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PREPARED DIRECT TESTIMONY OF THOMAS PORTER 1 
ON BEHALF OF SAN DIEGO GAS & ELECTRIC COMPANY 2 

I. INTRODUCTION 3 

The purpose of my testimony is to explain the risk of wildfire in San Diego Gas & 4 

Electric Company’s (SDG&E) service territory, and how SDG&E’s continued focus to prevent 5 

catastrophic utility-related ignitions and mitigate against the worst-case scenario aids in 6 

mitigating that risk. I will also provide historical and fire science context to SDG&E’s 7 

assumptions about wildfire size and potential in our service territory. San Diego County 8 

continues to rank as the highest risk county for wildfire in the state, with a wildfire risk index of 9 

100 according to the Federal Emergency Management Authority.1   10 

Every acre of wildland has potential to burn every year. That potential increases each 11 

year until a burn occurs reducing or eliminating the fuels required for fires to grow. The size of a 12 

fire, regardless of ignition source, will be impacted by several obvious factors, such as drought 13 

and wind conditions, but also fuel moisture, suppression availability and operations, terrain, and 14 

natural fire breaks. Wildfire is a cyclical occurrence, and it will return to our region with greater 15 

intensity unless we plan for it and mitigate its disastrous potential. 16 

Further, as the climate changes, producing more extreme weather conditions, the burn 17 

potential will be affected, and current predictions point to the occurrence of more frequent large 18 

fires. It is important to consider the big picture and the evidence across the Western United 19 

States and around the world, where on a nearly uniform basis, fire activity and severity are 20 

increasing. We can look at northern California, Oregon, Washington, and British Columbia, as 21 

well as the Hawaiian Islands, where wildfire conditions are following a pattern that started 20 22 

 
1  Federal Emergency Management Authority, National Risk Index (as of October 26, 2023) (Page 36 of 

Appendix A addresses wildfire risk).  
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plus years ago here in Southern California, and specifically in San Diego County with the Cedar 1 

Fire.   2 

II. FIRE RISK ASSESSMENT 3 

A. Fire Size and likelihood 4 

Estimating the exact likelihood of experiencing catastrophic fires during the same year is 5 

something best done by wildfire suppression agencies and partners in academia. While the exact 6 

likelihood of multiple fires starting in the same year is challenging to predict, it is worth noting 7 

that in 2007, six fires ignited in the San Diego region between October 21st and October 23rd that 8 

in total burned approximately 367,000 acres (about half the area of Yosemite National Park). 9 

When comparing fire history of San Diego County with the burn perimeters of the 2003 and 10 

2007 fires, it is also worth noting that the 1970 Laguna Fire scar is 175,425 acres (6 times the 11 

area of San Fransisco) was one of the few areas where a large fire did not burn during the 2003 12 

and 2007 events. If this area had ignited, it would have burned at a similar rate and acreage. That 13 

would have pushed the total acres burned during those events to exceed 500,000 acres. It is this 14 

multi-fire situation that creates the potential for a wildfire to burn 500,000 acres and establishes 15 

it as a realistic worst case for the Company to plan for.  16 

For fires to occur in the same year it would take regionally similar burning conditions. 17 

Fuel loading is dependent on seasonal and climatological growing conditions in a general region. 18 

Similarly, while each microclimate may experience slight variations in impacts from an extreme 19 

Santa Ana, history has shown that large fires can and have started simultaneously. The HFTD 20 

(High Fire Threat District) in SDG&E’s service territory covers approximately 1,800,000 acres 21 

(912,000 Tier 3; 893,000 Tier 2) and is an indication of areas where catastrophic fires can occur. 22 

Based on fire history, modeling, and subject matter expertise, the likelihood of large fires 23 

occurring during the same year is higher than in separate years.  24 
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B. Fire History 1 

In 2003, a wildfire burned at least 394,942 acres in San Diego. In 2007, at least 349,882 2 

acres burned in San Diego due to wildfires. These two years, which included some of the most 3 

significant wildfire years in California to date, and one of the state’s most significant utility-4 

related fires, the Witch Fire, occurred 20 and 16 years ago, just outside of the 15 years of data 5 

that CAL FIRE has published on its website. However, records of wildfire acres burned for years 6 

prior to 2008 are available and the impacts of these events are well-documented.  7 

It is important to understand and use a long-term perspective when considering fire 8 

history and fire potential. If analysis uses only a 15 or even 20-year history, crucial details may 9 

be missed. Additionally, as we begin to understand the impacts of climate change on the 10 

environment, it is even more important that we not limit our understanding of what may happen 11 

by constraining our view to only what has happened in the past. California’s recent fire history is 12 

full of examples of otherwise unprecedented events. We need only look at the recent fire history 13 

of California, Maui, the pacific northwest, and Canada to understand that with increasing 14 

extreme conditions resulting from climate change, the threat of significant wildfires will spread 15 

and potentially increase. 16 

Unfortunately, the assumption that something will not happen in the future because it has 17 

not occurred in the recent past has already been proven wrong. For example, in Decision (D.) 12-18 

01-032, the California Public Utilities Commission (Commission) concluded that, “Because the 19 

risk of power-line fires is lower in Northern California compared to Southern California, it is 20 

reasonable to have a lower frequency of patrol inspections, detailed inspections, and intrusive 21 

inspections of [] facilities in Northern California compared to Southern California.”2  The 22 

 
2  D.12-01-032 at 166, Finding of Fact 8. 
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Commission based this conclusion on the available information at the time, including the fact 1 

that very few large fires had occurred in the area in the past hundred years, and high winds like 2 

the Southern California Santa Ana conditions were less frequent and during different times of the 3 

year. However, unprecedented drought and environmental conditions soon demonstrated the 4 

growing risk of wildfires across the state. It remains important that historical information is not 5 

limited to a short window in history, so we can better understand and predict the overall risk and 6 

potential of fires burning during specific seasons.  7 

C. Fire Cycle 8 

The fuel types in the SDG&E service territory are typically on a 15–30-year loading 9 

cycle. Assuming the same types of fuels will grow back after a fire, an area impacted by a fire 10 

will typically grow back to a level of similar horizontal continuity within about 10-12 years. That 11 

coverage will continue to grow and create increased fuel loads, which will typically reach their 12 

peak fuel load within a 25–30-year period. If they do not burn, the years that follow will be 13 

marked with additional dead fuel accumulation and leaf litter that increases wildfire potential and 14 

spread in the dry season. All of this assumes that fuel bed remains minimally impacted by fuels 15 

management, construction, or wildfires. Estimating risk with a focus on 20 years is the approach 16 

the makes the most sense to SDG&E. This fuel bed cycle is likely to be able to support large 17 

fires.  18 

D. Impact of all fires 19 

The 2003 and 2007 wildfires proved to be an early warning to the rest of the West Coast 20 

and the western half of the United States. From 2000 through 2003, there was a significant die-21 

off of forest trees due to an extended drought and bark beetle epidemic. Those events were 22 

followed by the largest and most destructive siege of wildfires in the state’s written history. In 23 
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2003, wildfires burned 400 thousand acres in the San Diego region alone. This was followed by 1 

2007, when another 350 thousand acres burned, in part due to a utility-related ignition.  2 

In prior statements, stakeholders have argued that a limited dataset, such as the past 15 3 

years is sufficient to measure current wildfire risk. I disagree. When looking at the cyclical 4 

nature of wildfire, vegetation growth rates, drought cycles, and unprecedented climate change, 5 

15 years of data is not sufficient to determine trends that should be measured in decades. The rest 6 

of the state has seen an increase in fire size and occurrence that has overshadowed almost any 7 

recorded history. And the fires in Oregon and Washington, and this year in Hawaii and British 8 

Columbia are again challenging the way fire scientists have modeled and predicted wildfire size 9 

and occurrence. As our climate continues to change so must our thinking about the possible 10 

impacts on our wildfire potential. Given the existing data, a 500 thousand acre wildfire in San 11 

Diego is a very real possibility and should be considered a reasonable worst case to plan for in a 12 

highly variable and changing climate.  13 

E. The Success of SDG&E’s Wildfire Mitigation Program to Date 14 

I was personally involved in the suppression of the 2003 Cedar Fire and witnessed the 15 

development of SDG&E’s early wildfire mitigation efforts. SDG&E’s leadership in this area 16 

provided a significant benefit to the region as the company built up a strong emergency 17 

management department, improved situational awareness, and developed a fire science team. 18 

SDG&E also developed strong partnerships with the public safety community, in the form of its 19 

Wildfire Safety Community Advisory Council, Public Safety Partner Portal for Public Safety 20 

Power Shutoffs (PSPS) and other emergency events, and other outreach and programs.  21 

For instance, SDG&E supports the region’s fire suppression efforts through its aerial 22 

suppression resources, including five helicopters, two of which are committed year-round and 23 

enable SDG&E to be prepared 365 days a year. SDG&E’s air crane is one of the best tools in the 24 
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industry, with the capability of dropping 2,650 gallons (more than 5 fire engines) of water on a 1 

fire. SDG&E also fosters awareness of potential fires and enables identification of potential 2 

ignitions through its dense camera network and satellite tools, which can identify smoke before a 3 

fire grows. With tools like these to support the region’s fire fighters, SDG&E can effectively 4 

reduce the likelihood of an ignition turning into a wildfire. These tools, as well as other SDG&E 5 

investments, also likely reduced the wildfire risk in SDG&E’s service territory from 2017-2021, 6 

when the region again experienced conditions that could have resulted in a significant fire. 7 

III. CONCLUSION 8 

In conclusion, as a Registered Professional Forester in California and a retired State Fire 9 

Chief, I believe every acre of California’s wildland is susceptible to wildfire. Using a reasonable 10 

worst-case scenario to develop SDG&E’s wildfire mitigation plans has been and remains the 11 

right decision to provide for public safety and the reliability of the system we all need to survive 12 

and thrive. SDG&E’s wildfire mitigation program, and its investments from 2019-2022 have 13 

served to effectively reduce the risk of wildfire and the Commission should find them just and 14 

reasonable. 15 

This concludes my prepared direct testimony.  16 
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IV. WITNESS QUALIFICATIONS 1 

My name is Thom Porter. My business address is 8330 Century Park Court, San Diego, 2 

California, 92123. I am employed by SDG&E as the Director of Emergency Management. I am 3 

responsible for developing and overseeing the execution of the Company’s Emergency 4 

Management and Aviation Services programs. I joined SDG&E in 2022 after retiring from a 5 

career with CAL FIRE, where my last assignment was the Director of CAL FIRE in Sacramento. 6 

I was appointed California State Forester and Fire Chief at the end of 2018 and confirmed in 7 

2019. I worked with the State as a Forester and Fire Chief for 22 years and as a private industry 8 

forester for 8 years prior to my work with CAL FIRE. I have a BS degree in Forest Management 9 

from the University of California at Berkeley and am a Registered Professional Forester in 10 

California.  11 

This is the first time I have testified before the Commission. 12 
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