
 

 

 

Testimony  

 

Delivered by Ginny Barnes, Vice Chair 

 

September 1, 2015  

Before the Maryland Public Service Commission Regarding Pepco Vegetation 

Management Practices/RM 43 

 

Good morning and thank you for the opportunity to comment.  I’m Ginny Barnes, Vice 

Chair of Conservation Montgomery, a nonprofit working with 23 partner  organizations 

throughout the County to make the vital connection between natural resource protection and 

community quality of life. Collectively, our coalition represents tens of thousands of residents. 

Several CM Board members are with me today. 

 

         We value tree canopy in our county and work hard to maintain trees on private property. 

Very often, our county residents will water trees in the public rights of way to keep them healthy. 

Volunteers have come out in droves to plant trees with CM, take tours to visit champion trees, 

and learn how to care for mature trees at home. 

 

Our county government has made a tremendous investment in sustaining tree canopy 

over the years, most recently in the form of adopting two new tree laws in 2013 to supplement 

the County Forest Conservation Law. Our organization played a key role in the passage of those 

laws. The County Department of Environmental Protection is now preparing to launch a 

countywide tree-planting plan to try to replace mature trees that have been lost to 

development. You can see tree canopy is a collective priority to Montgomery County. 

 

        In addition, stormwater management and the role tree canopy plays in mitigation of 

polluted runoff is a priority not just to our county but for the state of Maryland. For decades, 

Maryland has labored over how to save the Chesapeake Bay. Trees are a simple answer to 

creating a healthier Bay, yet we continue to destroy our mature canopy. The energy savings from 

mature tree canopy is substantial. At the end of our testimony, we present some data on how 

trees reduce energy use and present economic savings to homeowners and a fact sheet on the 

overall economic value of trees. 

 

        Conservation Montgomery and its members appreciate the need for service reliability. But 

we have fielded numerous calls and email correspondence from county residents dismayed by 



 

 

the overzealous nature of Pepco pruning and tree removal. The situation is countywide and -- we 

venture to guess – statewide wherever Pepco is an electricity provider. 

 

        The situation in Potomac is not an isolated set of incidents. Problems have surfaced 

throughout Montgomery County over the past five years as Pepco has persisted in playing the 

tree blame game.  We wish to remind the Commission of the 2010 Washington Post analysis 

based on Pepco’s own records, showing that outdated and faulty equipment, rather than trees, 

was the primary reason for the utility’s poor performance. 

 

        As much as we are troubled by Pepco’s tree management practices, the utility’s attitude 

toward citizens who dare object to them is Draconian. Under State law, Pepco virtually answers 

to no one, except the PSC. Members of the public feel helpless since Pepco has been granted 

broad authorities without adequate oversight. In short, Pepco can virtually do as it pleases. We 

are protesting a pattern of conduct where abutting homeowners are frequently admonished 

and told they have no say in the matter. They lose shade and in return are left with higher electric 

bills and lower property values while Pepco moves on to the next pruning site. Once a tree is 

felled or pruned into decline, there is way to resurrect it. As Commissioners of the PSC, you are 

the only regulatory body who can correct a dire situation. 

 

        There appears to be little discretion exercised in how many trees are pruned. Trees are taken 

out rather than pruned, leaving stumps behind for the Montgomery County government to 

remove at County expense. Perhaps complete removal of a tree is less costly than coming back to 

prune it every four years. But consider the ecological costs of losing trees, i.e., the ultimate 

impacts on the environment in terms of increased ambient temperatures, heat islands, increased 

air pollution, increased CO2 levels and loss of habitat.    

  

        Montgomery County Department of Transportation (DOT), responsible for trees in the 

public rights of way, has noted an overwhelming backlog of stumps along county streets many of 

which are left by Pepco. Thus, we are now labeled as "Stumpgomery County." New trees cannot 

be replanted using the "right tree, right place" concept when stumps are in the way. It’s 

fundamentally wrong for taxpayers to pick up the tab for stump removal through our county 

street tree maintenance program. Pepco should be required to remove stumps when the utility 

removes trees. 

 

        Homeowner rights have been violated in a number of incidents. In one recent example, a 

Silver Spring man heard commotion outside and opened his front door to see Pepco and 

Asplundh in his front yard cutting a large oak tree. There had been no notice posted on his door 

and no letter delivered to inform the homeowner of the work. When the homeowner asked what 

they were doing, workers said they had a right to prune the limbs of the tree from power lines. 

After the tree was hacked into the standard Pepco "Y" shape, the homeowner asked why they 

didn't just go ahead and cut the tree down since they had ruined it. Workers did not respond. A 

year later the tree was in rapid decline after having more than 25% of the crown removed. Just a 

few months ago, the homeowner had to pay to have his large tree cut down. He could only afford 

to pay for removal of the dying tree. The stump is still in his front yard. We ask: Why should a 

homeowner have to cover the cost of removing a mature tree that Pepco has killed? 



 

 

        While there have been fewer outages in our area since the Maryland Electricity Service 

Quality and Reliability Act was passed, we dispute Pepco’s claim that their vegetation 

management practices have cut the frequency and length of power outages in half since 2010. 

NOAA’s National Climatic Data Center historic information shows that outside of 

Snowmaggedon in 2010 and the Derecho in 2012, the magnitude of severe storms that would 

cause major power outages has decreased in recent years since Pepco’s claims of success. 

Beginning in 2012 – when Pepco’s vegetation management practices became so aggressive – and 

up to now, we've had fewer severe storms of the same magnitude. Pepco’s claims of success are 

based on flawed data and flawed logic -- but it makes for a good PR campaign, using trees as the 

scapegoat. If there are fewer power outages because there are fewer severe storms, why is 

Pepco allowed to continue a campaign of rampant, costly tree destruction and dupe the public 

into believing trees are the enemy of reliability? 

     

Conservation Montgomery requests that the Commission amend RM 43 and take the following 

actions: 

We ask that you revisit the vegetation management practices and standards by which 

Pepco claims it conducts business. We have arborists on the Conservation 

Montgomery board who will confirm that the utility is removing more than 25% of the 

crown of trees. We believe that the practices Pepco is actually using are inconsistent 

with International Society of Arboriculture and ANSI standards. 

We ask for less aggressive tree pruning and increased oversight in terms of tree 

removal. It takes decades to replace a mature and healthy tree that Pepco has arbitrarily 

removed. 

We ask that the PSC provide homeowners with the right to bring in independent 

arborists or county arborists for a second opinion if a tree is slated for removal by 

Pepco. In case of a difference in opinion, the homeowner should have the right to 

refuse Pepco’s plan to remove the tree. This right should be extended to all 

homeowners regardless of the Pepco’s easement right. 

We ask that you require that Pepco be responsible for removing stumps when trees are 

taken down. Again, it’s a travesty for Montgomery County to pay for stump removal in 

the public rights of way after Pepco has removed trees. At the rate that Pepco is 

leaving stumps all over the county, the County Street Tree Program will never be able 

to work its way through the backlog of stumps that this utility leaves in their wake. 

Without stump removal, we have limited opportunities for replanting new trees to 

maintain our canopy. 

We ask that you require that Pepco maintain a public on-line database of where tree 

work has been performed -- as well as where they intend to prune and remove trees in 

the future along with the species and size of the trees involved. This would add a layer 

of transparency to the process and might allow for more dialogue about whether tree 

removal is necessary or if other measures can be taken to reduce the risk of trees 

interfering with power lines. 

        We are heartened to read in your mission statement that the Commission considers the 

environmental – as well as economic impact of utility work. You are also charged in your 



 

 

mission with encouraging the conservation of natural resources and environmental preservation 

and acting in the best interest of the public. Therefore, in closing, we ask you to take this part of 

your mission seriously by looking closely  at the extreme measures Pepco has taken in regard to 

destruction of our invaluable tree canopy. Clearly, Pepco is damaging and destroying vital 

natural resources and there is no question that it is in the public interest to preserve tree cover. 

Pepco has gone too far. We are asking for your help. Thank you. 

 
Impact of tree canopy on heating and cooling costs:  

 A 25-foot tree reduces annual heating and cooling costs of a typical residence by 8 to 12 

percent, producing an average $10 savings per American household. Also, buildings and 

paving in city centers create a heat-island effect. A mature tree canopy reduces air 

temperatures by about 5 to 10° F, influencing the internal temperatures of nearby 

buildings.   — Center for Urban Horticulture, University of Washington. (Note:  We believe 

these savings may be conservative.  For example:  One of our board members reports saving roughly $75-100 per 
month in summer months due to front yard trees in combination with a more efficient AC system and interior fans.)  

 The net cooling effect of a young, healthy tree is equivalent to ten room-size air 

conditioners operating 20 hours a day. — U.S. Department of Agriculture 

 Landscaping can reduce air conditioning costs by up to 50 percent, by shading the 

windows and walls of a home. — American Public Power Association 

 If you plant a tree today on the west side of your home, in 5 years your energy bills 

should be 3% less. In 15 years the savings will be nearly 12%. — Dr. E. Greg 

McPherson, Center for Urban Forest Research 

 Trees properly placed around buildings can reduce air conditioning needs by 30 percent 

and can save 20 - 50 percent in energy used for heating. — USDA Forest Service 

 Shade from trees can cool buildings up to 20 degrees in the summer (Source: City of 

Portland). One large deciduous tree planted within 60 feet of the west side of an average-

sized home in the Northwest reduces carbon dioxide emissions that contribute to global 

warming and lowers the home's cooling costs by about $444 over a 40-year lifespan, 

assuming an average cost of $.0941 per kwh (Source of calculation formula: Center for 

Urban Forest Research, Davis, California). 



 

 

Facts on the Economic Benefits of Trees 

AIR QUALITY AND CLEANSING  

A typical person consumes about 386 lb of oxygen per year. A healthy tree, say a 32 ft tall ash 

tree, can produce about 260 lb of oxygen annually — two trees supply the oxygen needs of a 

person each year! Also, cooler air temperatures created by tree canopies reduce smog levels by 

up to 6%, producing savings in air clean-up campaigns. Finally, a mature tree absorbs from 120 

to 240 lbs of the small particles and gases of air pollution. In Sacramento, CA, for instance, this 

represents a value of $28.7 million. — Center for Urban Horticulture, University of Washington. 

One acre of forest absorbs six tons of carbon dioxide and puts out four tons of oxygen. This is 

enough to meet the annual needs of 18 people. — U.S. Department of Agriculture 

There are about 60-to 200- million spaces along our city streets where trees could be planted. 

This translates to the potential to absorb 33 million more tons of CO2 every year, and saving $4 

billion in energy costs. — National Wildlife Federation 

For cities struggling to meet the Environmental Protection Agency's air quality goals and build 

adequate wastewater treatment facilities, trees offer high return on investment.  A 2005 study of 

municipal trees in Boulder, CO, estimates the city gets a $3.67 return on every dollar spent on 

the urban forest.”  —  Christian Science Monitor, Story by Ethan Gilsdorf, April 26, 2006 on “What is the 

Value of a Tree?” 

IMPROVED WATER QUALITY  

The canopy of a street tree absorbs rain, reducing the amount of water that will fall on pavement 

and then must be removed by a stormwater drainage system. In one study, 32 feet tall street trees 

intercepted rainfall, reducing stormwater runoff by 327 gallons. Savings are possible since cities 

can install surface water management systems that handle smaller amounts of runoff.  — Center 

for Urban Horticulture, University of Washington. 

The planting of trees means improved water quality, resulting in less runoff and erosion. This 

allows more recharging of the ground water supply. Wooded areas help prevent the transport of 

sediment and chemicals into streams. — USDA Forest Service 

The 2005 study of municipal trees in Boulder, CO, found that the average tree intercepts 1,271 

gallons of precipitation annually, saving the city $523,311 in storm-water retention costs.  .”  —  
Christian Science Monitor, Story by Ethan Gilsdorf, April 26, 2006 on “What is the Value of a Tree?” 

Each year Portland's trees intercept half a billion gallons of stormwater to save more than $11 

million in stormwater management costs.  — Source: Oregonian, Oct. 3, 2007 

Every 1,000 urban trees planted in the Northwest today saves the region more than a million 

dollars in stormwater management, pollution abatement, and energy costs.  —  Source: Center for 

Urban Forest Research, Davis, California. .  



 

 

 

IMPACT ON PROPERTY VALUE  

Homes adjacent to parks and open spaces command 8% to 20% higher prices than comparable 

homes. — J. Compton (2001) The Impact of Trees and Open Space on  Property Values and the Property Tax 

Base.  Ashburn, VA:  National Park and Recreation Association 

In one study, 83% of realtors believe that mature trees have a "strong or moderate impact" on the 

salability of homes listed for under $150,000; on homes over $250,000, this perception increases 

to 98%. — Arbor National Mortgage & American Forests 

A mature tree can often have an appraised value of between $1,000 and $10,000. — Council of Tree 

and Landscape Appraisers 

Landscaping, especially with trees, can increase property values as much as 20 percent. — 
Management Information Services/International City-County Management Association (ICMA) 

Healthy, mature trees add an average of 10 percent to a property's value. — USDA Forest Service 

ECONOMIC STIMULUS  

Trees can be a stimulus to economic development, attracting new business and tourism. 

Commercial retail areas are more attractive to shoppers, apartments rent more quickly, tenants 

stay longer, and space in a wooded setting is more valuable to sell or rent. — The Arbor Day 

Foundation 

Rental rates were 7% higher for properties having a quality landscape versus comparable 

properties lacking that value.  —  K. Laverne and Winson-Geiederman, 2003.  The Influence of Trees and 

Landscaping on Rents at Office Buildings. Journal of Arboriculture 29, 5, 281-290.  

Shoppers are willing to pay about 10% higher prices for products in a shopping area with trees, 

as opposed to a comparable shopping district without trees. — K. Wolfe (2003).  Public response to the 

Urban Forest in Inner-City Business Districts. Journal of Arboriculture, 29, 3, 117-26   

Nationally, the 60 million street trees have an average value of $525 per tree. — Management 

Information Services, International City-County Management Association 

 


