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Once again, human error has cost Pacific Gas and Electric Co. millions of dollars. 

It was announced Thursday that the utility giant and two companies working for it paid 
$29.5 million to the federal government to settle lawsuits over two forest fires in 2004. 

The old bugaboo of carelessness combined with high-voltage power transmission lines 
caused the fires in national forests, this time in El Dorado and Trinity counties.  

 

 
Reno Gazette-Journal file, 2004 - A firefighter works to put out hot spots on the north-
east corner of the Freds fire near Kyburz, Calif., Friday, Oct. 15, 2004. (AP Photo/ Reno 
Gazette-Journal, Liz Margerum)  

Since 2009, PG&E has shelled out at least $16 million to state and federal governments 
in connection with wildfires. 

"These fires cause lots of damage, and some of the harm cannot be remedied with 
money," said U.S. Attorney Benjamin Wagner in announcing the most recent settlements 
at a Thursday news conference. 

"But the funds will go to compensate for costs of battling them, for the loss of valuable 
timber, and the expense of restoring and re-foresting the land." 

The announcement caps a rough week for the PG&E. On Monday, the city of San Bruno 
agreed to accept $70 million from the company as compensation for the trauma caused by 
an explosion of a natural gas pipeline in September 2010. 

Federal investigators concluded the pipeline ruptured at an incomplete weld. 



The U.S. Forest Service's Regional Forester Randy Moore said in a prepared statement 
that the funds from the fire settlements should allow his agency "to achieve our 
ecological restoration goals" in the three forests impacted by the two fires. 

The Sims fire ignited in the Six Rivers National Forest in Trinity County when a decayed 
100-foot-tall Douglas fir tree broke and fell onto a 66,000 volt power transmission line, 
generating enough unconfined electricity to spark surrounding ground fuels. 

The fire spread to more than 4,000 acres in the Six Rivers National Forest and the Shasta-
Trinity National Forest. 

PG&E and its contract inspector, Western Environmental Consultants, Inc., which was 
accused of failing to identify and remove the "hazard tree," paid the United States $17.5 
million to settle a lawsuit in Sacramento federal court. 

They both deny responsibility for the fire. 

PG&E spokeswoman Brandi Ehlers said the company paid $6.1 million. The consulting 
firm paid the rest, she said. 

The Freds fire ignited in the El Dorado National Forest near Kyburz when Davey Tree 
Surgery Co., working under contract for PG&E, felled a "hazard tree" onto a 21,000-volt 
power transmission line. 

The line snapped and plunged into vegetation on the ground below, sparking the fire. 

The blaze spread to more than 7,500 acres, including more than 4,500 acres of national 
forest. 

Davey paid the United States $12 million to settle a separate lawsuit in Sacramento 
federal court. 

"Since these incidents eight years ago, PG&E has made significant changes in our 
vegetation management program that is already showing progress in reducing tree-caused 
power outages and safety incidents," Ehlers said. 

The federal judicial district based in Sacramento is one of the most forested regions in the 
nation, and includes 12 national forests. 

Wagner pointed out that the district, stretching from the Tehachapis north to Oregon and 
west to the Coast Range, has a dry climate and there is a lot of human activity near 
forested areas, "which are not necessarily that remote." 

He said the Forest Service and his office have made recovery of damages and costs from 
forest fires a priority. 



"Without casting any aspersions on other districts, I believe this district has had the most 
success holding fire starters accountable," Wagner said. 

He said his office has recovered $192.8 million through litigation involving fires on 
federal land.  

 
Read more here: http://www.modbee.com/2012/03/16/2115173/pge-gets-stiff-bill-for-role-
in.html#storylink=cpy 
 


