendors in a competitive marketplace. SDG&E makes an 

initial request for service (RFS) from prospective vendors to qualify candidates. Prospective 

vendors are ranked and vetted through an analysis that includes safety, utility experience, work 

performance, rates, professionalism, sustainability, fiduciary responsibility, resource 

mobilization, and insurance coverage. Contracts are awarded to the highest qualifying vendors 

within each vegetation management activity. Service agreements are negotiated for a multi-year 

timeframe to capitalize on established rates, foster strong working relationships, and establish a 

consistent and stable workforce.  

As noted, SDG&E generally negotiates vegetation management pricing for tree trimming 

and removal activities based upon fixed cost unit pricing.9 That is, contractors charge SDG&E 

for a pre-established, fixed price for the tree trimming activity itself—regardless of the number 

of hours or personnel to perform the job. SDG&E Vegetation Management has used fixed 

pricing structure for tree trimming and removal activities for decades. Rates are established 

through a historical analysis of industry market rates for tree trimming and removal services 

based upon the scope, overhead, labor, insurance, equipment, and number of personnel for each 

type of activity.  

Fixed pricing by unit has enabled SDG&E to create standardized activity codes that 

reflect the typical scope of tree trimming activities. And it creates a structure so that vendors can 

competitively bid for work. This pricing strategy has been successful at keeping rates as low as 

 
9 See Prepared Direct Testimony of Don Akau on Behalf of SDG&E (December 9, 2022) (Ex. 

SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct)) at 4; SDG&E Opening Brief at 4. 
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possible by incentivizing the efficient completion of a tree trimming activity without 

jeopardizing safety and compliance.   

Tree trimming and removal activities may alternately be performed on a Time and 

Equipment (T&E) rate. Under Time and Equipment rates, the contractor charges SDG&E on an 

hourly basis instead of a fixed price for the tree trimming activities.10 Because Time and 

Equipment rates are applied based on the number of hours of work performed, they generally 

result in higher costs than fixed pricing.  

Work may be converted from fixed pricing to Time and Equipment hourly rates for many 

reasons, including the need for additional safety measures or restrictions, the need for specialized 

equipment such as cranes or loaders, the need for additional personnel, the need to remove large 

trees, extensive canopy pruning to abate a hazardous condition, emergency pruning, and/or 

specialized traffic control.11 Pre-Inspection and Quality Assurance tree trimming activities 

(which are described in more detail in Section 2.c. below) are always performed and charged on 

an hourly basis as this work entails a high degree of variability associated with changes in work 

volume and scope, ad-hoc vegetation management activities, time to perform work, and 

customer engagement.   

Unit cost work may also be converted to time and equipment if there is an unexpected 

change in the scope of work.12 Examples include converting a large tree prune to a large tree 

removal, an excessive amount of time required to perform the work, or additional crews or 

equipment required to safely perform the work. If a contractor determines that a job requires 

 
10 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 4; SDG&E Opening Brief at 4. 
11 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 5. 
12 Id.; SDG&E Opening Brief at 4. 
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more time and resources than what is provided for by standard unit pricing, they may request 

conversion to Time and Equipment hourly rates. When requested, the SDG&E Area Forester will 

review the details of the job and determine whether an hourly rate should apply. A job is not 

converted from fixed pricing to hourly rates unless specifically approved by SDG&E.   

SDG&E Invoicing System  

SDG&E utilizes SAP. Within SAP, Contractors can invoice SDG&E for services 

performed utilizing two systems: SAP Ariba or SAP CCMS. The invoicing modules are 

configured to collect different levels of information and undergo various workflows.  

SDG&E tells contractors which system to use depending on the activity. Contractors 

utilizing SAP Ariba are instructed to invoice against a general line item and provide supporting 

documentation. Contractors utilizing SAP CCMS, by contrast, are instructed to enter additional 

invoicing information such as the activity type line item, date of work, activity rate, quantity, and 

additional supporting documentation.  

CCMS invoices are for the core vegetation management activities of pre-inspection, tree 

trimming and removal, and quality assurance. The CCMS module allows contractors to submit 

invoices utilizing standard rate activities and prices that are pre-populated along with supporting 

documentation. As each approved contractor can generate a significant number of invoices 

throughout the year against a wide range of tree trimming activities, contractors are required to 

utilize SAP CCMS as the rates are pre-populated without the need to validate the correct rate.  

Following submission of invoices outlining the activity, quantity of rates, and all 

supporting documentation, a Service Entry Sheet (invoice) record is created by the contractor 

within SAP CCMS that SDG&E must review and process. SDG&E employees validate and 



 

8 

approve the invoice to ensure the appropriate rates are applied, supporting documentation is 

included, and assigned work is completed. 

SAP invoices, by contrast, include direct vendor cost for material and product services 

that are pre-approved by internal SDG&E staff. Examples include: 

 Trees purchased from a nursery by the Area Forester and provided to customers 
as replacements for removed trees;  

 Green waste disposal of tree trimming and tree removal debris generated by the 
trimming contractor and delivered to local landfills and composting facilities; 

 Third-party traffic control to provide additional roadside worker safety where 
necessary and approved by the SDG&E Area Forester; and  

 The removal of hazardous trees utilizing cranes or specialized equipment that has 
been pre-approved by the SDG&E Area Forester.  

SAP also captures the purchase, repair, and replacement of the work management mobile 

data terminal (MDT) that allow contractors to input the status of completed work activities in the 

field and upload the data nightly to the company server. This includes the cost for annual 

software licensing, software updates, and service fees for maintaining various reports used for 

tracking and invoicing of the vegetation management work activities which are assessed and pre-

approved by the SDG&E Information Technology (IT) team and the Vegetation Management 

Manager.    

SDG&E Invoice Review Process 

As noted, SDG&E competitively negotiates rates with its contractors for different types 

of work. The negotiated costs to perform the work are task based. That is, they are measured 

either by the number of trees completed (trimmed/removed) or the number of hours to complete 

the work.  

All contracted work activities are recorded in a database called Epoch, which is the field 

application of the work management system that utilizes Geographic Information System (GIS) 
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mapping, imagery, and asset data records. Every month, contractors are assigned Scheduling 

Work Orders for the Vegetation Management Areas (VMA) where routine work is scheduled. 

SDG&E creates multiple Dispatch Work Orders under each Scheduling Work Order for the 

purpose of assigning work packages to multiple crews or individuals to complete the work.   

Contractors then complete their assigned projects. The tree trimming vendors invoice 

when all work assigned in smaller work packages is complete. These are generally work orders 

with a small number of trees that take up to two weeks to complete. Larger work orders that may 

contain thousands of trees associated with an individual VMA that may take more than 1-2 

months to complete are generally invoiced monthly.   

Once the contractor completes a job, they bill SDG&E via SDG&E’s invoicing systems. 

As noted, for completed tree trimming and removal work, invoicing is entered in the SAP CCMS 

system using the specific activity codes associated with the type of work performed.13 The 

activity codes differentiate types of work such as tree trimming or removal, type of equipment, 

and/or the type of work. Again, costs to perform the work are based on the number of trees 

trimmed or removed, or on an hourly basis under Time and Equipment rates.  

Invoices submitted in CCMS by the vendor often include attached documentation that 

provides supportive information about the work. This includes worker timesheets, daily logs, 

weekly summaries, assigned work orders, change order documentation, summary reports, 

customer refusal forms, tree removal authorization forms, email communications, and other 

supporting documentation. 

 
13 See Rebuttal Testimony of Don Akau on Behalf of SDG&E (July 31, 2023) (Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau 

Rebuttal)) at 14; Reply Brief of SDG&E for Recovery of Undercollection Recorded in the TTBA 
(October 6, 2023) (SDG&E Reply Brief) at 7. 
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Invoices submitted by the vendor are reviewed and approved by the SDG&E 

representative who manages that activity (Tree Trimming, Pre-inspection, Quality Assurance), 

including the Area Foresters and Contract Administrators. Each invoice is reviewed for accuracy 

and completeness including the number of units, hours worked, applicable rates, total cost, and 

supporting documentation. Individual invoices that exceed the total cost approval level of the 

Area Forester or Contract Administrator are elevated to the SDG&E Supervisor or Manager for 

final review and approval. 

The invoices and documents supporting SDG&E’s TTBA undercollection request largely 

relate to tree trimming and removal activities associated with all the routine scheduled work and 

the ad-hoc, unscheduled or prioritized work that occurs throughout the year. This is reflected in 

the fact that SDG&E’s undercollection is almost entirely resulting from tree trimming activity. 

SDG&E Response to Question 2(b): 

As noted, SDG&E does not track the number of contract crew workers for each 

individual job completed because it does not impact the cost for the tree trimming activity. 

Instead, as explained in response to 2(a), contractors either charge SDG&E based upon a fixed 

rate for the tree trimming activity or by a Time and Equipment hourly rate.14 The contractor bills 

the same amount regardless of how many workers the contractor assigns to a task.  

For tree trimming and removal activities, a standard crew make-up consists of two 

individuals. Although a tree contractor may utilize a three or more-person crew if a job requires 

it, most jobs are performed using the standard two-person crew. But if a job is very complex, 

requires substantial time to complete, and/or requires specialized traffic control, multiple crews 

 
14 See SDG&E Reply Brief at 7 (“Contractors invoice SDG&E for the tree trimming activity itself.”) 

(citation omitted).  
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may be assigned to help complete the assigned work. SDG&E contacted its contractors in its best 

effort to obtain the number of workers and hours worked for each activity based upon the 

contractors’ records. Table 2 below provides the aggregated total number of person hours 

worked annually for each activity, and the total number of workers for each of the vegetation 

management activities, as provided by SDG&E’s contractors. 

Table 2 

 
SDG&E Response to Question 2(c):  

SDG&E defines its core vegetation management activities included under the TTBA as 

follows.  

 Pre-Inspection:  The field inspection of a tree to determine whether pruning is 
required for encroachment by growth or hazard; 

 Tree trimming:  Routine or enhanced pruning to achieve clearances for safety, 
compliance and reliability in accordance with regulations; 

 Field Memo:  Priority pruning or removal to abate a non-compliant or imminent 
threat to the power lines; 

 Hazard:  A tree that is dead, dying, diseased, or structurally unstable that poses a 
threat to the power lines; 

 Removal:  A tree that is removed down to ground level; and 

 Auditing (Quality Assurance):  Assessment of completed vegetation management 
activities for quality, performance, and contractual adherence.  
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As can be seen in Table 3 (and as discussed further below), tree trimming, field memo, 

hazard, and removal can qualify for either fixed unit or Time and Equipment Hourly rates 

depending on the task, while pre-inspection and auditing are always hourly rates. The increase in 

core tree trimming activities and associated increases in labor costs to perform those activities 

effectively constitute SDG&E’s entire undercollection for 2020 and 2021 

Table 3 

 

The undercollection from these core tree trimming activities compared to the 2019 GRC 

forecasted costs resulted from the approval of SDG&E’s 2019 Wildfire Mitigation Plans (WMP) 

and subsequent updates, the implementation of additional COVID-19 protocols, and the 

application of Senate Bill (SB) 247 in January 2020, which raised labor costs for tree trimming.   

That is, in response to California’s catastrophic wildfires in 2017 and 2018, SB 901 

required each electric utility to adopt an approved Wildfire Mitigation Plan.15 The Commission 

approved SDG&E’s first WMP for 2019, finding that SDG&E “proposed to increase [SDG&E’s] 

vegetation management efforts to mitigate wildfire risks.”16 The Commission’s Wildfire Safety 

 
15 SDG&E Opening Brief at 5. 
16 D.22-03-009 at 4.  
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Division and its successor, the Office of Energy Infrastructure Safety (Energy Safety), likewise 

reviewed and approved these initiatives in SDG&E’s 2020, 2021, 2022, and 2023 WMP 

updates.17 The increased inspections, enhanced tree clearances of up to 25 feet, hazard tree 

remediations, and audits to comply with SDG&E’s WMP—and the resulting increase in use of 

Time and Equipment hourly rates to meet these enhanced activities in addition to SB 247 raising 

tree trimming labor rates—are what has principally led to SDG&E’s TTBA undercollection in 

2020 and 2021.  

SDG&E manages approximately 500,000 trees in its service territory. Nearly half are in 

High Fire Threat Districts (HFTD).18 SDG&E subdivides its service territory into 134 VMAs. 

The VMAs were determined using jurisdictional boundaries, geographical distinctions, and 

distribution of tree density.  

Each VMA is identified using a three-digit number and has approximately 2,000 to 5,000 

inventory trees. An inventory tree is defined as a tree that may encroach the required minimum 

clearance of eighteen (18) inches as specified in General Order (GO) 95, Rule 35 in the non-

HFTD; and four (4) feet as specified in GO 95 and Public Resources Code Section 4293 in the 

HFTD within three years of inspection.19  

SDG&E Vegetation Management follows an annual, Master Schedule of interrelated 

activities to ensure completeness of all required work and to remain compliant throughout the 

 
17 See SDG&E 2020 WMP, available at https://www.sdge.com/2020-wildfire-mitigation-plan; SDG&E 

2021 WMP, available at https://energysafety.ca.gov/what-we-do/electrical-infrastructure-
safety/wildfire-mitigation-and-safety/wildfire-mitigation-plans/2021-wmp/. 

18 See Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 3, 5; SDG&E Opening Brief at 3, 5-6.  
19 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 2-3. 
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year including pre-inspection, tree trimming and auditing to ensure completeness, as detailed 

below.  

Pre-Inspection Activities 

The first activity in the Vegetation Management Master Schedule is Pre-inspection. 

SDG&E uses a contracted workforce, The Davey Resource Group, to perform this activity using 

International Society of Arboriculture (ISA) Certified Arborists who perform the routine 

inspection, off-cycle patrols, and hazard tree assessments in the HFTD. Pre-inspection is 

performed by qualified and trained individuals with knowledge of tree species, growth potential, 

and hazard characteristics. The Pre-inspection vendor receives Scheduling Work Orders (SWO) 

each month for the scheduled VMAs, each with a pre-defined number of trees to be inspected. 

The vendor then divides the VMA Scheduling Work Orders into multiple Dispatch Work Orders 

(DWO) and assigns the work to the pre-inspectors. Work assignments are supervised by the 

vendor’s lead, who has the responsibility of training, performance reviews, verifying work 

accuracy, and resolving customer issues.  

The Pre-inspector patrols the electrical lines (secondary, distribution, and transmission 

voltages) to determine which trees require pruning or removal for safety, compliance, and 

reliability for the annual cycle, adds any new trees to the inventory that meet the criteria, and 

removes trees that no longer meet the criteria as result of being removed in the field.20 The data 

collected for each inventory tree includes, among others: the current work status, tree species, 

growth rate, height, diameter at breast height (DBH), tree health, clearance, location, customer 

information, and outage investigations.  

 
20 SDG&E Opening Brief at 3; Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 3. 
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Consistent with SDG&E’s approved 2020 WMP and 2021 WMP updates, in 2020 and 

2021 SDG&E conducted a second and separate hazard tree patrol in the entire HFTD to further 

reduce the risk of wildfire due to tree conflicts with the power lines.21 SDG&E also continued 

inspecting fast-growing trees and species with high failure potential during this off-cycle patrol, 

such as Century plant and bamboo. This second patrol was not forecasted in SDG&E’s 2019 

GRC. Table 4 below shows the increase in the Vegetation Management inventory tree population 

that was inspected between 2019-2021.  

Table 4 

Year Inventory Tree Population 

2019 482,266 

2020 483,066 

2021 504,339 
 

As noted, this pre-inspection work is invoiced entirely on the more expensive, Time and 

Equipment hourly basis. The pre-inspection activity is too varied to unitize due to the time spent 

engaging and educating customers, pursuing tree removal authorization permissions, resolving 

customer concerns, hiking difficult and varied terrain, inspecting newly constructed spans of 

overhead electrical, and entering tree data. Table 5 below shows the increased hours of pre-

inspection at Time and Equipment Hourly rates compared to forecasted have contributed to 

SDG&E’s undercollection.22 

Table 5 

Pre-Inspection Activity 4-year Average (2015-2018) 2019 2020 2021 
Hours 82,914 96,124 97,883 99,424 

 
21 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 4-5, 13; Prepare Direct Testimony of Shaun Gahagan on Behalf of 

SDG&E (December 9, 2022) (Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan Direct)) at 3-5. 
22 SDG&E Opening Brief at 9. 
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Specifically, the increase in cost associated with Pre-inspection in 2020 and 2021 

compared to 2019 was $624,571, and $786,237, respectively. 

Once the pre-inspection vendor has completed all the assigned field work, the vendor 

completes the Work Orders and submits to SDG&E for validation that all work has been 

completed. The SDG&E Pre-inspection Forester reviews and approves all related invoices. Pre-

inspection work is then audited for quality and accuracy of the data. This audit is performed by a 

separate contracted vendor, Western Environmental Consultants Inc., and includes a random 

sample of all completed pre-inspection work. Failed trees are recorded and corrected by the 

auditor, and audit results are shared with the pre-inspection vendor and SDG&E for corrective 

action. The SDG&E Quality Assurance Forester meets with the Pre-inspection management team 

on an ongoing basis to review the audit results.   

Tree Trimming and Removal 

Tree trimming and removal activities occur approximately 2-3 months after the pre-

inspection activity. SDG&E uses qualified, professional utility line clearance tree trim 

contractors (in 2020 and 2021 Davey Tree Surgery and Utility Tree Service) to perform this work 

in a safe and compliant manner.   

As noted, under SDG&E’s recordkeeping tree trimming work can include “tree 

trimming” (routine or enhanced pruning to achieve clearances for safety, compliance and 

reliability in accordance with regulations); “field memo” (priority pruning or removal to abate a 

non-compliant or imminent threat to the power lines; "hazard” (a tree that is dead, dying, 

diseased, or structurally unstable that poses a threat to power lines;” or “removal” (tree is 

removed down to ground level). 
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All tree work is performed following industry American National Standards Institute 

(ANSI) and state and federal Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 

requirements for worker safety and tree health. Like the pre-inspection activity, work is assigned 

to the tree vendors. The tree vendors create the Dispatch Work Orders for all assigned VMAs 

and distribute to the tree crews. The tree crews perform the field work and document via the 

electronic Epoch system within each tree record worked.   

SDG&E is responsible for compliance with applicable rules and regulations, including 

GO 95, Rule 35; Public Resources Code Sections 4292 and 4293, and NERC 18 FAC003-4. 

Those regulations require a minimum clearance between vegetation and SDG&E facilities.23 

SDG&E instructs its tree contractors to trim trees to at least a 10 feet clearance for safety—or  

what is required for each tree to maintain the required minimum clearances for at least one 

annual trim cycle.24  

Per GO 95, Rule 35, the Commission prescribed that for areas with high fire risk, the 

recommended post-trim clearance is 12 feet.25 As part of SDG&E’s “Enhanced Vegetation 

Management Program,” which was introduced in SDG&E’s 2019 WMP, SDG&E performs 

greater clearances (12 feet up to 25 feet) on targeted, fast-growing species and trees that exhibit 

hazardous characteristics that pose a threat to overhead conductors that increase the risk of 

wildfire.26 SDG&E’s goal was to further reduce vegetation contacts—which are a demonstrated 

 
23 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 2.  
24 SDG&E Opening Brief at 3 (citing Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 3).  
25 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 15; Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan Direct) at 3. 
26 SDG&E Opening Brief at 6 (citing Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau Rebuttal) at 6; Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan 

Direct) at 1-2). 
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source of wildfire ignition risk—by increasing post-trim clearances for the five highest risk tree 

species in the HFTD.27  

The Commission first approved SDG&E’s Enhanced Vegetation Management Program 

as part of SDG&E’s 2019 WMP approval, finding that SDG&E “may implement a 25-foot post-

trim clearance where necessary and feasible and if such practice is supported by scientific 

evidence or other data showing that such clearance will reduce risk under wildfire conditions.”28 

The Commission in the 2019 TTBA Decision approved SDG&E’s recovering its 2019 TTBA 

undercollection that resulted, in part, from its Enhanced Vegetation Management Program, 

finding that SDG&E’s enhanced clearance plan was: 

 Authorized in SDG&E’s WMP, permitting SDG&E to trim to a 25-foot clearance 
where “necessary and feasible” as supported by data; 

 Based upon historical data showing that the vegetation contact rate is reduced for 
clearances of greater than 20 feet; and that 

 SDG&E strategically implemented the 25-foot clearance on a limited basis 
because it targeted trees deemed to pose the highest risk to electrical 
infrastructure.29 

In 2020 and 2021, SDG&E continued to implement its Enhanced Vegetation 

Management Program to trim trees up to a 25-foot clearance, limiting such a clearance to 

instances where it would have the biggest impact on reducing risk, as provided for in SDG&E’s 

approved 2020 WMP.30 SDG&E continued ongoing increases in trees trimmed to a clearance of 

12 feet and greater in 2020 and 2021.31 By contrast, SDG&E did not even forecast trims of up to 

 
27 Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan Direct) at 4-5. 
28 D.19-05-039, Ordering Paragraph 5 at 29-30. 
29 D.22-03-009 at 22, Findings of Fact (FoF) 12-14. 

30 Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan Direct) at 4 (citing SDG&E’s 2020 WMP at 39-40.). 
31 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 15; accord Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau Rebuttal) at 8.   
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25 feet in its 2019 GRC forecast, as SDG&E’s WMP-approved Enhanced Vegetation 

Management Program did not yet exist. Table 6 shows the number of trees trimmed to the 

greater clearances. 

Table 6 

Tree Trim Activity 2019 2020 2021 
Enhanced Vegetation Management (trees 
trimmed to clearances > 12 feet)  8,310 17,075 12,578 

 
SDG&E’s enhanced clearance policy has thus resulted in a substantial increase in tree 

trimming costs compared to SDG&E’s GRC 2019 authorized forecast, contributing to SDG&E’s 

2020 and 2021 TTBA undercollections. SDG&E performs a second tree trimming activity 

annually in the HFTD based on the trees identified for work by the pre-inspection vendor during 

the off-cycle HFTD patrol. Enhanced clearances that take more time to complete and require 

additional crew resources may result in increased cost either in fixed unit pricing or higher Time 

and Equipment hourly rates, as discussed further below. 

SDG&E similarly had an increase in hazard tree trimming costs compared to its 2019 

GRC forecast to comply with its approved WMPs.32 Hazard trees are generally dead, diseased, or 

structurally unsound trees with potential to fall into overhead electric lines.33 SDG&E again in 

2020 and 2021 removed and trimmed significantly more hazard trees than forecasted for 

SDG&E’s 2019 GRC as the result of additional tree audits and inspections.34 Table 7 shows the 

number of hazard trees trimmed. 

 
32 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 14.  
33 Id. at 3; SDG&E Opening Brief at 11-12.  
34 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 14; Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau Rebuttal) at 7-8. 
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Table 7 

Tree Trim 
Activity 

4-year Average 
(2015-2018) 2019 2020 2021 

Hazard Trees 4,737 8,406 8,620 5,259 
 

As noted, while SDG&E has an established contractual rate for hazard tree remediation, 

Time and Equipment hourly rates may apply if a hazard tree requires more work based on an 

assessment of safety requirements, site-specific conditions, required time to complete the work, 

specialized equipment, and other applicable considerations.35  

Tree Trimming Activity Auditing 

Following tree trimming and removal activities, the audit contractor performs a quality 

assurance activity to ensure work was completed in a compliant manner and in accordance with 

contractual and regulatory requirements.36 This audit consists of a random, representative sample 

of all completed tree trimming and removal work. Any audit tree that does not meet quality or 

compliant standards is returned to the tree trim vendor to correct the condition at no cost to 

SDG&E, thus ensuring SDG&E receives all services for which it is billed.  

The SDG&E Quality Assurance Forester meets with the tree trimming management team 

on an ongoing basis to review the audit results. During the post-trim audit activity, the audit 

vendor concurrently performs an additional patrol of all overhead lines within the VMA to 

ensure compliance before the next routine-scheduled pre-inspection activity. A second quality 

assurance activity is performed on all completed tree trimming and removal work identified 

during the off-cycle HFTD patrol. This includes a 100% assessment of all completed work. 

 
35 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 5. 
36 Id. at 6. 
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SDG&E’s 2019 WMP revised and increased SDG&E’s audit activity to assist in 

performing “Level-2,” hazard tree patrols—meaning a 360-degree assessment of the tree from 

ground to upper-canopy to identify any hazardous conditions that could pose a threat to the 

power lines—during HFTD off-cycle patrols in the HFTD.37 SDG&E’s 2020 WMP further 

increased its auditing scope to include all completed tree pruning and completed hazard and 

removal work resulting from off-cycle HFTD patrols, resulting in an increase in auditing hours 

compared to forecasted, as shown in the Table 8 below.38 

Table 8 

Audit Activity  4-year Average 
(2015-2018) 2019 2020 2021 

Hours 31,796 36,458 44,129 36,774 
 

The estimated additional cost of the off-cycle Level 2 inspections in 2020 was 

approximately $310,000, reflecting the trimming and/or removal of an additional 1,767 trees—

including 475 hazard trees.39 In 2021, SDG&E’s off-cycle Level 2 HFTD inspections were 

performed by the audit contractor and the pre-inspection contractor, with an estimated additional 

cost of approximately $267,000.40 

Due to this combination of increased inspections, enhanced clearances, additional hazard 

tree activities, and increased auditing SDG&E had significant increases in the amount tree 

trimming activity billed under Time and Equipment hourly rates compared to its 2019 GRC 

forecast, as shown in Table 9 and as discussed further below. 41   

 
37 Id. at 16. 
38 Id. 
39 Id. 
40 Id. 
41 Id. at 17; Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau Rebuttal) at 4. 
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Table 9 

Tree Trim 
Activity 

4-year Average 
(2015-2018) 2019 2020 2021 

T&E (hours) 40,798 67,812 144,386 94,882 
 

SDG&E Response to Question 2(d): 

SDG&E is providing the five (5) highest dollar value invoices for each month and the 

associated document(s) that support the invoice for expenses that were recorded to SDG&E’s 

TTBA for 2020-2021 via the Commission’s Kiteworks system. Most of the highest dollar 

invoices are associated with the high-volume (number of units) annually scheduled 

trimming/removal operations within an individual VMA. The tree vendor generally invoices 

monthly; therefore, each invoice may represent work on more than a thousand trees.   

Other sources of high-dollar invoices are associated with hourly work such as priority 

field memos. Those are usually issued off-schedule and, therefore, invoiced at a higher cost. 

These documents, in their entirety, are Confidential and protected materials pursuant to Public 

Utilities Code Section 583, Decision (“D.”) 06-06-066, D.21-09-020, and D.14-10-033, and 

General Order 66-D (Rev. 2). Please note that the invoices may show both distribution and 

transmission work and cost—even though SDG&E is only requesting the recovery of 

undercollected distribution costs in the proceeding—because vendors may perform work on 

activities that have both a distribution and transmission component. These activities and costs are 

tracked in SAP by the internal order number (#6010250 = Distribution/ #6013465 = 

Transmission).42   

See also Attachment A, titled “Transaction Detail – Tree Trimming (TT) 2020 2021” 

(Transaction Detail Report), tab titled: “Top 5 Invoices per month,” showing a summary list of the 

 
42 See SDG&E Reply Brief at 7. 
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five (5) highest dollar value invoices for each month in which expenses were recorded to SDG&E’s 

TTBA for 2020-2021. The Transaction Detail Report sheet attachment contains Confidential and 

protected materials pursuant to Public Utilities Code Section 583, Decision (“D.”) 06-06-066, D.21-

09-020, and D.14-10-033, and General Order 66-D (Rev. 2).  

Question 3: 

A recorded cost per unit of work for each line item (e.g., cost per tree removed; cost per tree 

inspected; cost per tree trimmed).  

SDG&E Response to Question 3:  

Please see Attachment B, titled, “Contractual Rate Comparison 2017-

2021.Response.Q3.Confidential,” which shows the contractor rates in 2017 through 2019 and the 

actual contractor rates for 2020 and 2021. This pdf attachment contains Confidential and protected 

materials pursuant to Public Utilities Code Section 583, Decision (“D.”) 06-06-066, D.21-09-020, 

and D.14-10-033, and General Order 66-D.  

The recorded cost per unit of work for each activity is provided in the invoices in 

response to 2(d). As described in response to question 2(a), SDG&E records the cost per unit of 

work only for tree trimming and removal activities performed under fixed pricing. SDG&E does 

not record cost per unit of work for tree trimming and removal activities performed under hourly 

Time and Equipment rates. As discussed, SDG&E had a significant increase in the use of hourly 

Time and Equipment rates due to the increase in tree trimming activities resulting from 

SDG&E’s approved WMPs and the shortage of qualified contractors due to the overall increase 

in California for wildfire mitigation activities. As seen in the documentation, SDG&E also had a 

significant increase in all tree trimming rates due to the implementation of SB 247 in January 

2020.   
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Question 4: 

Why these activities were reasonable and appropriate for TTBA recovery and how SDG&E 

effectively managed TTBA costs.  

SDG&E Response to Question 4:  

SDG&E’s tree trimming activity and resulting undercollections in its TTBA for 2020 and 

2021 are primarily caused by, and reasonably incurred for: 

 Expanded tree trimming inspections, enhanced vegetation management 
clearances, removals, and auditing to achieve critical wildfire mitigation goals as 
described and approved in SDG&E’s 2019 WMP and subsequent updates; and  

 The passage of SB 247 in 2020, which significantly increased contractor union 
labor wages and benefits.43 

In other words, SDG&E’s 2020 and 2021 TTBA undercollection was reasonably driven 

by increased inspection, trimming, and removal efforts to comply with SDG&E’s approved 

WMPs to reduce the likelihood of a catastrophic wildfire, combined with higher labor costs to 

perform that increased work compared to the costs that were forecasted in SDG&E’s 2019 GRC, 

which was based on historical costs for the period 2013-2016. These factors are interrelated. 

SDG&E is conducting more TTBA-related activities than forecasted in SDG&E’s 2019 GRC to 

comply with SDG&E’s approved-WMPs.  

These expanded, more comprehensive, and more difficult activities are requiring the use 

of a greater amount of Time and Equipment hourly rates, which are more expensive than fixed 

rates. SDG&E’s increased tree trimming activities occurred at the same time that all electrical 

corporations in California expanded their tree trimming activities. This resulted in a shortage of 

qualified tree trimmers, increasing SDG&E’s need to use Time and Equipment hourly rates to 

 
43 SDG&E Opening Brief at 7-21; SDG&E Reply Brief at 2-5. 
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attract tree trimmers to ensure that the work was completed on time to reduce wildfire risk. The 

need for increased contractor hours was further exacerbated by SB 247’s passage, which 

increased the cost of tree trimming labor.  

SDG&E’s incremental tree trimming costs for 2020 and 2021 were unforeseeable in 

SDG&E’s 2019 GRC forecast because they principally arise from the subsequent adoption of 

SDG&E’s WMPs, the resulting increased need for hourly rates, and passage of SB 247. This 

O&M undercollection was thus reasonably incurred and SDG&E should obtain recovery. Yet 

SDG&E consistently strives to effectively manage tree trimming costs through competitive 

bidding with approved, qualified contractors, limited and targeted enhanced tree trimming, and 

annual audits. As noted, no party to this proceeding has challenged the reasonableness of 

SDG&E’s tree trimming activities that led to its TTBA undercollection.   

Table 10 and Table 11below show the cost increases for its tree trimming and associated 

activities compared to SDG&E’s 2019 GRC forecasted average. As noted, although T&E makes 

up the majority of the undercollection, this is an artifact of SDG&E’s tree trimming record-

keeping for tree trimming. As discussed, all trimming or removals that required hourly rates are 

captured under T&E regardless of the specific activity. In other words, SDG&E’s WMP-required 

Enhanced Vegetation Management Program of clearances up to 25 feet and increased hazard tree 

management more frequently required Time and Equipment hourly rates, which is reflective of 

those rates being used 113% more in 2020 and 40% more in 2021 compared to forecasted.  

SB 247’s impact is also seen in that T&E figure. While the count of Time and Equipment 

hours were 113% and 40% respectively, the cost of those hours were 242% and 114% higher 

compared to forecasted—around a five-fold increase in 2020.    
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Table 10 
2020 Tree Trimming Activities44 

 
 

Table 11 
2021 Tree Trimming Activities 

 
 

A. SDG&E’s 2020-2021 TTBA Undercollection Reasonably Arose from 
SDG&E’s Expanded Tree Trimming Wildfire Mitigation Activities in 
Accordance with SDG&E’s Approved WMPs 

As noted, in response to the state’s catastrophic wildfires,45 the Commission approved 

SDG&E’s first SB 901-mandated WMP for 2019, substantially increasing SDG&E’s “vegetation 

 
44 In granting SDG&E cost recovery for its 2019 TTBA undercollection, the Commission found that, 

“[e]xcept for the costs of customer refusals, SDG&E provided the specific amount of costs it spent for 
each specific vegetation management activity.” D.22-03-009 at 19-20. Similarly, here, SDG&E has 
categorized its 2020 and 2021 tree trimming expenses by tree trimming area and compares them to 
SDG&E’s 2019 GRC forecasted average in these tables. See SDG&E Reply Brief at 6. 

45 See D.19-05-039 at 2 (“Catastrophic wildfires have devastated California in recent years.”). 

Activities - units of 
measure

4-year Average 
(2015-2018) 2019 Cost

2019 
Counts 2020 Cost

2020 
Counts

Cost 
Difference

Count 
Difference 

Routine trimming  -(units) $8,633,561 $10,432,746 147,957 $13,019,932 126,686 25% -14%
Field Memo - (units) $614,508 $653,964 3,768 $1,024,378 6,380 57% 69%
T&E - (hourly and direct cost) $4,952,298 $11,088,576 67,812 $37,890,857 144,386 242% 113%
Hazard Tree - (unit) $1,899,831 $4,450,118 8,406 $4,023,695 5,569 -10% -34%
Removals - (unit) $1,385,224 $2,028,558 6,331 $3,130,225 7,214 54% 14%
Pre-inspection -(hourly) $3,497,806 $4,747,525 96,124 $5,372,096 97,883 13% 2%
Auditing - (hourly) $1,393,472 $1,811,281 36,458 $2,950,807 44,129 63% 21%

Activities - units of 
measure

4-year Average 
(2015-2018) 2019 Cost

2019 
Counts 2021 Cost

2021 
Counts

Cost 
Difference

Count 
Difference 

Routine trimming  -(units) $8,633,561 $10,432,746 147,957 $15,902,313 146,148 52% -1%
Field Memo - (units) $614,508 $653,964 3,768 $1,233,297 7,404 89% 97%
T&E - (hourly and direct cost) $4,952,298 $11,088,576 67,812 $23,720,345 94,882 114% 40%
Hazard Tree - (unit) $1,899,831 $4,450,118 8,406 $2,795,221 3,632 -37% -57%
Removals - (unit) $1,385,224 $2,028,558 6,331 $3,261,444 5,987 61% -5%
Pre-inspection -(hourly) $3,497,806 $4,747,525 96,124 $5,533,762 99,424 17% 3%
Auditing - (hourly) $1,393,472 $1,811,281 36,458 $2,522,023 36,774 39% 1%
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management efforts to mitigate wildfire risks” and reduce the need for Public Safety Power 

Shutoff (PSPS) events 46  

As discussed in response to 2(d), WMP-required efforts result in significantly increased 

tree trimming activities and costs compared to what was forecasted in SDG&E’s 2019 GRC, 

including an increase in: 

 Inspections, such as conducting a second and separate hazard tree patrol in 
HFTDs to further reduce the risk of wildfire due to tree conflicts with the power 
lines;47  

 Expanded post trim clearances to higher risk species of up to 25 feet where 
deemed necessary and feasible under SDG&E’s Enhanced Vegetation 
Management Program;48 

 Hazard tree abatements; and 

 Post-trim audits, including “Level-2,” hazard tree patrols and an audit of all 
completed tree pruning and completed hazard and removal work resulting from 
off-cycle HFTD patrols. 

As noted, SDG&E’s 2019 WMP was approved by the Commission in D.19-05-039. 

There, the Commission: 

 Observed that SDG&E states that it places importance on the HFTD by 
performing more frequent inspections and expanding its tree-trim scope there;” 

 Noted that SDG&E had “historically used a contractor workforce to perform the 
vegetation management program activities of tree pre-inspection, tree pruning and 
removal, pole brushing, and quality assurance;”49 and that  

 
46 D.22-03-009 at 4; see Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 4 
47 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 4-5, 13; Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan Direct) at 3-5. 
48 Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau Rebuttal) at 6 (citing Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan Direct) at 1-2).   
49 D.19-05-039 at 8-10. 
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 “There are circumstances where a 25-foot post-trim clearance is feasible and 
necessary,”50 even though it was more than double the 12-feet standard for 
clearance. 

The Commission’s Wildfire Safety Division and its successor, the Office of Energy 

Infrastructure Safety (Energy Safety), likewise reviewed and approved these initiatives in 

SDG&E’s 2020, 2021, 2022, and 2023 WMP updates. As Energy Safety found in its 2023 WMP 

Decision approving SDG&E’s WMP: 

 SDG&E is “relatively strong” in its vegetation management;51  

 “[r]egarding vegetation management, SDG&E has the lower number of 
vegetation-caused ignitions and outages per 10,000 overhead circuit miles among 
the large electric corporations;” and 

 “SDG&E conducts a robust, annual inspection of vegetation adjacent to its 
assets,” where this “high level of frequency and granularity ensures outages and 
ignitions from vegetation contact are minimized.”52 

In D.22-03-009, the Commission approved SDG&E recovering its 2019 TTBA 

undercollection based, in part, on the Commission finding that it was reasonable for SDG&E to 

incur higher TTBA costs then forecasted in SDG&E’s 2019 GRC to comply with SDG&E’s 

subsequently established WMP. As the Commission found, it was “reasonable for SDG&E to 

recover the costs it spent on the Enhanced Vegetation Management program,” and that “SDG&E 

incurred hazard tree costs reasonably and should be allowed to recover those costs.”53 In 

reaching these determinations the Commission found that: 

 
50 Id. at 25, FoF 3. 
51 Energy Safety, Decision on 2023-2025 Wildfire Mitigation Plan, SDG&E (Oct. 13, 2023) at 1, 

Executive Summary, available at  https://energysafety.ca.gov/what-we-do/electrical-infrastructure-
safety/wildfire-mitigation-and-safety/wildfire-mitigation-plans/2023-wildfire-mitigation-plans/.  

52 Id. at 1, 58. 
53 D.22-03-009 at 24, Conclusions of Law 3 and 4.  
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 “The increased hazard tree activities (e.g., tree audits, inspections, trims, and 
removals) SDG&E performed were necessary to meet the objectives set forth in 
its WMP and to ensure safe operations of its facilities;” 

 “D.19-05-039 permitted SDG&E to implement the 25-foot clearance where 
necessary and feasible if such a practice is supported by scientific evidence or 
other data showing that such clearance will reduce risk under wildfire 
conditions;” 

 “SDG&E used historical data to strategically implement the 25-foot clearance on 
a limited basis in 2019, targeting situations which data has shown pose the highest 
wildfire risk, specifically for HFTDs and for specific tree species that have 
historically been prone to failure (e.g., cause ignitions);” and that 

 “SDG&E’s data shows that the rate of vegetation contacts reduces with increased 
clearances, with the greatest rate reduction for clearances of greater than 20 
feet.”54 

Those Commission findings regarding SDG&E’s TTBA undercollection being 

reasonably incurred due to enhance vegetation management activities to comply with SDG&E’s 

approved WMPs are equally applicable to 2020 and 2021. That is, the same factors that led to 

SDG&E’s TTBA undercollection in 2019 are what led to SDG&E’s 2020 and 2021 

undercollections, as reflected in the increased inspections, audits, tree trimming, and removals 

compared to what was forecasted in SDG&E’s 2019 GRC.  

Moreover, SDG&E has since further demonstrated the effectiveness of its Enhanced 

Vegetation Management Program in reducing tree-related outages, damage claims, and 

ignitions.55 Specifically, SDG&E’s Third Quarterly Report addressing SDG&E’s 2020 WMP 

demonstrated that, by expanding clearances from 10-12 feet to the enhanced clearance levels for 

 
54 Id. at 22-25, FoF 10-14. 
55 Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan Direct) at 6-11; Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau Rebuttal) at 8.  
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the five identified tree species, annual contact rates with power lines move from 0.18 per 

thousand trees to 0.05 per thousand trees.56  

Again, because the Enhanced Vegetation Management Program was implemented in 

2019, it was not a component of SDG&E’s original GRC forecasts for 2019.57 As noted, no party 

has challenged the reasonableness of these activities. And SDG&E must perform these activities 

to comply with its approved WMPs, rendering the recovery of SDG&E’s undercollection 

reasonable. 

B. SDG&E’s Compliance with its Approved WMPs Required a 
Significant Increase in Time and Equipment Hourly Rates 

Because of these WMP-approved increased inspections, additional hazard tree activities, 

and its Enhanced Vegetation Management Program, SDG&E experienced significant increases in 

the use of Time and Equipment hourly rates applied to tree trimming activity rather than Fixed 

Pricing (see response to Question 3 for detailed description of Time and Equipment vs. Fixed 

Pricing rates) compared to 2019 four-year GRC forecast.58 As explained in response to Question 2a, 

Time and Equipment hourly rates always apply to inspections and audits. And they are approved 

and applied to more complex or difficult projects. Because SDG&E’s enhanced vegetation 

management from its approved-WMPs required more difficult and complex jobs such as the 

removal of more hazard trees, emergency trims to avoid imminent danger, and/or greater clearances 

to meet SDG&E’s enhanced vegetation management efforts, SDG&E had to incur more Time and 

Equipment and Fixed Pricing rates for these more difficult and/or expanded jobs.  

 
56 Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan Direct) at 6-7 (citing SDG&E’s Quarterly Report on 2020 WMP for Q3 

2020 (Sept. 9, 2020), Section III.L at 125-129 and Appendix B.). 
57 Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan Direct) at 1-2; Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 15; Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau 

Rebuttal) at 6.  
58 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 17; Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau Rebuttal) at 4. 
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As discussed, Tables 10 and 11 above show that SDG&E’s 2020-2021 undercollection 

was largely driven by Time and Equipment hourly rates for tree trimming and removals, which 

more than tripled in 2020 and more than doubled in 2021 compared to SDG&E’s 2019 GRC 

forecasted 4-year average for 2015-2018.59 As noted, Time and Equipment Hourly rates are more 

expensive than fixed rates. Time and Equipment rates always apply to pre-inspection and 

auditing activities due to the difficulty and varied nature of the work.  

Similarly, the more difficult the tree trimming task, the more likely it is to be converted to 

hourly rates. Again, SDG&E’s Time and Equipment undercollection compared to forecast 

captures all tree trimmings and removals that SDG&E paid for hourly rather than with a fixed 

cost. In Table 12 below, SDG&E estimated the number of tree trimmings and removals where 

Time and Equipment hourly rates applied assuming a standard 2-man crew hour rate for each 

year to calculate an estimated cost for those number of trees trimmed or removed on Time and 

Equipment hourly rates trees for 2020 and 2021.60  

Table 12 

 
 
This increased use of Time and Equipment hourly rates reflects the expansion of 

SDG&E’s tree trimming and removals under SDG&E’s approved WMPs. That is, SDG&E 

mandate to increase the number of enhanced clearances in high-risk areas to meet its Enhanced 

 
59 See SDG&E Opening Brief at 13-14; SDG&E Reply Brief at 3. 
60 The remaining T&E costs in the years 2020 and 2021 are estimated to be non-labor cost related to 

cost for landfill fees, tree replacements, traffic control, specialized equipment, etc. in the SAP CCMS 
invoice attachments being provided in Question 2d. 
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Vegetation Management Program—which can require more time, effort, and crews—and the 

increased removal of hazard trees correspondingly increased the amount of Time and Equipment 

hourly rates that had to be used for tree trimming and removal.  

Moreover, the demand for qualified, professional tree trimmers significantly increased as 

electric utilities throughout the state increased their vegetation management activities, resulting 

in a shortage of Certified Arborists and Utility Line Clearance Arborists to perform these 

activities. SDG&E thus had to increasingly use Time and Equipment hourly rates to meet 

SDG&E’s need for its WMP-approved tree trimming activities described above in a timely 

fashion to prevent an increase in the risk of ignition.  

To that end, in 2020 and 2021, SDG&E’s tree trimming contractor, Utility Tree Service, 

utilized a subcontracted workforce to augment its local tree crews to address the increase in 

critical tree trimming and removal work for safety, compliance, and reliability. All work 

completed by the subcontractors was billed under Time and Equipment rates as agreed upon by 

SDG&E and the vendor. Subcontracted costs for this work also included associated per diem and 

lodging expenses in addition to the hourly rates in the effort to continue operations unabated. 

And beginning in early 2020, the California investor-owned utilities and contractors were 

also impacted by restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. This stressed contractors’ 

ability to maintain a stable and consistent workforce and negatively impacted overall operations 

by preventing in-person communications with customers to access properties and trim trees. It 

increased the time to perform tree trimming and removals to comply with COVID-19 protocols. 

As such, SDG&E had to more frequently apply Time and Equipment hourly rates rather than 

Fixed Pricing (see response to Question 3 for detailed description of Time and Equipment vs. 
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fixed pricing rates) to compensate for the added crew time to safely perform enhanced tree 

trimming.  

In the 2019 TTBA Decision, the Commission allowed all Time and Equipment costs 

(except the cost of customer refusals, which SDG&E is not seeking here), finding that “[t]he 

vegetation management work was necessary for SDG&E to maintain safe and reliable 

operations, as well as to safety and compliance obligations.”61 So too here, SDG&E’s use of 

Time and Equipment hourly pricing was necessary to comply with SDG&E’s enhanced tree 

trimming activities from SDG&E’s approved WMPs. California utilities competed for the same 

tree trimming labor created by their enhanced vegetation management activities state-wide, 

creating increased demand for a limited supply of workers. 

C. SB 247 Further Increased Labor Costs 

A separate major cost driver for all tree trimming activities in 2020 and 2021 that arose 

after 2019 was the passage of SB 247, which went into effect on January 1, 2020.62 As noted, 

this legislation sought to achieve greater parity in wages and benefits for qualified tree trimmers 

with other electrical workers63 and resulted in a significant increase in annual contractual rates 

for tree trimming.64  

As Resolution E-5287 recently found, “SB 247 mandates the payment of at least the 

prevailing wage rate for all qualified line clearance tree trimmers, not just ones performing work 

in high-fire risk areas.”65 SB 247 also reclassified overtime time-and-a-half to double-time, with 

 
61 See D.22-03-009 at 15. 
62 See SDG&E Opening Brief at 14. 
63 Resolution E-5287 at 3. 
64 Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau Rebuttal) at 3-4.  
65 Resolution E-5287 at 3. 
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all workers receiving a daily per diem stipend.66 The overtime recorded in 2020 was associated 

with non-unionized costs. All per diem costs in 2021 are integrated within the regular and hourly 

rate structure and, therefore, not reflected in Table 13 below as a separate, trackable cost.67 

Table 13 

Year Overtime Double-time Per Diem 
2019 $187,401 $16,964 $53,395 
2020 $13,640 $4,600,372 $1,490,750 
2021 $0.00 $1,752,169 $0.00 

 
Although SDG&E’s tree trimming costs would have increased in 2020-2021 due to the 

wildfire mitigation and enhanced reliability work described above, SB 247 had a simultaneous 

and compounding effect of increasing the costs to perform the workload.68 As noted, this is 

reflected in Table 13 above. While the amount of Time and Equipment hours needed for tree 

trimming and removals were 113% and 40% higher respectively than forecasted, the cost of 

those hours were 242% and 114% higher compared to forecasted. As the Commission found in 

Resolution E-5287, “the increase in labor costs for vegetation management activities in 2020 are 

in part the result of an exogenous event, namely the Legislature’s passage of SB 247[] . . . and its 

requirements that cause labor costs for vegetation management activities to increase.”69 This 

rationale applies equally here, and contributed to actual contractor rates for 2020 and 2021 that 

were significantly higher than 2017 and 2018 rates, contributing to SDG&E’s TTBA 

undercollection (See Attachment B provided in response to question 3 above).  

 
66 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 17-18. 
67 See Ex. SDG&E-05 (Akau Rebuttal) at 5. 
68 Id.  
69 Resolution E-5287 at 10.  
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SDG&E’s TTBA undercollection for 2020-2021 was thus reasonably incurred. Again, no 

party is challenging the reasonableness of SDG&E’s WMP that has required a significant 

increase in tree-trimming activities. Instead, SDG&E has been repeatedly lauded for its 

vegetation management practices by both the Commission and Energy Safety. The Commission 

permitted SDG&E recovery of its 2019 TTBA undercollection that resulted from SDG&E’s 

same WMP-approved tree trimming activities. There is no basis for a different result here. 

Similarly, as in Resolution E-5287, SDG&E was obligated to comply with SB 247’s 

requirements, making the recovery of SDG&E’s undercollection for these labor rate increases 

reasonable.70 And as in the 2019 TTBA Decision, SDG&E’s increased use of Time and 

Equipment hourly rates was necessary to effectuate SDG&E’s required WMP-activities that the 

Commission has found reasonable. As noted, no party introduced evidence or attempted to argue 

that SDG&E should not have taken the WMP actions in question. Nor has any party asserted that 

SDG&E should not have incurred the labor costs that it did. To find that SDG&E’s increased 

costs due to the need for increased hourly contracting to accomplish those WMP-requirements 

would amount to a finding that those WMP efforts were not reasonable years after the fact and 

leave SDG&E in a position where its regulatory agencies have mandated that it take actions 

without the ability to recover for those activities.  

D. SDG&E Effectively Manages Its Tree Trimming Costs 

Although SDG&E’s tree trimming costs exceeded its 2019 GRC forecasts due to the 

unforeseen events of the creation of utility WMPs and the passage of SB 247 that SDG&E must 

comply with, SDG&E has consistently sought ways to manage the tree trimming cost reasonably 

and appropriately leveraging its competitive fixed pricing structure to keep costs low and 

 
70 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 19.  
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minimize cost fluctuations. SDG&E consistently strives to effectively manage tree trimming 

costs through competitive bidding with approved, qualified contractors, limited and targeted 

enhanced tree trimming, and annual audits.   

The Commission found in SDG&E’s 2019 TTBA Decision that SDG&E’s Enhanced 

Vegetation Program was “limited in scale and used historical data to target high risk 

conditions.”71 That remained the case in 2020 and 2021. SDG&E limited the scope of enhanced 

clearances to places where it would have the biggest impact on reducing risk, targeting the five 

species of trees that were the biggest threat to infrastructure, and applied a targeted approach to 

clearance chosen as determined by the arborist based upon the individual tree’s characteristics.72   

SDG&E engages contractors annually on current rate structure and requires justifications 

for changes. SDG&E also negotiates competitive, long-term pricing agreements with approved, 

qualified contractors to keep prices reasonable and reflective of a competitive market. While 

SB247 increased SDG&E pricing structure significantly in 2020 and 2021, SDG&E leveraged 

the best rates possible to keep cost reasonable.  

The SDG&E Area Foresters directly manage the work performed by the tree trimming 

contractors, including tracking assigned work, completion dates, and schedule status. The Area 

Foresters also assists in securing any necessary permits to perform work, coordinates city and 

agency notifications, environmental reviews, and manages customer refusals with the vendors. 

Upon completion of all assigned work within a VMA, the tree vendors submit a VMA 

certification report validating that all work has been completed. The certification report identifies 

all deferred work such as customer refusals, and exceptions related to environmental holds or 

 
71 D.22-03-009 at 11. 
72 Ex. SDG&E-01 (Gahagan Direct) at 4 (citing SDG&E 2020 WMP at 39-40). 
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access restrictions. Refusals and exceptions are documented separately and reissued for work 

when the issue has been resolved.   

The tree trimming vendors invoice all completed work within the CCMS system daily, 

weekly, or monthly based on whether the assigned work was routine or priority. The SDG&E 

Area Forester reviews all submitted invoices for accuracy and completeness including validation 

of assigned units, associated cost of services, and accuracy of supporting documentation. 

Additionally, SDG&E’s corporate parent, Sempra, performs annual audits to verify that 

vegetation management work activities and accounting processes comply with regulatory and 

internal company requirements and identify possible areas for process improvements where 

applicable.73 

Question 5: 

Provide an update of SDG&E’s progress on tracking accounting of tree-trimming costs, 

including upgrades to its EPOCH system, to better track TTBA costs.  

SDG&E Response to Question 5:  

SDG&E continues to seek ways to improve its TTBA cost tracking practices. Regarding 

Epoch, SDG&E has recently upgraded the Epoch system to include new data fields to designate 

trees that are worked under Time and Equipment rates, the type of tree crew, and the aggregated 

crew hours to perform the hours, better isolating cost information for reporting. SDG&E is 

currently in the process of integrating these upgrades within Epoch into the design and 

development for isolating costs at the asset and activity level.  

In addition, SDG&E has completed efforts to restructure its contracts at the purchase 

order phase to better track cost by tree trimming activity. And SDG&E has also enhanced 

 
73 Ex. SDG&E-02 (Akau Direct) at 6.  
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financial tracking of tree-trimming/removal costs, enabling detailed reporting for each tree 

record and activity level. These improvements will help isolate specific costs associated with the 

multitude of tree trimming and removal activities. The programs to perform these calculations 

are ongoing and expected to be completed and tested by the first quarter of 2024. 

Question 6: 

Provide an update on any other measures that SDG&E has taken to track TTBA costs more 

granularly, including subcategorization of discrete activities. 

SDG&E Response to Question 6:  

In addition to the information provided in Question 5, SDG&E hired one Senior Data 

Analyst in Q3, 2021 to assist in cost tracking, reporting, and forecasting. In 2023, in the effort to 

develop improved forecasting and modeling of work activities and cost, SDG&E hired a 

Principal Analyst to assist with the complexities and dynamics of the vegetation work activities 

and invoicing. The cost of these two additional analysts is about $260,000 annually.  

Respectfully submitted, 
 
/s/ Ross Fulton     
ROSS FULTON 
8330 Century Park Court, CP32D  
San Diego, California 92123  
Telephone:  (858) 654-1861 

 E-mail:  rfulton@sdge.com 
 

Attorney for:  
SAN DIEGO GAS & ELECTRIC COMPANY 
 

December 18, 2023
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