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Avista Corp.

1411 East Mission P.O. Box 3727 Received

Spokane, Washington 99220-0500 Records Management
Telephone 509-489-0500 Jun 2, 2025

Toll Free 800-727-9170

June 2, 2025

Jeff Killip,

Executive Director and Secretary

Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission
621 Woodland Square Loop SE

Lacey, Washington 98503

RE: Docket UE-240836 - Avista’s Response Related to Electric Utility Wildfire Mitigation
Plans

Dear Mr. Killip:

Avista appreciates the opportunity to provide a response to the Commission’s Notice of Recessed
Open Meeting to discuss Electric Utility Wildfire Mitigation Plans (“Notice”). In the Commission’s
Notice, it requested Avista, Pacific Power, and Puget Sound Energy “to present any specific learnings
from the 2024 wildfire season, and anticipated conditions for the 2025 season.” More specifically,
the Notice referenced the Commission’s intent “to hear from regulated electric utilities about the
effectiveness of the utilities’ fire mitigation and communication plans during the 2024 wildfire
season, lessons learned, and planned updates to their mitigation and communication plans.”

Attached for electronic filing with the Commission is Avista’s Wildfire Preparedness presentation for
the June 5, 2025 Open Meeting regarding Avista’s wildfire mitigation plans, included as Attachment
A. Also included, are Avista’s most recent Wildfire Plan documents: “Avista Wildfire Resiliency
Plan & Report” dated August 31, 2024 (see Attachment B), “Avista’s Wildfire Resiliency
Communication Plan” (see Attachment C) and “Avista Wildfire Public Safety Power Shutoff Plan”
dated July 2024 (see Attachment D).

In addition, the Commission further asked the utilities to respond to the following questions and
requests for information in their responses and be prepared to discuss these at the recessed open
meeting. Avista’s responses to the Commission’s questions and requests for information are provided
below.

1. Experiences from the 2024 wildfire season, including data and statistics related to:
a. The number and magnitude of fires that occurred in the utility’s service territory in
the 2024 season; and
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Response:
In 2024 there were 84 wildfires that burned approximately 33,000 acres in Avista’s region.

Note that this is total acres, not a subset of acres within the WUI areas.

b. Whether wildfires developed in areas defined as greater risk or in other areas
designated as lesser risk.

Response:
Thirty-four fires recorded by the National Interagency Fire Center were in high-risk areas

(WUI 2 and 3) of Avista’s electric distribution service territory. These fires burned nearly
30,000 acres. Fifty fires were recorded in low-risk areas, burning about 3200 acres. Please
see the attached map. (Attachment E Fire Map FireSeverity2024). This map is
representative of our distribution service territory and includes fires that intersect with the
WUI risk tier dataset.

2. Development and drills of communications channels, not only with company’s own
customers and immediate first responders, but also with:
a. Customers in adjacent utilities’ service areas, neighboring first responders,
contiguous jurisdictions and land managers;
b. Emergency planning and incident command system personnel in those same
neighboring communities;

Response (applicable to both a and b):
Our annual Public Safety Power Shutoff (PSPS)Partner Forum is a cornerstone of our
stakeholder engagement strategy. This event brings together a wide array of participants,
including:
e First responders who serve both Avista service territory and adjacent utility service
areas
e Emergency planning and incident command personnel who serve both Avista
customers and neighboring communities
e Land management agencies that respond across both Avista’s service territory and
contiguous jurisdictions
e Tribal governments and tribal emergency response personnel
e Neighboring utility leadership and wildfire resiliency personnel

The Forum, which has been held in prior years as an annual Tabletop Exercises, is designed
to share updates on our wildfire mitigation strategies and Wildfire Resiliency Plan,
facilitate cross-jurisdictional collaboration and communication, conduct scenario-based
discussions to test and refine communication protocols, and strengthen alignment across
agencies and tribal nations for emergency response.
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This collaborative environment ensures that all partners are informed, aligned, and
prepared for the upcoming wildfire season.

In addition to the Forum, we host annual Telephone Town Halls that serve as a vital
communication and engagement tool for a broad spectrum of stakeholders. These live,
interactive events are designed to reach:

e Avista customers and customers in adjacent utilities’ service areas who request a
call

e Firstresponders and emergency planning personnel, including those in neighboring
communities who request a call

e Incident command system personnel who serve Avista’s service territory as well
as the surrounding communities

e Land management agencies who serve both Avista customers and contiguous
jurisdictions, along with tribal communities

Each Town Hall provides participants with the opportunity to join a live conversation about
wildfire preparedness. Attendees hear directly from Avista’s system operations staff and
managers about the steps we are taking to reduce wildfire risk in the region. Additionally,
our Public Safety Partners join the call to discuss emergency preparedness, coordination,
and response efforts. Participants can ask questions in real time and engage in live polling,
offering valuable feedback that helps shape our Wildfire Resiliency Plan and outreach
strategies. These events are promoted widely through social media and community events,
ensuring that anyone—regardless of whether they are an Avista customer—can sign up
and participate.

Resources to provide support to medically vulnerable populations and those with
particular, individual communication challenges.

Response:
Medically vulnerable life support customers are those that require 24/7 electricity to power
their life saving medical equipment. Specific medical conditions include oxygen
concentrators, mechanical hearts, in-home kidney dialysis and ventilators. These
customers self-report their medical condition to Avista and their physicians submit
documentation. Their status as a Life Support account is recertified every two years. In the
event of a PSPS Outage, these customers who are on an impacted feeder are identified,
allowing the Avista’s CARES (Customer Assistance Referral & Evaluation Services) team
to proactively call these vulnerable customers to make them aware of the upcoming outage
and help them prepare. Support includes:

e Check to see if the customer has an emergency preparedness plan.

e Encourage them to have an emergency bag packed with essentials.

e Provide them with the information regarding local Community Resource Centers

that are up and running.
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e Ensure that they have backup power or a battery.

e If they received a Backup Battery through our program, do they know where it is,
and is it ready and charged?

e Do they need help?

e We also let them know that they can also call Washington or Idaho 211 for additional
support services if needed.

In the event CARES cannot reach a Life Support Customer to warn of a PSPS, we request
that local 1st responders go by the home to attempt to contact the Life Support customer.
Avista’s American Indian Relations department meets with our regional Tribes at least
annually providing information of Avista’s Wildfire Resiliency plan for the upcoming fire
season. Our interaction and communications are shared with the Tribe’s leaders,
Emergency Management, Natural Resources and Social Services departments. Our
regional Tribe’s served by Avista can also be served by other utilities and include
interacting with other agencies such as Department of Natural Resources, Forest Service,
County Fire and Emergency units. The update includes wildfire prevention measures such
as tree maintenance, access to camera and weather station data, situational awareness, and
how they can partner with Avista in these preventative measures on the reservations. Our
communication includes Public Safety Power Shutoff pre and post event, including
medically vulnerable life support and hosting a community resource center. Our
American Indian Relations Department continues to follow-up with each Tribe’s
Emergency Management team to assist with CARES life support registration and are in
the process of securing Community Resource Center sites for the Tribal communities, in
the event of a PSPS.

Most significant learnings from Public Safety Power Shutoff experiences, whether that be
from actually activating such an event, or from the conditions which caused the closest
potential for such an event.

Response:
On Sunday, September 29, 2024, the Spokane area experienced strong winds, blowing dust,

and dry conditions that created high fire risk. Our Dashboard indicated extreme risk on one of
our circuits in North Spokane. In response, Avista implemented our first ever Public Safety
Power Shutoff on the INT12F2 circuit at about 2 p.m. impacting approximately 1,500
customers. Avista set up a Customer Resource Center at Mead High School to provide
information, charging stations, snacks, and water for impacted customers. Two customers
utilized this service. One was a medically vulnerable person, giving us an opportunity to talk
about our Battery Backup Program. All customer service was restored by 9 p.m.

Lessons Learned:
e Communications to customers should be very easy to understand, using layman’s terms.
For example, instead of “watch” or “warning” terms such as “start preparing” are easier
to understand.
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e Critical customers can be difficult to reach during non-business hours. It is important to
get both business and emergency contact numbers for these customers.

e We initially thought “ideal” communications for PSPS plans are up to 7 days in
advance. In reality, due to the unpredictable nature of weather events, that may not be
possible. A more probable timeframe may actually be 48-72 hours.

e (learly define what “All Clear” means, including the thresholds needed to come out of
a PSPS event and what is expected of all involved parties including Communications,
field crews, and support staff. Ensure that all communications are consistent, effective,
and timely both internally and externally.

e Drone technology may help optimize patrols to reduce re-energization process times.

e Avista’s Emergency Operating Procedures (EOP) are helpful in managing a PSPS
event. EOP established structures and procedures help with planning, coordinating, and
ensuring proper protocols are in place throughout the event.

e Continue refining pre-determined roles and ensure there are multiple back-up options
for manpower.

e In-person coordination is best. Having everyone in the same room helps promote
effective coordination and communications.

e Until we deploy our local weather stations, handheld weather stations helped provide
real-time weather information to inform decision making. The real-time information
helped us gauge the intensity of the weather event to improve our decision-making
around whether or not to implement a PSPS. Also, importantly, the weather stations
notified us when the weather event was over and it was safe to send crews out in the
field, expediting patrols and re-energizing.

e All in all, the extensive preparation and communications prior to fire season, both
internal and external, were beneficial in helping us be prepared for our first PSPS event.
Overall things went smoothly, especially given little warning and time to prepare. As
described above, we learned some useful lessons, enabling us to improve and refine the
process going forward.

Update on insurance cost and availability landscape, in general, and perception as to
whether HB 1522 will result in any relief from those cost trends, or have an effect on the
company’s credit rating, or capital costs.

Response:
The magnitude of excess liability premium increases began to slow with the 2025 renewal but

still remained elevated at 22%. Cumulative liability premium increase since 2020 is 787%. As
long as there are no outbreaks of significant utility industry caused fires or fires caused by
Avista in the near future, premium increases are projected to be limited to the mid to high single
digits in both 2026 and 2027.
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The two primary drivers of the 120% increase in liability premiums in 2024 have been resolved
for now. One driver was having to purchase higher cost additional coverages in Bermuda to
replace wildfire coverages being reduced by our mutual insurer, Energy Insurance Mutual. The
other driver was significant premium increases across the Bermuda marketplace to move
insurers in the market towards a positive profitable position with regards to wildfire coverage
offered.

Bermuda purchases to replace cut backs in EIM wildfire coverage offerings have now been
completed and changes in premiums will now be limited to changes in premium in the
marketplace versus incurring higher costs by moving from a lower cost mutual to the higher
cost Bermuda marketplace. Overall premiums in the Bermuda marketplace began to decrease
in 2025, with a premium decrease of 16% among Bermuda-based insurers. This occurred due
to Avista being able to present strong mitigation efforts to the marketplace as well as an increase
in competition across the marketplace. More entrants are entering the market now, as they feel
current premium levels will allow them to be profitable in this line of coverage. Absent any
increases in significant fire claims by either Avista and/or the utility industry, premium changes
for the Bermuda marketplace are anticipated to be in the flat to -10% range in both 2026 and
2027.

The passage of Washington HB 1522, which was designed to strengthen the utility wildfire
plans by creating a statewide plan standard, is not expected to have any direct impact on cost
trends, credit ratings or capital costs. Avista has been providing the WUTC copies of its
Wildfire Resiliency Plan on a voluntary basis since 2020, well before passage of HB 1522.
Establishment of wildfire plans by utility companies has been an expectation of the insurance
industry for several years now for utilities wishing to receive consideration of standard market
premiums for wildfire coverage. As this is a normal expectation, utilities do not receive any
discounts on premiums for having wildfire plans. However, impacts to credit rating and capital
costs are related, as downgrades to credit ratings will drive up costs of capital. Credit rating
agencies have taken an increasing interest in utility companies’ wildfire mitigation efforts over
the last several years. Similar to expectations of the insurance industry, credit rating agencies
expect to see some type of wildfire mitigation plan developed and implemented by a utility
company in order for the company to maintain its existing credit rating. Again, as Avista has
already been submitting and operating under a Wildfire Resiliency Plan for the last five years,
HB 1522 does not change anything relative to the credit markets perception of Avista and its
mitigation of wildfire risk.

Provide “best available” forecast of the upcoming 2025 wildfire season based on factors such
as weather forecasts, fuels inventory and moisture conditions.
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Response:

#® Seasonal Temperature Outlook

@ Seasonal Precipitation Outlook
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The U.S. Drought Monitor indicates that the drought situation in the NW has improved but notes that
areas of Washington and Idaho are experiencing areas of below normal snowpack, resulting in a
continuation of drought conditions, as shown in the maps above. The forecast from Drought.gov
indicates that long-term drought in Washington is expected in the northern Cascades, and the state of
Washington Dept. of Ecology declared a drought emergency in the Yakima Basin. In Avista’s
Washington service territory, some areas on the border with Idaho are abnormally dry (yellow areas)
but not considered at drought stage. The outlook for the 2025 wildfire season in Washington looks
much like it did for 2024, with high temperatures and limited precipitation likely through the summer
months, as shown in the maps above. This is likely to lead to an expensive and destructive wildfire
season. The National Interagency Fire Center predicts significant wildfire potential as shown in the

graphic below:
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Significant Wildland Fire Potential Outlook
August 2025

Present any other significant lessons learned or observations not included in the points
above.

Response:
e Lessons learned in 2024 indicate that we do not need to notify our customers when we are

entering into fire safety mode (FSM). We have learned that notifying our customers in these
types of situations creates confusion. Our experience indicates that most often elevating
FSM does not result in an outage (unless there is an event such as a car-hit-pole), so over
notifying can create a loss of credibility. However, we will still follow all communications
procedures set forth in the PSPS plan in 2025.

e 10 cameras were installed in 2024 with 5 more planned in 2025. The advanced notice
afforded by these cameras increases the likelihood of timely containment and suppression
of wildfires, saving lives and reducing property losses. They are invaluable in quickly
identifying a fire start as well as its precise location, enabling resources to be dispatched
directly to the latitude and longitude of the smoke so firefighters do not have to search for
the fire, saving invaluable time. The cameras installed in 2024 almost immediately proved
their value. On Thursday, August 8th, 2024, our camera near Davenport detected a fire and
promptly notified the Washington DNR. This notification triggered an immediate response
from DNR aircraft and ground resources. Due to the early detection and situational
awareness provided, the forward progress of the fire was quickly halted. While the total
acreage of that incident was estimated to be 20-30 acres, the DNR indicated that the fire
would have been significantly larger if more time had elapsed. Due to the fire’s remote
location, it would have taken time before they received accurate information on the fire’s
existence, location, and behavior to enable “right sizing” the response. The detailed
information provided by the camera allowed DNR to quickly manage and contain the
situation.

e Our first PSPS Implementation on Sept. 29, 2024, provided a wealth of great lessons as
discussed above.

o Similar to distribution grid hardening, transmission grid hardening efforts are an important
factor in overall risk reduction. In addition, it is important to have transmission operational
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strategies in place, including encroachment plans, proactive de-energization processes, non-
reclosing strategies, and PSPS. Adding transmission to the PSPS Plan is complex, and
Auvista is currently developing processes for 2025.

If you have any questions regarding this filing, you can contact me at 509-495-8601 or
liz.andrews@avistacorp.com.

Sincerely,

/S/Elizabetihv Andrews
Elizabeth Andrews
Sr. Manager of Revenue Requirements
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