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Today in  Tempest  Ne ws:  A  tal k  with  PG&E spokesperson Deanna Contreras  about  th e
the ut i l i ty  co mpa ny's  wi ldf i re  r isk  mit igat ion ef forts ,  which includes  ne w  gr i d
technolog y,  en hanced vegetat ion management  and the instal lat i on of  h i gh  def init i on
f i re  cameras  to  mounta in  tops,  in  addit ion to  a  network of  weather  stat i ons .  PLUS a
look at  two l ig htn in g  bolts  that  ha ve broken world  records,  and w hat  tre e  r ings  are
tel l ing  research ers  abo ut  c l im ate  change.

BIG LIGHTNING BREAKS RECORDS

The WMS used s atel l i te  imager y  to  conf irm two record-breaking l i ghtning strikes ,
one stretching 440 miles  a cross  t he  sky  in  Brazi l ,  and the other  l ight i ng the sky
above Argentina for  16. 7 3  s econds.  The images  of  the  e vents  are  unreal !

WHAT THE TREES ARE TELLING US

A new an alysis  o f  t ree -r ing  records  re veals  that  South America  has  exper ienced a
dramatic  increa se in  extreme weat her  e vents  over  the  past  centu r y.  The f i ndings
could help  sc ien t ists  better  understand the impacts  of  human act i v i ty  on extreme
hydrocl imate  e ven ts.  
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…..Deanna Contre ras,  Sp oke s p e rson for  PG&E

Last  year  CAL FIRE in vest igators  determined that  the  Kincade Fire  that  burne d
tho usands of  a cres  and destroyed hundreds  of  homes in  October  2019 was cau sed by
electr ical  t ransmission l in es  owned and operated by  Paci f ic  Gas  and Electr i c i ty
(PG &E).  P G&E runs  Northern  Cal i fornia’s  power  gr id  ser vic ing Ce ntral  and Northe rn
Cal i fo rnia.

With  peak  wi ldf i re  s ea s on upo n us,  we asked PG&E spokesperson Deanna Contreras
about  the  mea sures  PG&E h a ve put  in  place — including invest ing in  weath e r  stat ions
—to reduce wi ldf i re  r is k .

[PG&E employee insta l ls  a  weather  stat ion as  part  of  the  ut i l i ty  com pany 's  wi ldf i re
r isk  mit igat ion ef forts . ]

Q:Is  it  possible  to  put  meas ures in  place to  avoid another  Kin cade Fire?



A:Even ts  dr iven by  c l imate  change are  causing unantic ipated wi ldf i res .  120 mi l l i on
dea d and dying trees,  drou g ht ,  h igh temperatures,  extreme dr y  condi t ions  and
record-high winds  have created condit ions  in  our  state  where  any  s park  at  the  w rong
time and place ca n lea d to  a  majo r  wi ldf i re .  I f  se vere  weather  th reate ns  a  port i on of
the electr ic  system,  i t  may be  necessar y  for  PG&E to  turn of f  e lectr i c i ty  i n  th e
interest  of  publ ic  s a fety.  This  is  known as  a  Publ ic  Safety  Power  Sh utoff  (PSPS) .

We are  learning f rom past  e ve nts.  A  Publ ic  Safety  Power  Shutoff  i s  one tool  in  ou r
too lbox to  keep cu sto mers  safe.  T his  year,  PG&E is  improving our  PSPS program by
mak ing shut  of f  e vents  smal ler  in  s ize,  shorter  in  length and smarter  for  our
customers.

Q:What do you mean by  smarter?

A:By smarter  we mea n  im prov ing weather  monitor ing technolog y  ove ral l  to  pre cis ely
predict  the  need fo r  and t iming o f  a  PSPS e vent .  A s  part  of  our  Wi ldf i re  Mit i gat i on
Pro gram,  we are  instal l ing  n e w gr id  technolog y,  enhancing vegetat ion manageme nt
and we added high def in it io n f i re  cameras  to  mountain  tops,  in  addit i on to  weath er
stat ions  and a  tea m of  m eteoro l g ists  to  better  predict  whether  or  not  a  powe r  shutoff
is  necessar y.  

Q:What happe ns d ur ing a  PSPS ?

A:We shut  of f  the  transmission power  l ines  to  reduce f i re  ignit ion pote nt i al  or  chance
of  a  spark  in  order  to  pre ven t  cata strophic  wi ldf i re  -  produces  f i re  ignit i on potent ial .
These weather  stat ions  
cameras  are  addin g  to  s i tu at i onal  awareness  and are  part  of  our  f i re  detect i on
system.  Our  meteorolo g ists  lo ok at  a l l  the  data  24/7  to  understand th e  most  precise
locat ion of  th e  f i re  r is k .

Q:Can you  tel l  me more  about  th e weather  stations and how m any you have
add ed?

A:We are  adding  4 00 ne w weather  stat ions  this  year.  So far,  we have a  total  of  765
instal led an d ou r  goa l  is  to  h ave 1300 total  by  the  end of  2020.  Weath e r  stat ions  are
mostly  o n  P G&E power  po les  in  High-Fire  Threat  areas,  according to  the  state’s  h igh
f i re  distr ict  map,  t ier  1 ,  2  &  3 .  T iers  2  &  3  mean ele vated extreme high f i re  th reat
areas  based on Cal i forn ia  P u bl ic  Ut i l i t ies  Commission.  

Q:Have the ad d ition of  the  weather  stations been shown to help preven t  any
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wildfires?

A:Weathe r stations  do n’t  hel p  predict  f i re .  But  the y  do help  us  determine extrem e
weather  threats  including humidit y  le vels ,  wind speeds,  and wind gusts .  We want  to
better  predict  r is k .  We don’ t  take shutt ing of f  power  l ight ly.  I t  impacts  cu stomers
and businesses.  We want  to  predict  where  that  extreme weather  i s  m ore precis ely
and weather  stat io n s  a re  a l lowing us  to  do tha

For  example,  we now iden ti f ied se veral  cr i ter ia  that  go into  whether  or  not  we decide
to shut  o f f  power.  Thes e a re:  low humidity  ( le vels  20% and below ),  forecaste d
sustained winds  of  25  mph,  wind gusts  in  excess  of  45mph,  and w hether  or  not  the
locat ion is  in  a  High-Fire -Th reat  area.  We also  look at  condit ion of  dr y  fuel  -
vegetat io n  and moistu re  co n tent .  Weather  stat ions  measure  a  lot  of  th i s  and now  we
have real-t ime obser vat ions  to  help  guide our  mit igat ion strateg y.  You can s ee  al l  of
the data  coming  in  at  p ge .com/ weather .

PG&E CWSP Vice  P res iden t  Su meet  Singh said,  "The enhanced mete orological  data  we
are  receiv ing f rom these weather  stat ions  is  bolster ing our  abi l i ty  to  fore cast  h i gh
f i re -r isk  weather  con dit io n s  with  further  granular i ty  so  that  we can take swift  act i on
to protect  publ ic  sa fety.”

Inter vie w by  A nn  Marie  Gardner.  F ind her  on Instagram @thenewweather
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