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RESTORING POWER TO
PUERTO RICO
F
or most of us, being without
electric power for more than a
day or two seems like a terrible
hardship and most businesses can’t
operate effectively without electricity.

Imagine living and trying to work on
the island of Puerto Rico, a U.S. territory
in the Caribbean Sea, for eight months
without electricity! This was the case for
tens of thousands of rural Puerto Ricans
after two major hurricanes hit within two
weeks in September 2017, devastating an
inadequately maintained electrical grid.
First, Hurricane Irma skirted the island
on September 6 and left approximately
one million Puerto Rico Electric Power
Authority (PREPA) customers in the dark.
This represents about two-thirds of the
total 1.473 million PREPA customers.
The restoration work was cut short
when Hurricane Maria made landfall in
southeastern Puerto Rico with 155 mile per
hour winds on September 18. It traveled
diagonally across the 110-mile long island,
destroying approximately 80 percent of the
already damaged electrical grid.
With help from Asplundh tree
crews and line crews from Asplundh
Construction and Utility Lines
Construction Services (ULCS), over 98
percent of PREPA’s customers had their
power restored by May 20 when the last
ULCS crew returned home.

u Eight Asplundh bucket trucks and
two pick-ups were off-loaded in San
Juan on December 1, 2017, the day
after an 18-person team arrived from
the Ryan Swier and Matthew Pence
Regions. They were part of a power
restoration mission spearheaded by
New York State Governor Andrew
Cuomo and the New York Power
Authority. Our crews were part of the
Con Edison contingent.

t Hundreds of power workers
gathered in a hotel ballroom on
December 2, 2017 to hear Governor
Cuomo speak as they began their
assignment. Pictured here are the
Asplundh tree crews, but Asplundh
Construction crews from the Frank
Giordano and Brett Martin Regions
were also in attendance.
u An Asplundh Construction crew works to transfer
conductors and a transformer to a new pole in the densely
populated community of Bello Monte in Guaynabo, south
of San Juan. Although tight working quarters were a
problem in the city, the narrow, steep roads in the rural
areas were also a big challenge.

Asplundh Construction And
Tree Crews Deployed
Through a contract arrangement with
the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA), the U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers, the New York Power
Authority and participating utility
companies, the first Asplundh crews
arrived in San Juan, the capital of Puerto
Rico, on November 21, 2017. Our
first group consisted of 20 Asplundh
Construction employees from the
Frank Giordano Region in New York
and 10 from the Brett Martin Region in
Massachusetts and Rhode Island.
A barge with their various bucket
trucks, digger derricks, pole trailers,

t An Asplundh tree crew finishes a tree removal
while the Con Edison line crews begin repairing a
damaged line in Rio Piedras, just outside the city of
San Juan. Wide, flat roads were much less common
as the crews moved away from the city.

wire pullers, pick-up trucks, tools and
supplies arrived soon after. Despite initial
shortages of replacement wire, poles and
other electrical supplies, they immediately
went to work on repairing the damaged
electrical grid in the city and its suburbs,
using whatever was available.
One week later, just after Thanksgiving,
16 Asplundh tree workers, plus General
Foreperson Matt Morales, arrived in San

Juan from the Ryan Swier Region, which
serves customers in parts of New York,
New Jersey and Pennsylvania. Mechanic
Shane Brady from the Matthew Pence
Region in the Carolinas also joined the
tree team. Nearly everyone in the group
had ties to Puerto Rico through relatives
and were fluent in Spanish, which made
interactions with local citizens and PREPA
personnel easier.
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With only eight Asplundh tree crews
to support approximately 600 line crews,
all based out of the San Juan Coliseum
(including the Asplundh Construction
crews), it was crucial to keep every
person and vehicle running in order to
maintain a tight scheduling process. Matt’s
crews primarily worked with Con Edison,
but his team’s technical skills were in high
demand with other line crews as well. He
said, “I had to plan the work for my crews
to make the most of every 16-hour day.
Plus, we had to make sure to document
each job with GPS and get it signed off to
meet the contract requirements.”

u Despite Hurricane
Maria stripping the leaves
off many trees, it didn’t
take long for Puerto Rico’s
vegetation to come back.
Crews found that machetes
(at right) and pole saws were invaluable for cutting through
the thick undergrowth and vines. They also got used to
seeing iguanas (above) of all sizes, in all sorts of places,
including power lines! Snakes were also commonly seen,
but none were venomous.
t In the mountainous community of
Mamey in Guaynabo, Asplundh Construction
Foreperson Gary Lorandini and Journeyman
Lineworker Jay Mass from the Frank
Giordano Region prepare to set a pole as
part of a by-pass they were tasked to build
around a damaged line that was no longer
accessible. Steep, narrow and twisting roads
also made it impossible to use a pole trailer
to deliver poles needed for many jobs.

Both the Asplundh line and tree crews
remained based in San Juan for the entire
four-plus months that they were on the
restoration assignment. However, their
commutes to work sites in the mountains
and valleys outside the city became longer
and more difficult over time.
Although they initially thought they
would be done in a couple months, the
contracts were extended and both groups
remained committed to the restoration
mission. Despite long hours and months
away from home, they felt inspired by
the resilience of the people in Puerto
Rico. The last line crews returned home
on March 31 and the tree crews were all
back by April 14.

A Big ULCS Team Adds A
Big Push
A new phase of Asplundh’s involvement
began in January, as the cities and suburbs
were finally getting electricity restored
and the more difficult-to-access rural
communities in the mountainous interior
became the next challenge. Through a
contract with PowerSecure (a subsidiary
of Southern Company) and the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers, 176 employees from
our line construction subsidiary, ULCS,
were deployed to Puerto Rico for a big
push to restore power in the countryside.
The ULCS crews arrived on January 21
from the Mike Johnson Region in Delaware
and Maryland, the Danny Stanley Region
in the Carolinas, the Bryan Beadle Region
in Louisiana, and the Tim Smith Region in
Florida. Two barges carried almost 200
pieces of conventional and specialized
equipment to support the operation.
ULCS Director of Strategic Development
Ross Wiitanen was the on-site project
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u Looking down into a deep ravine, one can see that
the members of a tree crew had to carve out places
to work at all different levels in order to remove a tree
that had fallen into the distribution line that ran across
the ravine. In parts of the suburbs and out in the rural
areas, just getting into work sites was time consuming
and hazardous due to thick vegetation.
t In February, Sponsor / Executive Vice
President Gregg Asplundh, Manager Ryan
Swier and Supervisor Joe Scarpato came to
Puerto Rico to see the tree crews and their
working / living conditions. Standing (L to R)
were: Joe Scarpato, Marco Sarmiento,
Sergio Iboy-Monterroso, Miguel Lozada, Sr.,
Omar Jimenez-Pena, Gregg Asplundh,
Miguel Lozada, Jr., Alex Almedina, Mike
Jones, Manuel Valentin, Lester Montenegro-Rosales, Jamie Jones, Darren Garcia, Jimmy Nasser,
Alvardo Palacios, Edward Wright, Sr. and Ryan Swier. Kneeling (L to R) were: Edward Wright, Jr.,
Shane Brady, Jaime Cordero and Matthew Morales.

manager until April 10, then Safety and
Training Manager John McGrory became
the on-site lead until everyone returned
on May 20. The group was initially based
with other contractors for about a week
in Aguadilla (western Puerto Rico), but
then they moved to their own camp in
Boqueron in the southwestern corner of
the island for about five weeks. The last
ten weeks of the project was spent in a

camp with other contractors in Arecibo in
northwestern Puerto Rico.
Like the Asplundh Construction and
tree company crews in the more populated
areas, ULCS crews worked very long days,
seven days a week in tropical weather,
primarily on 4kV to 38kV distribution lines.
However, they stayed in sleeping trailers,
washed in shower trailers and generally ate
in a mess tent. The work was mentally and

t Sleeping and showering trailers were
‘home sweet home’ for 176 employees at
Camp ULCS in Boqueron for about five
weeks in February and March. Located in
the relatively remote southwestern corner
of Puerto Rico, the line crews then moved
to Arecibo in the northwestern part of the
island for the remainder of the project.

u ULCS’ project manager in Puerto Rico, Ross Wiitanen,
took this photo depicting the altitude and steep terrain
that ULCS Foreperson Brock Stigall’s crew from the Danny
Stanley Region experienced while repairing lines in the rural
community of Cain Alto in early February. Access by bucket
trucks and digger derricks was limited, so manual climbing,
rigging and repairing of structures was required.

t Some creative rigging was needed for
this crew under ULCS Foreperson Virgil
Thacker from the Mike Johnson Region
who had to get a new pole and transformer
pulled up to the top of the peak behind this
home in Penuelas. They set the new pole
and attached the transformer all by hand.
u By the end of their four-month assignment, there were
12 helicopters contracted by PowerSecure to help with
setting poles and pulling wire as shown here in the town of
Corozal. They also assisted in hauling personnel to remote
sites where trucks and supplies were staged. This was
much quicker and avoided excessive damage to vehicles
having to navigate up and down steep, rough roads.

p Preparing to energize a repaired circuit in San
German is ULCS Foreperson Erik Stomne-Mulford
from the Mike Johnson Region in Delaware.
u ULCS Foreperson Jason White from the
Danny Stanley Region in North Carolina is clipped in
and ready for a ‘long lining’ flight by helicopter to a
work site that was inaccessible by trucks.

physically challenging due to the terrain
and limited supplies for repairing the
electrical grid at first. A flu outbreak in
February meant some employees had to
be quarantined.
From the start of Asplundh’s work
in November to the completion of the
ULCS project in May, some employees
were rotated out of or into Puerto Rico
to maintain the contracted employee
count, while allowing individuals to return
home as needed. However, the tears of
appreciation and generosity from citizens
who had done without for so long kept
many crews working hard for them.
As John recently said of his ULCS team,
“We first went to Puerto Rico to make
money and within a week, it turned into
a humanitarian mission for us. It wasn’t
about the money. It was about getting
power to the people in the mountains.”
Our crews accomplished a great deal
in restoring power to Puerto Rico and
thankfully, all returned home safely.

Appreciation For
Efforts In Puerto Rico
From Base Camp Manager
Wynn Fendig of Beachview Military
& Disaster Solutions in Boqueron
and Arecibo, dated June 3:
... I had the pleasure of serving with many
companies / individuals, some of whom I can’t
remember their names, but ULCS was by
far the most professional, well behaved and
safety-minded company during my tour. Two
names stand out in my book, DW Shirley
and Mark Bare [from the Danny Stanley
Region in the Carolinas]! Of course, other
ULCS individuals contributed to the success,
but these guys went over and above the call
of duty. They were true leaders and served
with integrity. I can’t think of a single task
they did not take charge of and implement.
They cultivated the ULCS success story and
people in my judgement.
From an e-mailed letter to the
Asplundh Construction web site from
Glenda Ramos Rivera, dated March 22:
... In our Barrio Caguitas Centro in Aguas
Buenas, Puerto Rico, we were assigned
personnel of your company to carry out the
work of restoring the electric service. It is
for this reason that we are writing to let you
know that your company has a high-quality
staff. They are hard-working, respectful,
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dedicated men, and above all, they love what
they do. We know that these workers have
left their families and their homes to come
and contribute to the restoration of electric
power service in Puerto Rico. We want you
to know that our entire community is very
grateful to your workers.
From an e-mail to the Asplundh
Construction web site from Awilda
Merced, dated March 8:
... After Hurricane Irma, Sept. 2017, the
people from my town were living without
electric service. Hurricane Maria made it
worse. May God bless all the crew members
working in Puerto Rico. In particular, those
working in Caguitas Centro, Agua Buenas, PR.
Power was restored recently, thanks to their
hard work.
From an e-mail to the Asplundh web
site from Jose Morales, M.D., dated
January 28:
... I want to thank you for working in my
area after Hurricane Maria. Your workers
have done an excellent job in my area. They
have looked out for their safety and ours. I
deeply thank you. It is a difficult time for us.
God bless them! My area is Carmen Hills in
the municipality of Guaynabo, Puerto Rico.
From an e-mail to the Asplundh
web site from Benylou Tua de Soto of
the San Jose community in San Juan,
dated January 23:
... Thank you, thank you and thank you for
everything that you are doing on my small
island, restoring normality and bringing back
peace in a lot of places.

t Less than a
week after arriving
in Puerto Rico for
storm restoration
work, Asplundh
Construction
Foreperson Chris
Morton (L)
and Journeyman
Lineworker Ben
Bobier (R) posed for
a photo with Mrs. Santiago (center) who finally
had her electricity restored 80 days after she lost
it (post Hurricane Irma). Her son, Jesus Santiago,
posted this photo and a message of thanks on
the Asplundh Construction Facebook page.
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More Stormy Times In 2017
After dodging the string of hurricanes
in August, September and early October,
utilities throughout the Northeastern
U.S., especially in New England, suffered
over one million outages in the wake of
a powerful October 30, 2017 wind and
rain storm. The storm featured winds
clocked at 45 to 70-plus miles per hour
from New Jersey to Maine, and a 93 mile
per hour gust was registered in Mashpee,
Massachusetts. Flooding rain also fell in
places, causing many large trees to uproot
and topple over.
More than 1,100 Asplundh employees
were mobilized to assist local tree crews

in clearing massive amounts of tree
and limb debris from power lines and
roadways from Long Island, New York
up into Maine. Eight utilities requested
crews, but the majority of our tree
workers (over 800) were dispatched to
Central Maine Power and National Grid in
Massachusetts. All crews were released to
return home by November 8, 2017.
The Northeast continued to suffer from
winter snow, wind and thunderstorm
events all the way into May of this year.
Look for photos and information on that
storm work in an upcoming issue of
The Asplundh TREE magazine.

t The day after a powerful October 30, 2017
wind and rain storm, a crew from the Dan
Duncan Region took time to carefully evaluate
and plan the clean-up work ahead of them on
a New Britain, Connecticut road. The top of
a 36-inch DBH tree had fallen into another
tree, breaking several large limbs which had
then landed on a three-phase Eversource
Energy line. According to Senior EHS Specialist
Mark Foster, who was in the region to audit
crews, the crew did a great job in reducing
both hazards and finished up the task with no
injuries, nor damage to the utility equipment or private property. Well done!

t At the inaugural Bayer Pro Academy event in late October
2017 in North Carolina, Arborchem Products Division
Supervisors Bryan Rose (second from R) and Koby Cutchall
(far R) were extremely pleased to accept a Bayer ‘Go Ahead
Award’ recognizing Asplundh in their new Community category.
Bayer Representative Mark Rice (far L) nominated Asplundh
for the award, based on the contributions of our company’s
vegetation management professionals in responding to the
devastating hurricanes of 2017. Matthew Nespeca, head of
commercial operations for Bayer Vegetation Management
(second from L) presented the award, which highlighted Asplundh for going “above and beyond when
their communities needed help the most.”
t Two days after a severe storm tore
through Wilkes County, North Carolina on
October 23, 2017, Asplundh crews from the
Matthew Pence Region were part of a group of
40 tree and line repair employees who were
generously treated to lunch by a Duke Energy
customer. The gentleman showed his appreciation
for their work on the transmission line near his
home by grilling and serving up hamburgers,
chicken and hot dogs with all the fixin’s. The
crews were so grateful for his hospitality that
they brought him a thank-you note the next day!

