
 1 

Maryland Public Service Commission Hearing on RM43 
Sept 1, 2015 

Testimony Submitted by Jake Liang, Potomac, MD 
 
I would like to preface my testimony by stating that all of us want reliability in our 
utilities and none of us would dispute the foremost importance of maintaining 
utility infrastructures including vegetation management. We are not here to malign 
all utility companies. In fact I have had pleasant interactions with Washington Gas 
and WSSC, and I am sure many electric companies in this room have excellent 
consumer relationships and customer satisfaction. But the case with Pepco is totally 
different. In my opinion, they are driven by corporate greed, operate under the 
disguise of reliability and totally disregard the rights and interests of private 
citizens and communities. Their tree-cutting practice is reckless and damaging to 
hundreds if not thousands of households in MD. This case is also about how a 
corporation like Pepco, ran amok without any oversight or accountability at the 
great expenses of Maryland residents and communities. My community, Potomac 
Crest, was the first community next to Pepco’s right-of-way that victimized by its 
relentless tree-cutting practice starting last year. Many of these trees were mature 
and healthy, and provided an extensive canopy to our community and a visual 
barrier to the unsightly rusty poles and power lines.  
 
After repeated attempts at reasonable compromise with Pepco last year over this 
issue, we realized that Pepco had no intention of working with the community and 
reaching a common-sense approach to vegetation management. At the outset, their 
decision was to clear-cut all trees (over 150 of them in our community), 
disregarding of the availability of less drastic options for trimming vs removing 
trees. The fact that they marked many 6-10 foot trees for removal is a compelling 
evidence that they do not follow standards they claim (Exhibit 1). In addition, Pepco 
removed mature healthy trees that were either not overhanging (Exhibit 2) or 30-40 
ft from the nearest power lines in another community, again illustrating that they do 
not follow the standard of a 15-ft clearance from the nearest branch to the power 
line. 
 
Pepco’s reasoning is that they were forced to by the COMAR/RM43 regulations - 
which we all know is not true – and that they have the legal right to do whatever 
they want on our adjacent land pursuant to the Inquisition. Even in the face of 
opposing expert opinions from independent arborists about the targeted trees 
(Exhibit 3), Pepco continued to pursue aggressive actions in removing all trees. It is 
hard to believe that we live in one of the most progressive and consumer-friendly 
parts of our country and that a company serving the public interest can get away 
with a total disregard of customer relationship and consumer protection. 
 
Second I believe the motivation behind this aggressive vegetation management plan 
is mostly driven by financial considerations. It is much easier and less costly to 
clear-cut all trees regardless of any danger to the power lines, than periodic 
trimming and pruning. The current PSC Staff RM43 report indicated that Pepco has 
more than 50% of their feeder lines operating below standards. These lines are not 
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located along the Pepco’s right-of-way. Based on the collective experience of our 
community and others like ours, most of the power outages involving trees over the 
last few years were not caused by trees along the right-of-way, but rather occurring 
to lines on or off the public streets. This observation was also supported by a 
previous State of Maryland study on the tree-related electric outages (Exhibit 4). 
Several MD electric companies also publicly stated that the “off-right of way”, 
roadside vegetation is most problematic. Therefore the current effort by Pepco to 
clear-cut all trees anywhere near their right of way is misdirected and unjustified. 
The ostensible benefit of this aggressive action to improve reliability is minimal, 
especially considering the cost to the environment and the homeowners is so great.  
 
Pepco is also the only electric company in the State of MD who is adopting this 
overly aggressive vegetation management plan. Pepco spent greater than two times 
more in vegetation management than the other companies, but their reliability 
record had not been any better, actually in fact worse than most of them. Finally the 
fact that Pepco, which also operates in DC, was able to achieve a better reliability 
result in DC than the MD operation despite facing a much stiffer vegetation 
management standards there indicates that such an aggressive practice is not 
warranted. The associated high costs generate little tangible benefit and are 
probably passed onto the MD ratepayers. 
 
Finally I would like to return to the Pepco’s Inquisition right, which together with 
the right of way, was obtained by Pepco in the 1950s. Back then, all these lands were 
farmlands or forest and no one lived in these areas. Prior to the disclosure of this 
right, residents living along the right-of-way were not aware of it and never thought 
their private property right would be trampled one day by a public utility company 
who is supposed to serve them. Based on this alleged inquisition right, Pepco claims 
that they have the unfettered right to cut, trim or remove any trees at their 
discretion. While they may have the right, Pepco exercises this right arbitrarily and 
capriciously without any regards to the potential consequences. So do we have a 
choice? Yes, we do! That is why the PSC or other State agencies need to step in to 
impose regulations and standards on Pepco’s actions. We all know why these large 
corporations need regulation and oversight and why we consumers need protection. 
In this case, Pepco clearly abuses this right and abandons any decency in interacting 
with its customers. We all know that as private property owners, we have to comply 
with various county and state regulations, ordinances and codes. Why should Pepco 
not be subjected to regulation and oversight in this particular situation? 
 
In closing, there is no reason why we can’t work together to adopt a common sense 
and reasonable approach to improve the utility reliability in MD. But Pepco has been 
abusing the power that the MD public has entrusted upon them, and intentionally 
ignores its responsibility as a reliable partner of the MD communities. We are 
therefore asking the PSC to consider imposing standards and regulations to Pepco’s 
vegetation management plan that involves thousands of us living along the right of 
way. We are not asking for special treatment, but just the equal protection that is 
afforded to all the Maryland private property owners and the same standards that 
Pepco is required to abide by in the larger MD community. 
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Exhibit 1: Photos of saplings marked for removal 
 
Exhibit 2: Photos of trees not overhanging power lines but marked for removal 
 
Exhibit 3: Independent arborist reviews of trees in two communities. 
 
Exhibit 4: Executive summary of the MERTT Report to the PSC 


