










      

            
       

          

      
       

           
        	

         
           

       
      

     

         
        

        
          

        
            

  

          
      

          
       

        
           

          
        

   

  

         
         

    

        
         

          
          

       
        

        

         
         

       
         

         
           
             

            
  

          
       

 

          
            
          

   

          
       

         
       

        

            
        

         
      

   

           
       
        

         
          

     

        
        

         
       
   

          
       

  

A Structure for Success

The cooperative nature of the OJUA is reinforced by the 
inclusive nature of its structure.  Currently, its board represents 
more than 50 member companies that actually extend 
beyond Oregon’s borders into adjacent states.  As a non-
profit, it is financially self-sustaining through membership dues 
and training events and requires no public funds.

As the OJUA has evolved and met new challenges over 
the past 15 years, eight key functions have emerged as 
fundamental enablers of their continuing effectiveness (and 
a potential structural blueprint for other commissions that are 
considering a similar effort in their own jurisdictions)

•	 Serve as advocate and advisor on joint use issues  
to the Commission as well as to industry

•	 Create a cooperative and collaborative working 
environment for pole owners and tenants

•	 Recommend and adopt industry standards and 
methodologies in the areas of best construction practices, 
facility identification, and inspection/correction practices

•	 Provide accessible, quality, and affordable training  
on the NESC

•	 Provide a fair and objective avenue for conflict  
resolution within the industry

•	 Review and make recommendations on proposed 
legislation

•	 Provide management and oversight of the association  
to ensure its financial stability

•	 Promote and expand membership

The industry cooperation and conflict resolution functions 
of the OJUA, in particular, have a significant impact on the 
productivity of the OPUC staff.  Long-time OJUA Board 
Member Jeff Kent explains.

“With any commercial undertaking, misunderstandings 
and disagreements will crop up on occasion.  The 
OJUA has really put an emphasis on ‘fair play’, and 
encourages all of its members to work things out 
between themselves.  This local approach actually 
takes care of the majority of day-to-day issues that 
come up.

Some disagreements, however, need an objective 
third party to hear both sides, and this is where the 
OJUA Conflict Resolution Committee can help.  If there 
wasn’t a JUA, all disputes would wind up with the PUC 
for fact-finding and resolution – both of which can be 
very time-consuming.  

Here in Oregon, problems from pole owners or 
tenants that relate to administrative rules often 
get referred by the PUC to the OJUA.  Although the 
Conflict Resolution Committee’s process is voluntary 
and its recommendations are not legally binding, 
nearly 100% of the issues get resolved through the 
OJUA process. This frees the PUC Commissioners and 
staff to focus their attentions on other initiatives.

Here’s a real-life example in which a pole owner 
denied an agreed-upon ‘prompt-pay’ discount 
to a tenant based on repeated lateness in their 
attachment-related payments.  Since the discount 
amounted to a sizable amount of money, both parties 
were keenly interested in getting the matter resolved.

Unable to reach an agreement between themselves, 
the matter came before the Conflict Resolution 
Committee.  The OJUA heard arguments from the 
complainant and the respondent, reviewed the 
associated documentation, and offered an unbiased 
perspective.  The outcome: a fair play resolution that 
kept the matter ‘in-house’ and prevented it from 
having to go before the Commission.”

“Secret Sauce”

Although the OJUA has established a well-deserved reputation 
for promoting cooperation and collaboration among its 
diverse membership, that outcome is not an automatic 
achievement.

One of the most powerful (and popular) elements of the 
OJUA is its yearly get-together around a two-day, expert-led 
training event.  The aptly named ‘Spring Training’ focuses 
on all aspects of the NESC, including new technology, code 
changes, improvements in construction and maintenance 
processes, and active discussion on interpreting the NESC 
guidelines for unique local situations. 

Widely regarded as an essential part of the organizational 
‘glue’ that fosters member cooperation over competition, 
attendance counts for the event have been steadily growing 
year over year, with recent sessions also notable for the 
number of new attendees – many of which travel to the 
event from well beyond Oregon.
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The PUC’s Role in the OJUA Partnership

If one were inclined to think that the OPUC operates with a 
hands-off approach to regulatory governance, nothing could 
be further from the truth.  The PUC’s Lori Koho explains.

“The outstanding relationship with our industry 
partners really represents years of spade work 
both before and after the creation of the JUA.  The 
trust and mutual respect that we have achieved 	
in Oregon required the PUC staff to spend more 
hours than I can count in the field giving safety talks 
and establishing a two-way dialogue with utility 
management, supervisors and linemen about the 
importance of the NESC.  

There’s no getting around the fact, though, that the 
PUC has an absolute responsibility to ensure industry 
compliance with the Code.  Policies alone without 
accountability won’t do it.   That said, while we 
certainly have the means to enforce code compliance, 
we don’t go about that task with a ‘heavy hand’ or an 
adversarial attitude. 

 In fact, we put special emphasis on staffing our 
utility-facing positions with highly experienced folks 
that have come out of the industry.  They understand 
the operational and budgetary realities that the 
utilities face, and pretty much have instant credibility 
when they conduct an audit or help a utility craft a 
remediation plan.  Having a PUC staff that the utilities 
respect is a fundamental underpinning to what we’ve 
been able to achieve.”

Measures of Success

With the NESC seen as the ‘bedrock’ underlying the OPUC-
OJUA partnership, the benefits of Code compliance are both 
numerous and varied.  

From the perspective of the ‘utility ecosystem’, everyone 
benefits.  Ratepayers benefit from receiving safe and reliable 
service.  Utility workers and their families benefit by having 
a safer workplace.  Utility management benefits by having a 
more reliable system, fewer ratepayer complaints, lower long-
term maintenance costs, greater system resistance to adverse 
weather conditions, and lower overtime costs during service 
restorations.

While some benefits are subjective, many are measurable and 
trackable.  System reliability indices in Oregon, for instance, 
show significantly better performance than the national 
average.  A particularly ‘heart-tugging’ metric that is directly 
influenced by systematic tree trimming -- children injured or 
killed by powerline contact while climbing in trees -- has gone 
from an average of 4 incidents per year in the early 1980’s, to 
1 incident per year in the 90’s, to ZERO incidents from 2000 
through 2015. 

From both the OPUC and OJUA perspectives, there is no 
question about it – “the NESC works. Period.”

Final Thoughts

For readers that are intrigued by the approach that Oregon 
has taken, but who might be dissuaded by the sense that “it’s 
just too large of an undertaking”, the OPUC’s John Wallace 
offers some sage counsel.

“Rome wasn’t built in a day, and neither is an 
environment like what Oregon has been able 
to achieve.  That said, there are clearly some 
fundamentals that any commission wanting to  
go this route should put on their ‘short list’.

First, the NESC has to be recognized by force of law as 
the minimum standard.  Next, the state commission 
needs to be recognized through the legislature as the 
authorized administrative authority to interpret and 
enforce the code. 

From that point on, it’s all about the ‘pick and shovel’ 
work of leveraging your industry-savvy staff (and 
hiring them if necessary) to tirelessly work with 
the various utilities in your jurisdiction so that they 
use the NESC as the basis for all their installation, 
inspection, replacement and maintenance activities. 

Be consistent in your message and follow-through.  
Don’t hold back on conducting audits and holding 
‘feet to the fire’ in terms of remediation and 
compliance – these are essential ingredients in 
establishing credibility and respect.

If you go about this process conscientiously and in a 
spirit of cooperation and collaboration, your success 
is essentially guaranteed.”
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