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From Drone Adoption
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to Vegetation Intelligence

By Brian Mayfield, Pointerra US CEO

NRECA's Impact of Drone Technology
on Rural Electric Cooperatives report
highlights a clear shift: unmanned
aerial systems are moving from pilot
projects to everyday operational
tools. Drones are improving safety,
increasing visibility into hard-to-
access infrastructure, and creating
efficiencies in inspection and
vegetation management.

For electric cooperatives serving
expansive rural territories, this shift is
significant. Long feeder miles, dense
vegetation corridors, limited crews,
and tight budgets make vegetation
management both a reliability
imperative and a resource challenge.

Collecting data is only the beginning, it's
what you do with it that matters.

Vegetation Risk Is a Three-
Dimensional Problem

Vegetation-related outages remain
one of the most persistent risks across
rural systems. Trees grow vertically and
laterally. Conductors sag with load and
temperature. Wind transforms nearby
vegetation into potential strike threats.

Historically, vegetation management
has relied on cyclical trimming, ground
patrols, and reactive response. These
methods have sustained reliability

for decades but are labor-intensive
and often driven by time rather than
condition.

Drone technology — particularly
when paired with lidar — changes
the equation. Instead of relying solely
on visual interpretation, cooperatives

Vegetation encroachment analysis heat map used for risk assessment by electric utilities

can capture dense three-dimensional
datasets that represent vegetation

and infrastructure in true spatial
context. Two-dimensional imagery
shows canopy and proximity, but risk
must often be inferred or field-verified.
Lidar-derived point clouds enable direct
measurement of clearances, overhang,
grow-in, and off-right-of-way strike
potential.

For cooperatives managing long rural
feeders through forested terrain, this
shift reduces false positives and directs
limited crews toward the highest-risk
spans.

From Visibility to Workflow

As NRECA's report suggests, drone
programs are expanding because

they improve safety and situational
awareness. Yet many co-ops now face a
second challenge: operationalizing the
data.

Lidar and high-resolution imagery
generate massive datasets. Traditional
desktop processing can be slow and
technically demanding. Files often
reside in separate silos — imagery,
point clouds, and GIS layers — creating
friction between collection and action.

To bridge that gap, cooperatives
increasingly require infrastructure
that supports the full lifecycle of 3D
vegetation data — from ingestion and
classification to analytics, sharing, and
integration with work management
systems.

Building a Scalable 3D Vegetation
Program

Modern cloud-native platforms such as
Pointerra3D help utilities, cooperatives,
and service providers move beyond
isolated drone projects toward
repeatable, system-wide vegetation
intelligence.
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Simply faster.

Rather than relying on fragmented
desktop workflows, these platforms
centralize airborne and drone lidar,
imagery, and vector datasets in a
secure, web-based environment
managed by the asset owner. Massive
point clouds can be visualized in a
browser without downloading gigabytes
of data. Operations staff, GIS teams,
engineering personnel, and contractors
can access the same dataset without
duplicating storage.

Automation is a key differentiator. Al-
assisted classification tools distinguish
ground, conductors, poles, and
vegetation within the point cloud,
reducing manual processing. Once
classified, clearance calculations

and encroachment analytics can be
performed across entire feeders rather
than sampled segments.

The result is not simply a viewer, but a
digital representation of the network
and surrounding risk that supports
measurable decisions and integrates
with GIS and work management
systems.

Scalability matters. Programs can
expand from pilot circuits to broader
coverage without proportionally
increasing workload.

Precision Without Complexity

Advanced technology must reduce
operational burden, not add to it. When
implemented effectively, 3D vegetation
workflows streamline processes.

Encroachment thresholds can be
standardized. Overhang and grow-in

risks flagged consistently. Off-right-
of-way strike threats modeled using
measurable geometry rather than visual
estimation.

The workflow does not end with
identification, digital prescriptions
can be generated directly from the
3D environment and shared with
contractors. Post-trim collections can
be compared to pre-trim conditions
to verify clearance objectives.
Documentation can be retained

for board reporting or regulatory
discussions.

This closed-loop approach transforms
vegetation management from a cyclical
activity into a measurable, data-
informed program embedded in daily
operations.

From Adoption to Advantage

As cooperatives expand drone
programs and prepare for broader
BVLOS operations under the FAA's
emerging Part 108 framework, aerial
data collection is poised to scale.
NRECA's report makes clear that UAS
adoption aligns directly with cooperative
priorities: safety, reliability, and cost-
effectiveness.

The opportunity now is strategic. By
pairing drone and lidar collection with
scalable 3D analytics platforms such
as Pointerra3D, cooperatives can
transform raw data into actionable
intelligence. They can move beyond
visibility toward prioritization. Beyond
inspection toward prevention.

This is not about technology for its own
sake, but building a digital backbone
that supports reliability across
challenging service territories.

The cooperatives that connect those
pieces effectively will not simply
modernize vegetation management

— they will strengthen the reliability
promise at the heart of the cooperative
model.

Reduces false positives
Automates lidar classification

Delivers a unified 3D digital
twin

Enables span-to-tree-level risk
modeling

Streamlines planning
and proof of work

Accelerates cloud processing

Integrates with Esri, Maximo,
SAP, and enterprise systems

See how Pointerra3D
can modernize

your UVM program.
Request a demo today.
www.pointerra.com/demo/






