
UPDATE: UTILITY RIGHTS OF WAY 
LITTLE HAS CHANGED SINCE 1972 
Special Report by the editors of WEEDS TREES & TURF 

In 1972, W E E D S T R E E S & T U R F publ ished the 
opinions of three individuals concerning utility 
rights-of-way c l e a r a n c e and m a i n t e n a n c e ; an 
ecologist, a m e m b e r of the Nat ional Audubon Soci-
ety, and the super intendent of operat ions for a 
utility company. S ix years later, we find the market 
even more polar ized than in 1972. 

I n c r e a s e d publ ic concern about utility pr ices 
has added to the confusion and still no single, ob-
jec t ive organization has studied the situation and 
m a d e r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s for the most pract ical and 
safest combinat ion of methods to provide vege-
tation control for utility rights-of-way. 

Util i ty c o m p a n i e s have had to make their own 
decis ions as to practical i ty. W h e n you are talking 
$66,000 for a single brush cutter or $90,000 for a 
bul ldozer , it is e x t r e m e l y important to have the 
best , most sc ient i f ic data from which to judge. That 
type of informat ion doesn't s e e m to exist . Uti l i t ies 
are at the m e r c y of chemica l and equipment sa les 
people . 

M a n u f a c t u r e r s of m e c h a n i c a l d e v i c e s and 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l groups v o i c e s u s p i c i o n s that 
c h e m i c a l s a re overused on utility rights-of-way. 
C h e m i c a l manufac turers question the pract ical i ty 
and cost of complete m e c h a n i c a l control . Both 
sides stress costs to the utility and that uti l i t ies are 
under the gun to hold costs down. 

Environmenta l i s ts recognize the benef i t to 
wi ldl i fe from the " e d g e e f f e c t " c rea ted by the 
more than 50 mill ion acres of rights-of-way in the 
Uni ted States , but at the s a m e time fear , often bl in-
dly, the residual e f fec ts of herb ic ides . A recent 
RPAR against 2,4,5-T, a c h e m i c a l tainted by stor ies 
of massive kill-off in Vie t Nam forests, indicates 
that these f e a r groups can be powerful . 

Dioxin, a product c rea ted in the manufactur ing 
process of 2,4,5-T, is very toxic, but in what quan-
tities? In order to substant iate adverse levels , 
m e a s u r e m e n t s must b e m a d e in parts per trillion. 
Laboratory methods a l ready used in trying to sub-
stantiate these leve ls are in question b e c a u s e of 
the minute m e a s u r e m e n t s necessary . T h e cost to 
the c h e m i c a l c o m p a n i e s must ult imately b e passed 
on to the consumer , who passes it to the utilities, 
who passes it to the public . 

It is doubtful that rights-of-way can be totally 
mainta ined mechanica l ly . Chemica l s are neces -
sary in areas w h e r e m a c h i n e r y cannot m a n e u v e r . 
E v i d e n c e of root sprouting supports the need for 
spot use of chemica l s . However , the publ ic dis-
approves of total kill c h e m i c a l appl icat ion after all 
they have heard . 

With these points in mind, one would think the 
most a c c e p t a b l e combinat ion of r ights-of-way con-
trol is m e c h a n i c a l c l e a r a n c e initially, fo l lowed by 
spot c h e m i c a l appl icat ions to stumps, and mainte-
n a n c e on a regular basis, e i ther mechanica l ly , or 
with se lec t ive c h e m i c a l appl icat ions . 

Past e x p e r i e n c e with the Environmenta l Pro-
tection Agency would indicate pressure from en-
vironmenta l groups is not to b e ignored. An-
ticipating a s imi lar response by EPA to rights of 
w a y vegetat ion control , the industry would do well 
to adjust now and avoid expens ive confrontat ions 
with EPA. 

As in 1972, we publish the opinions of three 
individuals involved in rights-of-way management 
from di f ferent viewpoints . Each person makes per-
tinent points for considerat ion by utility com-
panies . In 1972, Gordon M u n d r a n e , then opera-
tions super intendent for New Jersey Power and 
Light Co. said, " T h e art of right-of-way mainte-
n a n c e is re trogress ing." S i n c e then we have seen 
little improvement . 

The Ecologist 
Frank Egler has b e e n an ecologist s ince 1947. He 

has written over 80 ar t ic les and a book on right-of-
way m a n a g e m e n t . "Plight of the Right-of-Way 
D o m a i n " is a two-volume work with the second 
volume documenting the first. 

" I would cons ider the situation bad for the 
slogan that I have long used: T h e lowest cost for the 
most y e a r s with the highest environmenta l va lue , " 
says Dr. Egler . " O n those grounds I see very little, 
if any, i m p r o v e m e n t . " 

" T h e situation has b e c o m e highly polarized, ac-
cording to Dr. Egler . " I n the first case , I would say 
that there are very few b a s i c sc ient ists in this field, 
the f ie ld of right-of-way vegetation management . 
And some of those who are, are employed by in-
dustry and some of them are exce l l en t examples of 
converted 'biostitutes ' . 

" T h e n the bas i c s c i e n c e itself l eaves much to be 
desired. T h e f ield of plant ecology and the field of 
vegetation m a n a g e m e n t go back through 60 years 
of problems. 

"Thirdly , there are pro-herb ic ide groups that 
a r e applying it as a technology. Most of their trou-
b le is b e c a u s e of aer ia l uses of herb ic ides . They do 
not consider , or cons ider very inadequate ly , selec-
tive spot appl icat ion. 

"Fourthly , there are the anti-all herbic ides 
groups, which are frett ing about human health. I 
admit that there are hazards and accidents , so are 
there on the highways. Even as R a c h a e l Carson 
pointed out in " S i l e n t Spr ing" , it 's not that these 
things should b e banned , but that they should be 
used wisely. I might f inal ly say that they are not 
being used intel l igently. In short, we need wise use 
of them yet for long term vegetat ion management. 

" T h e story is a sad social problem. T h e anti-all 
h e r b i c i d e people I run into belong to the organiza-
tions that should b e helping. I 'm thinking of two 



leading organizations that are taking the human 
health anti-all herbicides approach that I feel is 
the equivalent of banning drugs from hospitals. 
I've worked in a lot of them, I'm for them, but they 
don't have the scientific basis they should." 

The Chemical Manufacturer 
Wayne Wright is a Product Technical Specialist 

with Dow Chemical Company. 
"It is generally true that chemical applications, 

especially in the East and Northeast coast area, are 
becoming more and more selective. It's well-
established that selective treatment is the cheapest 
and most effective way to go, rather than using 
herbicides indiscriminately. 

"Normally, a broadcast treatment over the en-
tire rights-of-way is needed only once to establish 
an initial clearing. What everyone is trying to do is 
to put the rights-of-way on a maintenance type pro-
gram, where you only go in and spot treat as 
needed. 

"The initial clearing is becoming of more and 
more interest. After the initial clearing, they'll go 
in, cut the tree down, and stump treat it. Then what 
you need is one broadcast spray in two to three 
years. After that, you've basically established 
grasses, forbes and low growing desirable brush 
and shrubs. 

Then all you do is selectively treat, either with 
injection or a basic treatment of some type. And 
you treat only the undesirable ones that will cause 
problems. You do that every two, four or five 
years, just depending on the lot. 

"One of the problems with just mowing the 
rights of way is root sprouting. Most trees will do 
this. You end up getting anywhere from two to ten 
stems coming out of every stem that you cut off. 
Then, if you go in and try to control those 
chemicals you have the problem of a massive root 
system that is feeding all these small individual 
stems. You just cannot get enough chemical into 
that root system to kill it. You can burn it off or kill 
it to ground level, but it will just resprout again. 

"A lot of the managers that I know will treat 
areas and then plant grass to establish a plant com-
munity that will crowd out and compete with un-
desirable brush that grows in. 

Bramble and Burns, at Purdue University, did a 
lot of work with this. It shows, basically, that with 
broadcast treatment, and then selective treat-
ments a community of low growing grasses, forbes 
and desirable low growing shrubs become es-
tablished. The wildlife use of these areas has in-
creased several fold over what it is in any of the 
surrounding area. 

Continues on page 20 

A questionable point about total mechanical rights of way 
clearance and maintenance is that machines 
cannot stop root sprouting (above). 



WE WROTE 
THE BOOK 
ON SPRAY. 

Weather-matic manufactures the 
industry 's widest range of nozzle 
or i f ice sizes, t rajector ies and arcs; 
a c o m p l e t e l ine of c o m p a t i b l e 
s h r u b and spec ia l t y nozz les ; all 
d e s i g n e d to f i t y o u r c h o i c e of 
W e a t h e r - m a t i c p las t i c or b r o n z e 
heads. Opt ions that enable you to 
design the spray range and pattern 
best suited to accompl ish your irri-
gat ion wi thout compromise. 

THE TURF 
IRRIGATION 
MANUAL 
A definitive ref-
erence book 
on landscape 
irrigation just 
published by 
Telsco. Copies 
may be or-
dered from the 
factory. 
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The Equipment Manufacturer 
Wil l iam J. M a h o n e y III is the manager of the 

Spec ia l Products Division of K e r s h a w M a n u f a c -
turing C o m p a n y in Montgomery, A l a b a m a . 

"Bas ica l ly , as the legis latures in various states 
b e c o m e more involved in the environment , which 
is obvious from their r e c o r d of the last f ive years , 
c h e m i c a l spraying and any type of burning are sim-
ply going to b e outlawed. That l e a v e s two alter-
nat ives : c lear ing by hand or c lear ing by mechani -
cal means . 

" C l e a r i n g by hand is exorbi tant ly expens ive 
and the chain saw and the bush axe don't fit the 
hand quite as eas i ly today as they did a d e c a d e ago. 
I am confident that the future is for m e c h a n i c a l 
brush cutting. 

"Right -of -way m a i n t e n a n c e programs set up by 
the publ ic uti l i t ies and the e lec t r i c cooperat ives , 
which are very large in the south, h a v e r isen to an 
outrageous cost w h e r e hand labor is ex tens ive ly 
used. A tractor with a rotary m o w e r fol lowing it 
can' t negotiate much of the terrain and leaves it up 
to hand c r e w s to get in any damp a r e a s or very 
hil ly terra in . 

"Chemical spraying and any type of burning are 
simply going to be outlawed." 

" W e ' r e see ing more and m o r e use of large four-
wheel -dr ive brush cutters b e c a u s e they can pene-
trate a r e a s a tractor cannot . O n e of these self-
conta ined units can take the p lace of a mult i tude of 
tractors pulling rotary m o w e r s — which obviously 
means f e w e r operators and less m a c h i n e r y to 
maintain . 

" W e can s e e the need for spraying in d e e p 
swamps and other sur faces that you can't get into 
with m a c h i n e r y . T h e r e are a reas that you have to 
resort to those m e a n s which are becoming less and 
less popular with the public . 

Uti l i t ies often run into budget problems. And 
one of the first things to go, according to M a h o n e y , 
is the right-of-way m a i n t e n a n c e program. "Par t i cu-
larly when it is in re la t ive ly good s h a p e , " he adds. 
" F r o m there what happens , obviously, is that the 
right-of-way gets out of control . And once the trees 
grow close to the power l ine, all it takes is an ice 
storm or high winds to cause a power outage. All of 
a sudden the budget is quickly rear ranged . 

" W h e r e b e f o r e they could utilize farm-type 
equipment and occas ional hand crews, they now 
have an average of three to four inch d iameter 
growth, or m o r e — too much to cut with a mower . 
T h e y get into a situation w h e r e they have no 
choice . T h e y s imply have to go to a se l f - conta ined 
m e c h a n i c a l brush cutting m a c h i n e that's designed 
to cut it. T h e only other a l ternat ive is paying the 
high pr ice of cutting it by hand. 

" W e say w e cut anything up to eight inches in 
d iameter , which would cer ta in ly take care of 95 
percent of anybody 's right-of-way. Our m a c h i n e 
cuts a tree and mulches it in one operat ion. T h e 
result is far be t ter and is more e f f i c ient b e c a u s e it 
l eaves a b i o d e g r a d e a b l e mulch which holds mois-
ture and retards e r o s i o n . " WTT 


