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President’s Message

Tim Walsh

A
s I wrote this message for this edition of the Utility 
Arborist Newsline, I was looking out of my office 
window at the, once again, rapidly changing    

landscape. The landscape impacting my view was changing 
more than usual for two reasons: (1) In the last 30 days, we 
had had almost four weather seasons, and (2) we had just 
moved into a new wing of our main campus.

That last month, we had seen the temperature shift 
70 degrees Fahrenheit (21° C), dropping 48 degrees 
Fahrenheit (8.9° C) in less than 12 hours on 
one day, near the end of the year. Other 
regions saw more significant shifts in that 
time. It reminded me of the theme of this 
edition—environmental stewardship. At that 
same time, I had watched as we did some 
final grading, seeding, and planting of trees 
along the edge of the new construction.

I watched as the crews, in torrential 
rain, first marked and cleared the smaller 
brush and undesirable trees, in the area 
where the new trees would be planted. 
When crews came back to plant several 
days later, the ground had frozen—or to 
be more accurate (I can still hear Dr. Alex 
Shigo challenging us to be clear in our 
definitions), the water in the soil had frozen. The shifting 
environmental conditions made the process more difficult 
and time-consuming.

When the crews weren’t out, I had watched white-tailed 
deer (Odocoileus virginianus) grazing their way along the 
edge of the cornfield that abuts the property; I saw more 
than a dozen cardinals (Cardinalis cardinalis) flitting amongst 
the new plantings; and even our resident red-tailed hawk 
(Buteo jamaicensis) soared above, looking for the next meal.

While I realized that this small view from my office window 
didn’t even begin to scratch the surface of what we do to 
address all the components of environmental stewardship, 
it does reflect that the results of our collective efforts are 
often viewed in the same way. That is to say, our work 
along hundreds or thousands of miles of ROW is frequently 
viewed and judged based on what one person perceives 
from their vantage point.

The important message here is that education and 
communication must support our 
environmental stewardship efforts. When 
the new wing was being constructed, I 
was aware of when the crews would be 
working outside of my office, what they 
would be doing, why they were doing it, 
and the overall costs, as well as many 
of the benefits. Most of the landowners, 
neighbors, recreational users, and all 
others impacted by UVM don’t have all 
of that information. Even though we are 
doing good work, doing it well, and for the 
right reasons (a modified quote from Todd 
Conklin), without properly communicating 
this to those impacted, we may be missing 
the mark.

Shifting gears as I wrap up my message for this edition, 
let’s think about the future. It is time to nominate the future 
leaders of the UAA. There will be a link to the nomination 
process, available starting in early May. Every year, we seek 
nominations for two new directors and a vice president. 
There is more information available on the UAA website 
(www.gotouaa.org), but I want to encourage you all to 
nominate someone who you feel will help to continue to 
shape the course of the organization. 

Tim Walsh
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T
his edition of the UAN is focused on environmental 
stewardship. Recently, many of the conversations 
about environmental stewardship that I have 

been a part of include the topic of biodiversity and our 
responsibility to ensure our operations are at a minimum, 
not reducing biodiversity. When thinking about biodiversity 
in a UVM program, my mind immediately pulls to the plant 
communities found in the areas where we work, then 
drifts to all the communities these plant communities 
are dependent on to be sustained themselves. Without 
pollination, angiosperms (flowering plants) cannot 
create seed. Without dispersal, seeds are limited in their 
performance, and so on. There is an interdependence in 
nature that everything, including us, relies on for success 
and sustainability.

Sustaining communities requires understanding the 
members of the community, their contributions, as well as 
their needs from the community—and their influences on 
the community. The UAA Board of Directors met face-to-
face on September 19, 2022, to revisit the organization’s 
strategic objectives and update them, in respect to what 
is currently known. The outcome of that meeting clarified 
objective statements for all the committees, refined the 
language for the organization’s vision, mission, and core 
values statement, and outlined four organizational priorities 
for 2023: stability, growth, external awareness, and DEI. 

From an organizational success perspective, it will be 
necessary to know the organization’s place in the natural 
resource management community, our contributions to the 
community, and our needs from the greater community 
to address the board priorities for 2023. To get there, we 
need to be there. If we had unlimited resources and time, 
that would mean we have representation and participation 

everywhere, a potential influencer on our community 
(or participant in our community), and we would have 
a strong relationship with them. The reality of every 
ecosystem is that resources and time are not unlimited. 
Because of limiting factors, we create competition for 
resources and strategies for efficient acquisition, as well as 
allocation of resources. This is where your participation and 
opinion is important. 

The UAA Board of Directors manages the strategic 
direction, policies, and budget of the association. The board 
is made up of diverse opinion leaders, passionate about 
improving the UVM industry. Annually, two new director 
candidates and a vice-president candidate are sought 
to represent their peers and guide the strategic vision 
of the organization. Nominations for these roles will be 
opening soon and it is important to the sustainability of our 
organization, as well as our organization’s contribution to 
the environmental stewardship of the ecosystems in which 
we operate, for folks to seek out quality candidates for these 
open roles.

We need your help identifying and recruiting folks that 
can help guide the organization’s efforts in stability, growth, 
external awareness, and DEI. Please take some time to think 
about your needs from the organization and how growth 
of the organization supports your career growth. How does 
having a UVM influence persistently present on the natural 
resources management landscape impact your program’s 
influence within the ecosystems you frequent? Nominate 
someone who you feel can positively impact the industry 
through intentional participation via the UAA Board of 
Directors. Environmental stewardship includes managing 
our professional environment in a way that enhances our 
ability to steward the natural environment. 

Executive Director Message

Dennis Fallon

Dennis Fa��

environmental stewardship
biodiversity

responsible operations

plant communities
pollinationsustainability

nature limited resources
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By Lucas Beane, Events Committee Chair and Chief Operating Officer, Lucas Tree Experts

Lucas Beane

EVENT COMMITTEE UPDATE

2022 has been a big 
year for the Events 
Committee with 
a changing of the 
guard, new members, 
new events, and 
big plans for 2023 
and beyond.

I wish everyone a safe and successful 2023 and look forward to seeing you at the next event!

Changing of the Guard

First, I’d like to thank Michael Sultan for his 
years of service as the Events Committee 
Chair and guidance as he transitioned out 
of the chair responsibilities. He continues 
to be a strong contributor to the committee 
and helps guide us in the right direction with 
his experience. Thank you, Michael, for all 
you have—and continue—to contribute to 
our committee and to the UAA!

Next, I’d like to introduce myself. My 
name is Lucas Beane. I live in Hooksett, 
New Hampshire, and currently serve 
as the Chief Operating Officer at Lucas 
Tree Experts. I have been a member 
of the UAA more than a decade and 
have been a member of the Events 
Committee for approximately two years. 
Most recently I transitioned from the 
co-chair responsibilities to Chair of the 
Events Committee, where Michael Sultan, 
Kevin Puls, and Diona Neeser have been 
keeping me on rails, for the most part. 

Additionally, with vacating the co-chair 
responsibilities, a new opportunity arose 
for Orville McLean to take on this new 
role. McLean is the Director of Operations 
at Arbormetrics and has been highly 
engaged with supporting the Events 
Committee and the UAA.

New Members

We have a lot of new members, new 
energy, and new momentum as we march 
through 2023. I’d like to thank all of our 
current members and welcome Eric 
George, Michelle Legins, Jordan Olerud, 
Duane Dickinson, Kieran Hunt, and Katie 
Madden as some of our newest members 
to the Events Committee in 2022. Thank 
you all for joining!

2022 Recap

This past year, the UAA was able to 
host and partner with many events 
throughout the country. It has been 
exciting to reconnect and network with 
UAA Members in person again after we 
adjusted to a world with COVID. 

Some of the highlights of 2022: 

• Trees & Utilities
• ROW 13 Symposium
• Texas Regional 
• Southern Chapter ISA
• New England Regional
• Ohio Regional
• Washington Safety Summit
• New York Regional
• Western Regional
• Indiana Safety Summit 

2023 Planning

Planning for events in 2023 is well 
underway. We are currently planning 
regional events for Ohio, New York, 
Western, and Texas as well as looking at 
some new regions of the country to host 
a regional event where we may not have 
reached UAA Members recently. We are 
currently exploring locations in the Mid-
Atlantic and the Upper Midwest, but if you 
have any requests or recommendations, 
we would love to hear your input!

Once our 2023 schedule is established, 
we plan to set out to start planning our 
2024 events calendar, with the overall 
goal of planning 18 months in advance to 
allow us to develop strong events with full 
programs and sponsorship.

Get Involved

One other update for the Events 
Committee to share this year is we 
are looking for volunteers to help us 
organize our regional events. Each of 
these events takes a lot of work and 
coordination, but when the tasks are split 
up on an energetic team, the results are 
impressive. For all regional events in 2023 
and 2024, we are looking for volunteers 
to assist with finding speakers, sponsors, 
coordinating CEU’s, and helping with 
outreach. We can coach you through the 
expectations, but it is important for us to 
find volunteers local to the regional event. 
If you would be willing to volunteer some 
of your time to assist us with one of our 
regional events, please reach out to us! 

Lucas
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COM I NG  S OON !

BOARD 
ELECTIONS

The UAA Executive Board will 
be opening nominations for 
new board members soon.

UAA Members are encouraged 
to update their online profiles 
with current information 
(email, address, etc.) in the 
member portal (gotouaa.org/
member-portal) and prepare 
to submit nominations for the 
following UAA Executive Board 
open positions:

Vice President
Directors (2 positions)

For more information, 
contact Diona Neeser at dneeser@gotouaa.org.

We will be seeking qualified 
nominees for positions on the 
UAA Board. 
The Board of Directors is responsible for the sustainable 
operation of the UAA, including the strategic direction, policies, 
and budget of the Association. The Board includes annual 
progressive roles of Vice President, President-Elect, President, 
and ending as Past President. In addition to these four board 
roles, there is a Treasurer and six Directors. The Treasurer and 
Directors are elected to serve for three years. The immediate 
Past President participates on the Board during his/her 
fourth year. 

We will be soliciting nominees for board positions to be filled 
effective September 1, 2023. Elected positions sought for 2023 
include Vice President and two Directors. 

To nominate a candidate for the UAA Board of Directors, scan 
the QR code or visit tinyurl.com/UAABoardNominations2023 by 
May 31st, 2023. Prior to filling out the form, the nominee must 
be made aware by the nominator and be prepared to fulfill the 
position commitments. 

Board nominees who will be considered must 
meet the following criteria:

1. Be a current UAA Member in good standing

2. An individual who displays commitment to the 
UAA mission and goal, who thinks strategically and 
communicates effectively 

3. Committed to serving the designated term in various 
capacities, ranging from committee champion, attendance 
at meetings, financial insights, as well as attend the UAA 
Annual Meeting, Trees & Utilities conference, and the 
UAA Utility System Managers Summit

The UAA Nominating Committee will review all nominations 
submitted and discuss the job responsibilities and commitments 
with the potential candidate, prior to developing a final slate of 
nominations for voting by UAA Members. 

Nominees will be accepted from May 2 to May 31, 2023. 
The final slate of nominations for voting by our UAA Members 
will be from July 14 to August 1, 2023. Official election results will 
be announced during the UAA Annual Meeting, August 31 
(or a different date, if deemed necessary). 

BOARD 
NOMINATIONS 

2023
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The Lake Tahoe Basin in the High 
Sierra Nevada is a fire-adapted 
landscape. The ecology of the 

forests has been shaped by periodic 
wildfire events that have created a 
mosaic of mixed intensity burn scars 
and stages of vegetative regrowth. This, 
in turn, leads to a diversity of habitats 
that helps to foster overall ecosystem 
health.1 Fire ecology research is helping 
to rekindle a cultural understanding 
of the benefits fire may have on a 
landscape, as well as the inevitability of 
large wildfire events after more than a 
century of suppression-focused goals.2
Wildfires help support biodiversity in 
forests, but in order to safely embrace 
them, utility companies will need to 
develop and implement adaptive 
management strategies.

While there are several wildfire 
risk metrics, fuels are often thought 
of as the key to understanding and 
predicting fire behavior. But many 
of the large forest fires of today are 
understood to be driven more by 
climate than fuels.3 Wind-driven spread 
in an increasingly dry landscape is 
often the catalyst for high severity 
fires. Many utilities have implemented 
vegetation management and fuel 
reduction programs to help mitigate 
fire risks to the communities they 
serve. These programs also help 
support utilities’ environmental 
stewardship goals. 

Wildland fuels are defined as 
living and dead vegetation that may 
ignite and carry fire. Electric utilities 
generate downed woody debris during 
VM activities, while compatible live 
vegetation is typically left in place. 
Wildfire risk is often described in 
terms of fuel depth and continuity 
of these two types of fuels. However, 
downed woody debris and vegetative 
cover are necessary components of 
wildlife habitat, as they are essential for 
nutrient recycling and help influence 
site microclimate by providing shade 
and moisture retention. Shrubs and 
large trees also act as windbreaks, 
which may help to slow wildfire 

movement. Localized potential fire 
behavior may be moderated by 
retaining key benefits of the vegetation 
profile when adjusting fuel continuity.

Liberty is an electric utility 
that provides electric services to 
approximately 49,000 customers in 
seven counties within and outside of 
the Lake Tahoe Basin. Liberty consists 
of distribution, sub-transmission 
and transmission lines. These lines 
traverse a densely forested landscape 
along narrow easements granted by 
a variety of landowners. Identifying 
high-risk zones is necessary because 
fire is a natural reality here. An 
effective approach to reduce wildfire 
risk is to adopt Firewise protocols in 
collaboration with landowners, along 
the Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI) 
zones where ROW exist. A “tale of 
two towns”4 illustrates how Firewise 
protocols helped save the town of 
Secesh Meadows, Idaho. Where 
reliability of service is the objective, 
the sensitivity of electric grid reliability 
is prioritized from generation (most 
sensitive) to end user (least sensitive). 
For Liberty, this means prioritizing 
substations, as well as main distribution 
lines that run along the WUI. 

Fire progression (from surface to 
crown) and behavior depend on the 
fuel profile or pattern in the landscape. 
Understanding these aspects can 
be used to adjust VM5 to inform how 
residual fuels should be arranged 
at a site. 

 For Liberty, collaborating with Forest 
Service and Conservation landowners 
is essential for creating shaded fuel 
breaks. Also known as defensible fuel 
profile zones (DFPZs), the intention is to 
provide key fuel breaks for fire control 
efforts while retaining beneficial canopy 
cover. These zones are purposefully 
created in high-risk areas, such as 
the WUI and along remote ROWs that 
offer easy access near forest roads for 
suppression efforts. Retaining adequate 
canopy cover by retaining larger, 
healthy, fire-resilient trees and mature 
shrub clumps, help to prevent these 

zones from drying out during extreme 
fire weather. 

 Liberty is committed to developing 
an IVM program to help protect, 
enhance, and sustain low-growing 
compatible plants within their ROWs. 
A stable community of low-growing 
compatible plants may serve as 
an early successional habitat. To 
augment the fragmenting effect that 
narrow, linear corridors can have in 
the landscape, Liberty is considering 
widening some ROW sections. 
Potential benefits from selective 
ROW widening include enhancement 
of early successional habitat zones, 
discouragement of tree recruitment, 
and creation of crown fire fuel breaks. 
Regional species that may benefit from 
a mix of shrubland and old growth 
forests include the American Marten 
(Martes americana), Northern Goshawk 
(Accipiter gentilis), and California 
Spotted Owl (Strix occidentalis).

  The California Tahoe Conservancy 
(CTC) are landholders who work with 
Liberty and other local land agencies. 
Their forestry program guidelines 
highlight habitat considerations for a 
variety of common high-risk priority 
situations. These protocols provide 
methods to mitigate the effects of 
fuel treatments on sensitive wildlife.6
Examples include leaving pockets of 
snags and downed wood throughout 
the site and limiting periods of activity 
to avoid sensitive seasonal timing, such 
as nesting. Landowner goals, objectives, 
and participation are considered when 
performing UVM. Aligning objectives 
for habitat and fuels mitigation can 
provide the structure of site-based 
prescriptions.

Vegetation management activities 
within the robust Sierra forests often 
result in an abundance of surface 
fuels post-treatment. A common 
dilemma is whether to dispose of this 
material or to let it decay, and what is 
sensible logistically. Presently, Liberty 
employs a few disposal end-uses, 
including firewood for locals, wood 
chips for compost, and hauling debris 

Safety Tools

Preparation in Our Embrace of the Natural Reality of Fire
By Dawnne Hirt, System Arborist, Liberty California and Nikki Hill, Compatible Species Specialist, Grow With Trees Company
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Visit the UAA Member Portal Feed, Monthly Update, and Social Media for more info!

ANNUAL AWARD NOMINATIONS
The UAA annually recognizes select individuals who have made 

significant contributions to the field of utility arboriculture. Current 
UAA Members have the opportunity to nominate fellow members 

who are active and in good standing for the following awards:

Will Nutter Silver Shield  
Utility Arborist  

Education Award  
Lifetime Achievement  

Rising Star   

to the landfill. Biomass facilities7 are 
commonly offered as a solution, but 
hauling debris long distances and 
burning it contributes to atmospheric 
carbon while removing the benefits 
of carbon absorption that occurs 
when debris is left to decay. Forest 
functionality also depends on recycling 
woody debris. Considering larger 
ecosystem cycles when seeking to 
strike a fuels balance will ultimately 
offer the landscape level resilience 
needed in a changing climate. 

 Liberty is committed to developing 
an IVM program that not only 
proactively reduces risks associated 
with wildfire, but also promotes 
low-growing compatible vegetation for 
habitat value. By considering objectives 
that complement both needs at the site 
level and at the landscape level, we can 
prepare to embrace the natural reality 
of fire. 
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Our clients include both large and 
small utilities with the responsibility 
to ensure trees and other vegetation 

along utility corridors are cleared or pruned 
to prevent potential outages and/or wildfires 
and ensure customers have a reliable source 
of electricity. Environmental consultants help 
their clients minimize and avoid impacts to 
sensitive species. This results in a symbiotic 
private sector conservation partnership 
that upholds our value of environmental 
stewardship while supporting VM activities.

An outside observer may perceive the 
removal of trees and brush as an activity 
that is always high risk to sensitive biological 
resources. However, the risk created by 
utility arborists is minimal when performed 
responsibly. When pruning and removing 
trees and brush along electric distribution 
and transmission lines or other utility 
corridors, there is a higher potential to 
impact endangered, threatened, or otherwise 
imperiled plants and animals if those 
activities occur without an environmental 
review of the project area. This review may 
be as simple as a desktop evaluation or as 
intensive as a protocol-level field survey 
following guidelines from a government 
agency. In addition to minimizing risk to 
individual biological resources, environmental 
reviews and resulting protective measures 
often generate a greater good—reducing 
wildfire risk that jeopardizes ecosystems 
on a much broader scale, including the 
same plants and animals our clients might 
encounter during work.

The avoidance of special-status species, 
including taxa protected by the federal 
Endangered Species Act (ESA), the Migratory 
Bird Treaty Act, and those covered by various 
state listings, creates great cost savings. 
In addition to avoiding high penalties and 
mitigation costs (each incidence of violation 
of the ESA can be as high as $50,000, and 
$370 million is spent on mitigation annually 
for net loss of habitat for ESA species), a 
professional environmental assessment can 
result in long-term, efficient approaches.

For example, following the wildfires in 
2018, Transcon worked with one client to 
develop and implement environmental 
constraints layers that their crews and 

contractors could reference in the field while 
aggressively working to meet end of year 
work targets along primary and secondary 
distribution lines in Tier 2 and 3 high fire-
threat district areas. The project enabled 
their many work crews to be deployed 
throughout the service territory, and the 
environmental constraints datasets were 
updated continuously. They included pole, 
span, trigger, best management, and auto-
release to construction color coding. In 
addition to enabling crews to work accurately 
and efficiently in the moment, it also helped 
management plan effectively for the near 
future.

Including environmental consultants 
in the design phase of a project can lead 
to extensive project cost savings. Early 
strategic planning is the key to protecting 
species and minimizing impacts to utilities. 
Long before crews head into the field, 
environmental consultants conduct a 
careful review of species distribution data, 
compiled by agencies, private organizations, 
and citizen scientists, to identify areas of 
concern. When reviewed during the design 
phase of a project, consultants can make 
recommendations to entirely avoid sensitive 
habitat for listed species. This potentially 
saves large sums in mitigation costs and 
eliminates much of the associated risk of 
future operations and maintenance work, 
including VM, along those facilities. 

Raptor nest. Photo courtesy of Matt Fischer.

As environmental consultants, we have the privilege of 
working closely with a diverse group of stakeholders to 
protect sensitive species and support the sustainable 
management of utility corridors. 

©
IS

TO
CK

/M
AT

TH
EW

 H
ER

EM
AN



FOCUS ON ENVIRONMENTAL STEWARDSHIP

16 |   Utility Arborist Newsline

While planning for avoidance and 
minimization during the design phase 
is optimal, environmental consultants 
are often included at a stage when 
infrastructure already exists and 
vegetation must be managed in a 
discrete, predefined area. In these cases, 
reviewing species distribution data 
and knowing which protected species 
are likely to inhabit the area is still the 
first step in properly planning for the 
avoidance and minimization of impacts 
to sensitive species. It is important to rule 
out many species’ likelihood of occurring 
on a project site through analysis of 
multiple features, including seasonal 

activity period and microhabitat. The 
easiest and most cost-effective method 
of preventing costly penalties for ESA 
violations is simply to stay away from 
those species.

Some circumstances may require 
work in the ideal place and time to 
encounter threatened or endangered 
species. It may be that a fire devastated 
the area and the need for rebuilding 
infrastructure is urgent, or that the 
listed species in the area are habitat 
generalists with a broad range and are 
active year-round, making them difficult 
to avoid. In cases like these, pre-activity 
surveys may be prescribed so consulting 
biologists search for special-status 
species in advance of work.

In these circumstances, consultants 
tailor protection measures for the 
sensitive biological resources so that 
if encountered, impacts are avoided 
or minimized. For example, once 
detected, plants can be easily flagged 
for avoidance by crews and protective 
buffer zones around bird nests can be 
established. Some species (e.g., frogs) 
can be relocated by a qualified biologist 
to a nearby area with suitable habitat 
that is not slated for VM activities. 
Collaboration with agency biologists is 
critical in determining the best approach 
to both protect the species and ensure 
the project can be completed. For 

example, in Utah, we worked with the 
state and federal agencies to relocate 
Utah prairie dogs off the ROW to more 
suitable habitat, as part of an established 
prairie dog relocation program. This type 
of collaboration benefits both the prairie 
dog and the utility.

Many species are cryptic and might 
not be found until VM is underway. Under 
some circumstances, a biological monitor 
may need to remain present during work 
to actively search for organisms that may 
be uncovered as trees are pruned or 
removed or species that might stray into 
the work area after work commences. 
If the animal can’t be relocated, the 
biological monitor may need to stop work 
in the immediate area until the animal 
leaves the work site under its own volition, 
while still allowing tree crews to work in 
other areas that won’t cause harm.

As environmental consultants, we 
work with utilities to ensure biological 
resources are protected and lines 
are maintained so that electricity will 
continue flowing to customers. With our 
expertise and passion for biological 
resources, we are poised to deliver the 
perfect formula for success in protecting 
special-status species and their habitats 
while guiding our clients as they 
manage vegetation surrounding critical 
infrastructure through the open spaces 
we all love to explore. 

Rapture nest. Photo courtesy of Matt. Fischer.

 Photo courtesy of Osmer Beck.
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