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A
forester isn't necessarily the first
person you would pick to roll out 

a new software capability but, back 
in 2008, that's exactly what we did 
at East Central Energy. When an or
ganization is feeling challenged, all 
resources are leveraged to overcome 
the challenge, myself included. 

At East Central Energy, one of our 
biggest problems at the time was 
caused by paper-based maps. We had 
multiple vegetation management (VM) 
contractors, and every contractor 
needed four sets-one for each service 
territory. To make matters worse, 
many of the maps were outdated. This 
resulted in poor communication, 
wasted trips, contractors getting lost, 
and significant lost productivity. 

In order to begin streamlining our 
operations, we began looking at VM 
software while our engineering de
partment inventoried all of our 
electric facilities and captured accu
rate global positioning system (GPS) 
locations. 

Although it was relatively new on 
the market at the time, we selected 
Clearion software because it was 
compatible with our electrical inven
tory and we liked the customizability 
of the system. As a forester, I had to 
learn all of the different moving 

parts, which wasn't always easy. It 
took me away from being a forester 
and doing what I'm supposed to do. 
Years later, we still don't have an in

house person to handle upgrades or 
request changes. I've worked closely 
with Clearion to tailor our system to 
meet our needs and desired out
comes. While their support team has 
been great, at times, it felt like a lot 
of trial and error. However, as a re
sult, I've not only gained a much 
greater appreciation for the com
plexities of our business, but also 
built stronger working relationships 
with teams such as engineering, geo
graphic information system (GIS), 
and integrated technology (IT). 

But here's where the journey has 
been interesting. By implementing 

this VM system, we've experienced a 
number of positive, yet unintended, 
side effects. 

Saving Trees, Time, and M oney 
East Central Energy now has a full 

inventory of electrical facilities in
cluding lines, poles, and hardware, all 
with known life expectancies. We 
have lines that were built in the 
1940s and 1950s that have lived out 
their life expectancy and are fully de
preciated. We can use this informa
tion to concentrate our VM efforts. 
For example, when widening a corri
dor, historically we would remove all 
fast-growing trees that were next to 
primary lines and, in so doing, re
move trees that had value to our 
members . Then, a few years later, 
when engineering would determine 
that the overhead facilities would be 
retired and reconstructed as under
ground, all would discover that we 
had removed trees and unnecessarily 
devalued properties. 

Eight to 10 years ago, we would 
aggressively invest to clear a long 
section of line without considering 
its age and condition (i.e., all pri
mary voltage were created equal). 
Today, we work with engineers and 
ask questions like, "Where are your 
plans for line reconstruction in 48 
years?" We discover where old cop
per or steel conductors will be re
placed soon and our GIS mapping 
department actively changes the ap
pearance of this type of line. We 
now know that if the wire is old, we 
won't need to go the extra mile be
cause it will be replaced soon. 

Not only has this engineering- and 
data-informed approach to VM saved 
us a significant investment in the 
work that we do, we believe that it 
has a direct effect on minimizing 
member dissatisfaction. We no longer 
have to look and sound foolish when 
members would ask why we removed 
their trees before burying the lines 
for which we had no good answer. 
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