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Tim Knowd from SDG&E gave a brief summary of both the extent of the dead tree situation throughout the county and Governor Davis’ proclaimed state of emergency. The intent of this meeting is to review the Governor’s Proclamation, to get input from the different organizations/agencies involved, and to discuss funding issues. Tim stated that SDG&E has hundreds of miles of power lines running through the affected areas and his staff and crews are being proactive to mitigate these hazards.





Thom Porter from CDF explained the Governor Davis’ Proclamation as calling for a state of emergency due to the hazardous conditions of the timber areas in San Diego County, San Bernardino County, and Riverside County caused by the drought and diseases killing these trees. It is not specifically directed at the individual landowner, but the law codes in place do address them. For example, the laws govern the harvesting of timber for purposes of economic gain for private property, and cover the disposal and treatment of the remaining wood for fire hazard. The Mountain Area Safety Task Force was formed in December 2002. Also, the Weed Abatement County Ordinance was modified to include a section dealing with trees. 





The problem with the dead and dying trees is not new, and there have been efforts prior to this Proclamation to deal with them. However, up until now, not all three counties have been affected. The Proclamation allows the situation to be brought to Washington D.C. for support and funding. The Governor asked the president on April 16, 2003 to declare a federal disaster area. If this happens, FEMA will give federal assistance. 





On behalf of the Palomar Community, Bonnie Phelps asked whether the recent rains would have any effect on the health of the forests and the proclamation. Thom Porter felt the situation might be even more hazardous because the rains caused the grass to grow, which is just fuel for the fire. It will probably take 3-5 years of good rain to improve the health of the forests. Glen Larsen from Cal-Trans commented that he had topped a couple pine trees that were beginning to die, and they recovered from the disease. 





The Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) is currently determining if it will be able to provide funds for California’s current dead/dying tree hazard. Bill Ward explained what this entails. The “Southern California Tree Mortality Emergency” document was passed out at this time, which goes into the funding in more detail. The Emergency Watershed Protection Program (EWP) gives assistance to relieve imminent disasters. These disasters can be triggered by an event such as a flood or tornado. They do not have to be a federal disaster as with FEMA. There has to be a project sponsor, such as the county, and the project must be economically, environmentally, and socially defensible. The focus of the plan is to remove the dead and dying trees from priority areas, which are significant communities, homes, and evacuation routes that have a high probably that a fire will ignite. This program will also determine the roles that each organization/agency will play and the cost of the relief. Right now, it has been determined that all three counties combined, will need a total of $120 million.





The evacuation routes will need to be cleared 200’ to each side, and the structures will need to be cleared 200’ all around. The CDF and local law enforcement will determine the evacuation routes. The GIS data will be helpful to do this. It will be looked into whether this information is current or not. Additional trees within these priority areas can be included in order to reduce threat to life. Marty Leavitt presented a problem with this great of an amount of removals/trims: There is a law that states that if an acre or more is “disturbed”, a permit that costs $700 must be obtained. In San Diego County, there are three priority areas that were identified: Pauma, Palomar, and Julian. Because these areas are so large, they will each have to be individually broken down. 


 


The counties will most likely be the sponsors for this project, although it was pointed out by Marty Leavitt with RCD that there could be more than one sponsor. The counties will provide land rights and permits. CDF and the local fire control staff will be the technical experts. They will identify and mark the trees for removal, review and or help prepare contracts, and administer the local contracts. NRCS will determine the eligibility for EWP assistance. It is not currently available. If it is approved, they will be the funding source for the tree removals. They will work with all agencies to remove the threat of the dead and dying trees. NRCS will also help prepare contracts and administer them.





The pursuit of these funds begins with the development of agreements between the agencies/organizations involved. The work will then be divided, maps for the priority areas will be developed, the amount and size of the trees that need removal will be determined, and the disposal options will be defined. Per Thom Porter, there are approximately 204,000+ total trees affected in San Diego County at this time.





In the meantime, the community needs to be educated. Per Tim, SDG&E is trying to educate each community in which they will be removing trees near the power lines about what they will be doing and how. This will hopefully lessen the amount of resistance and create more disposal options. For example, SDG&E met with the Palomar community May 10, 2003. This created a relationship with Bonnie Phelps, who has a community wide email distribution list, and Karl Bauer, who is the Palomar Volunteer Fire Chief. They have offered several ways of educating the public through the email distribution and different ideas of how the wood and debris can be handled. Glen Larsen prints a notification piece in the local tabloids of where he is working. Marty Leavitt suggested that the Fire Safety Councils of each area be used to distribute education. There are 12 of these councils. She will soon be printing fliers and distributing them to certain areas, and she can include information that anyone in the meeting feels needs to get to the communities. 





Meredith Osborne with the CD Fish and Game also pointed out that the people need to be educated on the environment. This can include raptor’s nests, tree species and their growth patterns. The people also need to know when a tree is considered dead beyond reparation. Per Thom Porter, the Timber Harvest Rule states: a dead tree refers to a tree with no branch on it, and a dying tree refers to a tree that will be dead within a year per a forester. There will be no attempts made to eradicate the trees of the disease/bugs. The people will need to be made aware of what companies to use when removing their dead trees because there will be some shady people with no insurance trying to profit from this situation.





Finally, the people will need to be educated on what their responsibility is. Thom Porter explained that legally, on private land, the owner of the tree is responsible. However, there are easements on these lands where the trees will need to be maintained to prevent hazards. The owner can remove and sell these trees on the right of ways themselves, but companies such as SDG&E are responsible for eliminating the hazard these dead trees present to the electric lines. The hazardous trees are determined by the utility. The Proclamation demands that there is expansion beyond the right-of-way. Thom explained that SDG&E is responsible for maintaining safe operation of their lines and equipment. The Timber Harvest Rule does not change because of the state of emergency. The only difference is that the permits don’t have to be obtained in advance.





Everyone at the meeting agreed that one of the biggest concerns is what will be done with the wood after the tree is cut down. A couple options that the Forest Practice Rules give for the disposal of wood is to burn it or chip it. Burning it would be cheapest, but it is almost fire season. Carlton Joseph said that the forests might be opened up for the public to get the wood for personal burning. This becomes a problem when the people turn around and sell it. SDG&E’s is concerned about people expecting them to remove all their trees when their obligation and is to ensure their facilities are safely maintained. Properties owners will need to be responsible for their trees once SDG&E has made them safe. It was suggested by Tom McPherson with CDF that ATVs be used. The district manager for the US Forest Service in that area would have to be contacted according to Carlton Joseph. Building permanent access roads, however, Thom Porter said is not permitted. This means that if there is an access route that is obtained for the removal of these trees, it must be destroyed and brought back to its natural state when the work in that area is completed.





M. Morgan with SDG&E Claims asked how the forests would be replenished with trees after the dead ones are removed. Thom Porter pointed out that there is currently a seedbed that will probably cause the forests to have too many trees within 5-10 years, but the homeowner will have the responsibility to replace the trees on their own properties. Bonnie Phelps stated that the communities are also concerned about the stumps that will be left, especially pertaining to the trees that will be topped by SDG&E. They don’t want 20’ stumps on their property. Tim responded that right now, SDG&E is concerned with the safety of the tree at this point. It will be trimmed/removed to a safe point so that it does not hit the power lines. At some point, the customers will have to take responsibility for the safety of the tree and may have to remove the rest of it themselves. Each individual case, however, will be determined with the owner as the work progresses. 





For now, SDG&E is starting to clear the power lines of the dead and/or dying trees. It was suggested by Tim Knowd that he work with the other agencies/organizations to determine what the priority locations are so that work can be coordinated, and everyone can help each other with the clearing of the remaining debris and wood. Fire Side will look at the evacuation routes, and establish priorities. They will work with SDG&E. It was agreed that the educating of the public should also commence right away. 





The next meeting will be at Goose Valley on June 19, 2003 at 9am. The directions will be sent to everyone via email.
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