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Every year, wildfires burn hundreds of 
thousands of acres across the United States, 
wreaking havoc on rural communities and 
businesses. We in Eastern Oregon never 
know when a wildfire might strike, but 
Oregon Trail Electric Cooperative is highly 
engaged and focused when it comes to 
reducing the risk of wildfires. 

For OTEC, which operates in heavily 
forested areas across four counties in 
Eastern Oregon—much of it state and 
federal land—mitigating wildfire hazards 
is a significant part of providing safe and 
reliable electricity to its members.

Mike Pommarane, OTEC director of 
operations, oversees the co-op’s vast utility 
infrastructure crossing forestland. He says 
wildfire mitigation is a priority for the 
cooperative. 

“We know the coronavirus pandemic 
has been at the forefront of everyone’s 
mind, but we want to remind our member-
owners this could be a very dry summer, 
and OTEC remains vigilant in mitigating 
the risks of wildfires,” Mike says. “We 
ask our member-owners to help prevent 
wildfires with common sense practices 
such as never leaving a fire unattended, 
following local burn bans and taking steps 
to be proactive in building a plan in case of 
a wildfire to protect themselves and their 
families.”

OTEC’s wildfire mitigation plan was 
developed based on information from state 
and local fire agencies and other industry-
accepted practices. It consists of three main 
components: vegetation management, 
system hardening and system coordination.

The vegetation management plan 
includes hazard tree assessment and 
removal, trimming and mowing in 
the right-of-way. OTEC also deploys 
helicopters to patrol and inspect its power 
lines in heavily forested areas.

System hardening—building 

infrastructure such as poles, wires and 
equipment that can withstand a fire—
includes measures such as constant safety 
inspections of the condition of wood poles 
in high fire areas, replacing those that 
could be vulnerable and, in some cases, 
selective wood pole replacement with alter-
native materials such as fiberglass or steel.

The system coordination component 
entails the monitoring of OTEC’s system 
depending on the level of fire danger. 
OTEC abides by the industrial fire 
precaution levels set by the U.S. Forest 
Service, Bureau of Land Management and 
Oregon State Forestry. You may have seen 
the signs near federal and state lands.  
They include four levels of fire precaution. 
Level 1 is the lowest, and level 4 means 
extreme fire danger. 

OTEC is in constant communication 
with these agencies to see what the 
fire danger is in its four-county service 
territory each day. The co-op ramps up its 
monitoring and preparedness based on the 
fire danger levels.

From its dispatch center, OTEC relies 
on an advanced supervisory control and 
data acquisition system to constantly 
monitor its approximately 3,000 miles of 

infrastructure across its service territory for 
large circuit breaker operations that could 
be a problem with that section of line. 
Monitoring and adjusting how these circuit 
breakers respond to faults help mitigate a 
problem that could potentially cause a fire. 

OTEC dispatchers constantly monitor 
weather conditions, including keeping 
an eye out for severe thunderstorms and 
lighting, which can cause wildfires.

OTEC’s wildfire mitigation plan also 
includes a comprehensive avian protection 
program. The program’s purpose is not 
only to protect migratory birds and reduce 
outages due to bird contacts, but to guard 
against wildfires because birds contacting 
lines can potentially cause a fire.

OTEC’s hypervigilance about wildfire 
mitigation is based on the risk associated 
with one simple spark that can race out of 
control. 

When it comes to preventing wildfires, 
there is a lot at stake: lives, personal 
property and the many benefits provided 
by Oregon’s forests and rangelands. Each 
year, people start 70% of Oregon’s wildfires. 
It is everyone’s responsibility to prevent 
wildfires. OTEC continues to do its part to 
protect our communities. n

Getting Ahead of the Blaze
OTEC prepares for 
wildfire season

Oregon Trail Electric Cooperative works year-round on its wildfire mitigation efforts to protect 
communities if a fire strikes. PHOTO COURTESY OF THE U.S. FOREST SERVICE
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