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Background





A group of Quail Run residents from the Harlow Neighborhood attended a Eugene City Council meeting in September 2006. The residents complained about the response by EWEB to a tower failure in their neighborhood in May 2006 that had damaged a home. As a follow-up, an e-mail was sent to Bob Kline, NLC member from Harlow Neighbors, by City of Eugene Mayor Kitty Piercy in early October that suggested he “connect with NLC to discuss proposals that you could take to the EWEB Board to improve their public process, response to the community and relationship with the community.” At the NLC meeting later that month, Bob Kline presented the following motion to NLC members:





“NLC will form a committee to work with EWEB staff to prepare a proposal to take to the EWEB Board to improve their public process, response to the community, and relationship to the community.” 





The NLC approved the motion and the NLC EWEB committee was formed. 





The initial impetus for this committee was the failure of two EWEB guyed high-voltage transmission poles located near Covey Lane that fell on a home. The failure occurred on May 21, 2006 when two cottonwood trees located on saturated ground fell during a rain and wind storm on main transmission lines resulting in two concrete transmission structures collapsing. One of the concrete poles fell into the roof of an adjacent home causing considerable damage. Fortunately, no one was injured. The affected homeowner, nearby residents, and other members of Quail Run Homeowners Association considered the response by EWEB staff over the following months as inadequate. 





Several recent incidents brought to our attention that there appear to be some other developing conflicts between EWEB and the general public.





Scope of Work





The possible scope of work for the committee was discussed by committee members at the first committee meeting and refined over several months. The following areas of concern were discussed:





(1) Develop recommendations to improve EWEB processes to work with customers, including any customers who sustain damage from EWEB system failures. This might include EWEB's assigning an employee as an ombudsperson to handle and review customer and community group complaints. This could also include creating a customer advisory board to deal with customer issues. EWEB has a publicly elected board of commissioners, but the committee members agreed that some other mechanism should be in place at EWEB to deal with customer issues. 





(2) Consider EWEB electrical tower safety. This could include an inventory of high-voltage transmission towers and a determination of which towers could potentially fall on adjacent residences or commercial buildings. EWEB could also institute a program to inform the public of safety issues regarding private property with large trees that could fall on high-voltage transmission towers/lines adjacent to their property from severe weather or from disease or rot due to age. This could also include discussions on engineering studies by EWEB of failures (transmission towers, power poles, and water systems) and safety issues. 





(3) Consider EWEB water reservoir safety and security. Carlos Barrera discussed issues regarding EWEB's plans to install security fencing around the reservoir on College Hill. Neighborhood groups and neighbors near the reservoir were opposed to the proposed plan for the security fence. At the same time, the City of Portland is in the process of removing fences from some of their reservoirs in order to improve security.





(4) Consider other strategies to improve services and mitigate system failures. This could include placing EWEB electrical distribution underground in existing neighborhoods that have overhead distribution to prevent damage from mature trees, wind storms, etc.





(5) Consider issues regarding EWEB power generation and water collection dams on the McKenzie River. This could include fish ladders and dam relicensing. 








Sustainability





One of the themes that committee members considered during various meetings was sustainability. The concept of sustainable development often references the use of "triple bottom line" reporting to capture an expanded spectrum of values and criteria  (economic, social, and environmental) for measuring organizational and societal success. The concept of sustainability applies to EWEB’s responsibility to operate a public utility that considers the triple bottom line in their decisions and actions, while managing an organization placed in their trust by the public. Sustainability was discussed during committee meetings and considered when drafting recommendations by the committee. The work done by the committee is intended to help EWEB meet the needs of the present generation, without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs. The committee’s recommendations were designed to be considered as a potential element in an EWEB sustainability program to contribute to a strong economy for our region, a healthy and safe community, and a stable environment.








Quail Run Electrical Tower Failures





Committee members talked with numerous parties involved to collect information on this issue. A committee member had conversations and attended meetings with Harlow residents and the homeowner involved in the incident. Committee members met with Ron Farmer, the EWEB Board of Commissioners member representing the affected area, and spoke with Sandra Bishop, a former EWEB Commissioner. Committee members also had discussions with staff of the Oregon Public Utility Commission (PUC), Oregon Department of Energy, Citizens’ Utility Board of Oregon, and EWEB staff. 





The EWEB transmission structure failures occurred on May 21, 2006. These structures carry high-voltage lines from two BPA transmission stations to EWEB substations where the power is distributed to homes and businesses. Based on discussions with EWEB staff, the transmission structures that failed were heavy concrete poles that were installed about 1976. The nearby development at Quail Run was constructed in the late 1990s. EWEB has a large number of similar concrete towers that have been in place for 20 to 30 years. EWEB indicates that the Quail Run poles were the first failures to date. There are about 648 similar poles used in the EWEB system. 





The affected homeowner, nearby residents, and other members of the Quail Run Homeowners Association considered the response by EWEB staff to be inadequate. EWEB indicated that the homeowner's insurance should pay for the damage and never officially apologized to the homeowner or offered to cover the repairs. EWEB indicated that the tree that fell was not on EWEB property. EWEB also made minimal efforts to analyze the cause of the failure and consider any policy changes regarding tower structure safety and placement. The failed transmission tower was quickly replaced and disposed of, which prevented later detailed failure analysis. EWEB refused to consider relocating the transmission tower 150 feet to a site that could not fall on a residence because of the anticipated cost of over $200,000. EWEB staff indicated that EWEB's liability for damages was limited by Oregon statute or regulation to a maximum of $50,000. EWEB did agree to have an independent consultant analyze and report on a third tower pole that is bowed from the incident which is on the Quail Run property near homes.





At the time of the tower failures on May 21, 2006, property damage to operator or non-operator property exceeding $25,000 was required to be reported to Oregon PUC. EWEB and the Oregon PUC communicated verbally in July 2006 on these tower failures. At the time of the accident, EWEB was obligated to file a written report of the incident with the PUC as specified in PUC document 860-024-0050, Incident Reports. When the incident occurred, a report was required to be submitted for damage to non-operator property exceeding $25,000. The PUC document further states that the operator must give immediate notice to the commission of such a loss. In November 2006, a revised version of this PUC document went into effect so that a report is required to be submitted for damage to non-operator property exceeding $100,000. The damage to the residence is in the range of $200,000-$300,000. At the time of the incident, EWEB claimed no estimates had been received for property damages from the homeowner, even though it was obvious the damage would exceed $25,000. 





In a meeting on November 7, 2006, EWEB Board member Ron Farmer provided responses to a series of questions posed by the affected homeowner, the Quail Run Homeowners Association, and Harlow Neighborhood Association. Although this was the first forthright response to some of the questions, EWEB’s policies and procedures for responding to the public when public safety is concerned still need to be changed. 





The Oregon PUC has been focusing on electrical safety issues for the last several years. Part of this work has been on the joint use of power poles by various utilities (electric, telephone, and cable TV operators). The PUC concerns have included siting and clearances. This work has also included getting utility staff better trained to comply with the National Electrical Safety Code (NESC). The most common power failures in Oregon are from wind, storms, and trees falling on power lines.





After numerous requests, EWEB sent a photo map of the site location with tax lot property lines showing the transmission towers that failed and adjacent trees to interested parties. The cottonwood trees that allegedly caused the two transmission tower failures were actually on EWEB property. 





EWEB informed interested parties on December 7, 2006 that they had confirmed that an incident should be reported to the PUC and that EWEB would submit a report. EWEB staff confirmed that verbal communication was given and acknowledged by Oregon PUC, but no date of this verbal report to the PUC was stated. EWEB eventually submitted an incident report to the PUC as required by Oregon state regulations on December 8, 2006. The appearance is that EWEB avoided involvement with the PUC until pressed. However, the PUC has little or no leverage to influence EWEB to change its policies or procedures except in the area of electrical safety. 





The repairs were completed and the affected homeowner was able to move back into her house in December 2006. 





EWEB contracted with an independent engineer to assess the condition and safety of the tower north of the failed tower. The engineer was Dr. Franz Rad, a professor in the Civil and Environmental Engineering department at Portland State University and also of Peterson Structural Engineers in Portland. Research projects by Dr. Rad include conducting a survey of the seismic hazards for about 50,000 non-residential buildings in Portland, Oregon, and developing earthquake damage and loss estimation models for buildings. 





This tower to the north of the failed tower is slightly bent and is located in the Quail Run overflow parking lot adjacent to several homes. The top of the 95 foot tall tower shifted about three feet when trees fell on the transmission line in May 2006. Interested parties were invited to witness the inspection by Dr. Rad, but were told by EWEB they could not communicate directly with Dr Rad. Any questions to him had to be written and submitted to EWEB’s attorneys. Questions were submitted to EWEB on December 15, 2006 by Clem Bosch, President of the Quail Run Homeowners Association. At the same time, EWEB was asked when the inspection would take place. In their December 15, 2006 response, EWEB notified Clem Bosch that Dr. Rad’s inspection of the bent north tower would take place the following Monday December 18 at 10:00 AM. Given the short notice, no interested parties were able to witness Dr. Rad’s inspection. EWEB did submit the questions from interested parties to Dr. Rad. EWEB did not indicate whether they would provide the inspection report to the Quail Run Homeowners Association and other interested parties. EWEB finally sent Dr. Rad's report to the President of the Quail Run Homeowners Association on March 2, 2007, but only after a specific request for the report was made.





The independent engineer's report recommended that at least 6 and preferably 12 guy wires be added to the northernmost bent tower to guard against possible collapse should additional trees fall onto adjacent transmission lines. The cost of adding 12 guy wires would be about $20,000. The cost of the replacing the tower with a steel structure is estimated to be about $40,000.





The latest wrinkle in this continuing saga is that EWEB staff engineers are proposing not to adopt the safety recommendations proposed by the independent engineer they hired. Needless to say, the homeowner whose house was heavily damaged by the May 2006 tower failure and other neighborhood residents were galled. The issue came before the EWEB Board on March 6 with the decision deferred to a later meeting.








EWEB Water Reservoir Safety and Security





In an effort to respond to reservoir safety and security considerations, EWEB proposed fencing off the entire College Hill Reservoir. This reservoir is a large concrete structure located on the top of College Hill. Part of the concrete structure is above grade, and part is below grade. Access down into the concrete reservoir tank is from an enclosed concrete stair tower located at one edge of the top of the reservoir. 





Since the construction in the 1930s, EWEB has made available the top surface of the reservoir for recreation by a variety of individuals as well as groups. It is a very large paved horizontal surface located on a local hilltop. Young children have learned to ride a bicycle here. The local astronomical society and most local astronomers have used the top surface of the reservoir structure regularly for setting up telescopes for observations. This is an ideal location to watch fireworks displays on the 4th of July and New Year's. The hilltop views and large all-weather open space provide a unique opportunity for recreation, relaxation and spiritual renewal. 





Apparently without public input, EWEB staff originally proposed the complete security fencing of the reservoir. After a significant outpouring of public testimony and concerns against the proposal, EWEB eventually developed three different proposals to deal with security issues. Option 1 was the original scheme to fence the entire reservoir. Option 2 was for fencing half of the reservoir. And Option 3 was to fence only a small area near the stair tower that provides access down to the reservoir tank. Most of the costs associated with Options 2 and 3 were related to building a new handicap-accessible ramp and new stairway to the top and sealing the surface joints on the concrete top from possible penetrations. Initially, it appeared that financial costs were the only concern by EWEB staff with no value placed on the current recreation use. After a long and protracted period of public involvement and hearings, the EWEB Board decided by a 3-2 vote to pursue Option 3, which would fence off the smallest area of the reservoir surface. This decision was based on the local neighborhood group's contributing to the construction of the handicap access ramp.





At the same time that EWEB was going through these deliberations, the City of Portland was in the process of removing security fencing from some surface reservoirs based on safety concerns. The City of Portland determined that more eyes on their reservoirs provided greater security than fencing.





While we all appreciate EWEB concerns for the integrity of our drinking water systems, we also expect that other public values be considered. The appearance is that EWEB made its initial decisions without appropriate public input. The result was much anguish and effort by the public and customers to convince EWEB staff to consider other reasonable options. EWEB is not in the business of providing parks and playgrounds for the public. However doing so when the opportunity arises further improves the service that EWEB provides and strengthens the inherent partnership between the utility and its customers. In this case, EWEB appears to have eventually made the appropriate decision in adopting their current plan to safeguard the reservoir. But again the decision-making process seemed reactive, rather than proactive. 








Plans to Underground Electrical Distribution in Existing Neighborhoods





Two terms that may need definition to better understand the issues to be discussed. The provision of electricity from the power plant to the end user is commonly categorized in two phases: (1) transmission and (2) distribution. Transmission occurs with high voltage lines (typically 75,000 volts and higher) from power plants to transmission stations and between transmission stations and distribution substations on high towers. Distribution occurs using underground conduit and wiring or above ground wiring on telephone poles with lower voltage lines from substations to the end user (a business or residence). The discussion that follows refers only to the electrical distribution phase.





Underground electrical distribution is already required in new developments for safety, security, and reliability reasons. EWEB and the City of Eugene require new developments to have all underground utilities except for 115,000 volt transmission lines. 





Existing older neighborhoods in Eugene have overhead distribution using mostly treated wooden poles for electricity. Existing neighborhoods represent areas in the city with the largest number of mature trees. It makes sense for many reasons to extend these safety, security, and reliability benefits found primarily in new low-density neighborhoods to existing older higher-density residential and commercial neighborhoods. The underground distribution of electricity in existing neighborhoods would dramatically improve safety and security as well as reduce maintenance. The necessity for annual tree topping and trimming for power lines would be dramatically reduced. These improvements would reduce power outages as a result of matures trees in older neighborhoods falling on power lines. As reported by the Oregon PUC, the most common power failures in Oregon are a result of wind, storms, and trees falling on power lines. Over the last decade, wind storms have left large swaths of Eugene south of downtown without power for extended periods of time when trees fell and toppled distribution lines and poles. Underground distribution would also improve aesthetics by minimizing tree topping, unsightly poles, and overhead wires. 





Over 20 alleys were completely excavated and paved by the City of Eugene in the West University Neighborhood (WUN) two years ago as part of a public works improvement project. Most electrical distribution in the WUN is from power poles located on these same alleys. EWEB was unresponsive to queries to consider running conduit under the new alleys to make it much less expensive and feasible to allow electric distribution to be relocated underground at some later date. 





EWEB currently has no plans to underground utilities in existing neighborhoods that have above-ground distribution. 





The City of Eugene periodically requests that EWEB underground utilities on a special project basis. These special projects are requested about once a year. Recent examples of such projects include the relocation of electrical distribution underground on Franklin Boulevard for the LTD EMX project and a similar project on River Avenue as a result of a street widening project. The city of Eugene and EWEB staff are currently discussing a similar special project for a section of Coburg Road. The only apparent way to influence current EWEB policies on relocating electrical distribution underground would be through the City of Eugene. 





For reasons of reliability, safety and security, it would make sense for EWEB to adopt a commitment and develop a long-term plan to underground electrical distribution in existing neighborhoods. This plan might take 50 or more years to fully implement, but it would be appropriate to start planning and committing resources now. Initial priority could be given to locations that are already having transportation improvements or repairs where costs to install underground conduit would be much less.





Power poles used for electrical distribution in existing neighborhoods are also commonly used by the telephone and cable companies. We would expect that long-term plans for underground electrical distribution in existing neighborhoods would be coordinated with the telephone and cable companies. However, the concern on this issue is primarily with electrical distribution. When a power line fails, this creates a severe safety and security issue for the area affected. High-voltage lines on the ground create a severe hazard as well as obstruct passage for fire trucks and other emergency vehicles. A power outage also causes a severe safety and security problem for residents and businesses affected. A phone line failure does not result in the same issues. A majority of citizens now have access to a mobile phone that would not be affected by a phone line outage. Similarly, a cable failure may result in missing one's favorite soap opera, but not in a life-threatening situation. Therefore, the focus should be on underground electrical distribution.








EWEB Power Generation and Water Collection Dams on the McKenzie River





Dams built on the McKenzie River over the last 50 years currently block fish passage to large sections of the river and tributary system. This has eliminated large sections of previous salmon and other migratory fish habitat on the McKenzie. As a result, the salmon runs on the McKenzie River are miniscule compared to the original conditions before the dams and fish passage blockages were constructed. 





There has been considerable public concern expressed regarding the relicensing of the Trail Bridge Dam on the McKenzie River and how to handle the migration of fish past this barrier. EWEB initially proposed a fish ladder, the preferred environmental approach. Then, after the preliminary application was submitted, EWEB switched and proposed a less costly scheme to capture and truck fish around the dam. This was followed with considerable public testimony to convince EWEB to spend the additional money for a fish ladder rather than the proposal to capture and truck fish around the dam. It appeared that financial concerns were EWEB's primary priority, ignoring issues raised by their own environmental staff, federal fisheries agencies, and others with the proposed fish capture and truck schemes. 





EWEB eventually changed its position and now appears committed to a fish ladder to handle migratory fish passage. While the preferred outcome (a fish ladder) is now what EWEB is proposing in the relicensing application, it appears that the internal decision-making process at EWEB exposed some significant issues regarding customer concerns and sustainability. Again this demonstrated EWEB decision making that was reactive, rather than proactive. 





Previous generations have unwittingly reduced the livability of our region, in some cases through severe degradation of habitat and resources. For example, salmon and other migratory fish runs in Oregon and Washington have been reduced to a trickle compared to historical levels. As a long-term goal, we should strive to undo the damage that has already been done. We would like to see EWEB continue to work to improve the health of our land and waterways. It should be possible for EWEB to develop plans and partnerships with public input that lead to the eventual restoration of some of the damaged habitat that it safeguards. 








Points of Leverage





There appear to be limited ways to influence EWEB policies and actions. The EWEB commissioners are elected by district. Experience with the tower failure indicated that many of the EWEB commissioners appeared ineffectual or disinterested in customer issues. The City of Eugene appears to have direct impact only over bond sales by EWEB. Since EWEB is a municipally-owned utility, the Oregon PUC has limited oversight compared with private utilities.





Several possible points of leverage with EWEB were discussed. The committee members also assembled a list of possible organizations that could be contacted regarding any recommendations adopted by the NLC regarding EWEB. The assumption was that if approved by the NLC, a copy of any proposed  recommendations could be submitted for consideration, endorsements, or publicity to the following organizations:





Government Agencies and Organizations


City of Eugene


Oregon Public Utility Commission (PUC)


Oregon Department of Justice Consumer Complaints Division 





Independent and Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs)


American River Hydropower Reform Coalition


The Association of Northwest Steelheaders


Audubon Society


Citizens for Public Accountability


Citizens' Utility Board of Oregon


Eugene Chamber of Commerce


Eugene Tree Foundation


Friends of Eugene


Land Watch Lane County


Long Tom Watershed Council


McKenzie Flyfishers


McKenzie River Trust


Northwest Sport Fishing Industry Association


NW Ecobuilding Guild (SW Oregon Chapter)


Oregon Federation of Flyfishers


Oregon Wild


OSPIRG


Pacific Rivers Council


Quail Run Homeowners Association


Sierra Club





Publicity and News Organizations


Eugene Register Guard


Eugene Weekly


Oregon Daily Emerald


Springfield News


Oregonian


Local TV stations


Local radio stations








Recommendations for Changes to EWEB Policy and Practices





Based on our research and deliberations, the NLC EWEB committee developed a set of recommendations for changes to EWEB policies and practices. The proposed recommendations are designed to respond to concerns identified in the areas we studied and improve the relationship between EWEB and the public. These recommendations are to be submitted to the NLC for comments. The expectation is that the NLC will carefully review the recommendations, make any appropriate changes, and submit a set of recommendations to the EWEB Board and other agencies and groups. The recommendations are attached as a separate document.
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