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SENATE THIRD READING 

SB 884 (McGuire) 

As Amended  August 15, 2022 

Majority vote 

SUMMARY 

Creates an expedited program by which a large electrical investor owned utility (IOU) may 

receive approval for a plan to underground utility distribution infrastructure through 2031. 

Major Provisions 
1) Requires the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) to establish an expedited utility 

distribution infrastructure undergrounding program in high fire threat areas two and three, to 

which an IOU may choose to apply, by submitting a plan to the Office of Energy 

Infrastructure and Safety (OEIS) that identifies the eligible undergrounding projects that it 

will construct through 2031. 

2) Plans must include timelines for the completion of undergrounding; a comparison of 

undergrounding costs to other hardening measures including vegetation management, 

covered conductors, and rapid earth fault current limiter devices; prioritize projects based on 

fire risk reduction; utility and contractor workforce development; and an evaluation of costs, 

projected economic benefits, and cost containment. 

3) Establishes a process of approximately one year for OEIS safety review and public comment 

and CPUC cost review and public comment to approve or deny the plan, based on specified 

showings. 

4) An approved plan requires the IOU to file twice-annual progress reports; hire an independent 

monitor selected by OEIS to report each December 1 assessing the IOU's compliance; and 

subjects the IOU to penalties for failure to substantially comply with the plan by the CPUC. 

COMMENTS 

The purpose of IOU wildfire mitigation plans (WMPs) is to reduce the risk and occurrence of 

catastrophic wildfires caused by utility infrastructure which has devastated California in recent 

years. Undergrounding is referenced as a hardening measure for use in WMPs but it is not 

mandated. The IOUs may request funding within general rate cases (GRCs) to convert existing 

overhead electric system equipment to undergrounding if there is a compelling risk reduction 

reason for such an investment. Application of those elements through the WMP is unique for 

each utility, its regions, and its wildfire risk exposure.   

The author intends to facilitate and encourage the filing of a long-term undergrounding plan by 

Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) but also intends to ensure that the utility is held accountable to 

do the work in a cost-effective and timely fashion.  The utility reports that to meet the plan goals 

on time and with cost efficiencies over the life of the plan, it needs approvals by the OEIS and 

cost consideration by the CPUC for the full-ten years and soon.  The utility reports that 

permitting is always a challenge but the greatest regulatory barriers it has in the way of moving 

forward on its plan is the limited three-year time frame for the WMP with year-to-year approval 

by OEIS, and the four-year GRC cycles at the CPUC that are not aligned with the current three-

year WMPs, let alone a ten year project.   
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Committee staff is also aware that PG&E has a large debt-to-equity ratio which hinders their 

ability to finance big, long-term projects at a reasonable cost. Without some type of cost review 

and at least conditional approval at the front end of the plan, PG&E may not be able to secure the 

financing it needs to proceed and, at a minimum, financing costs would be higher.  

PG&E represents that approval of a long-term plan will help stop wildfires caused by equipment, 

reduce public safety outages, decrease the need for tree trimming, improve system reliability, 

allow utilities and their partners to develop and train a labor workforce, build an efficient supply 

chain, and contract with vendors and other partners over a longer term and at reduced cost.  The 

stop/start mode of the existing, short-term, OEIS WMP reviews and the staggered GRC cycles 

for cost review will not allow the utility to manage the plan in a way to meet the planned safety 

and cost reduction elements of the plan over ten years. 

Most critically, PG&E has a cost analysis showing that a ten-year undergrounding plan would 

reduce WMP costs by half in comparison to current mitigation strategies of vegetation 

management, limited undergrounding, covered conductors, and use of planned electric outages – 

$17 billion for undergrounding vs. $35 billion for current mitigation strategies for those 10,000 

miles of lines.  It would also provide a 99% reduction in fire risk compared to 68% for currently 

planned measures. 

Prove It.  This bill does not mandate undergrounding or that the agencies approve 

undergrounding.  It does provide an expedited review process for a ten-year undergrounding 

plan.  To be approved, the IOU must show that the ten year plan will substantially reduce costs, 

outages, and fire risk over the life of the plan. 

According to the Author 
For far too long, America's largest utility – PG&E – has failed its customers and made California 

unsafe. For years, the utility underfunded modernization and wildfire safety efforts, which has 

had devastating impacts here in the Golden State. PG&E has been charged with nearly 100 

felonies in the deaths of California residents in wildfires they caused over the past four years. 

Californians have literally run for their lives while their homes burned to escape flames from 

PG&E-caused wildfires. Californians have sat in the dark with food spoiling in their warm 

refrigerators for days on end during wind-driven public safety power shutoffs, and they've been 

left without access to critical lifeline services when power lines go down. This has been our 

reality for long enough. SB 884 will provide a path to expedite undergrounding of 10,000 miles 

of PG&E utility lines in the highest fire risk zones, save ratepayers money, and hold PG&E 

accountable to their timelines 

Arguments in Support 
The California Apartment Association writes that "burying electrical lines in our highest fire 

threat communities reduces utility-caused fire ignition risk by 99 percent, will lead to less 

weather-driven public safety power shut off events, and it will promote dramatically greater 

overall grid reliability as the state continues to grapple with the effects of climate change. 

Continued reliance on cutting and trimming trees that grow back as a primary fire mitigation tool 

makes little sense for customers and communities in California."  

Arguments in Opposition 
Southern California Edison opines that "upend the holistic framework built in the Wildfire 

Mitigation Plan process. While the undergrounding program described in SB 884 is voluntary, 

creating a separate approval path for one mitigation type – specifically undergrounding, the most 
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expensive option – undermines the WMP process and set a dangerous precedent. In addition, the 

bill is unnecessary for any utility seeking to underground lines because there is nothing stopping 

a utility from putting forth a multiyear undergrounding proposal in the existing Wildfire 

Mitigation Plan process.'  

Amendments made to this bill on and after June 23rd have largely addressed issues of concern in 

letters of opposition dated prior to June 23rd. 

FISCAL COMMENTS 

According to the Assembly Appropriations Committee, while actual costs are unknown, 

establishment of the new, expedited undergrounding process will require significant costs of both 

OEIS and CPUC, each of which estimates the following:   

1) OEIS estimates it will need $4.070 million annually (special fund), starting in fiscal year 

(FY) 2022-23, to fund four supervisory positions at an annual cost of $220,000 each; three 

senior engineer specialists at an annual cost of $220,000 each; and 12 utility engineers at a 

cost of $148,000 each.  The annual total also includes $646,000 in travel expenses; $51,168 

for eight vehicle leases; and $57,000 in field safety equipment. 

OEIS describes, in general terms, the work carried out by these positions as facilitating the 

evaluation and compliance assurance of multi-year undergrounding plans.  In addition, OEIS 

asserts this bill uses, but does not define, key terms, such as "substantial increase in 

reliability" and "substantial reduction in wildfire risk" and, therefore, OEIS will need to 

undertake "significant legal and program costs" to develop those terms via regulation. 

2) CPUC costs: 

a) To establish the program, CPUC estimates it will need $1.631 million (special fund) for 

three years, starting in FY 2022-23, for two regulatory positions, two attorneys, an 

administrative law judge, a utilities engineer focused on safety and a limited-term 

information technology (IT) specialist.   

b) Presuming at least one utility files a ten-year undergrounding plan with OEIS, and 

presuming OEIS approves at least one such plan, CPUC estimates ongoing annual costs 

of $1.405 million thereafter (special fund) for all but the limited-term IT specialist to 

provide guidance to the electric utilities on program structure and reporting requirements, 

perform analysis on program costs, risk reductions and trade-offs, hold public workshops, 

assess utilities' use of all available non-ratepayer funding sources, and, potentially, assess 

penalties on the utilities for non-compliant undergrounding plans.  

The CPUC and OEIS warn each agency will face the costs described above to establish the 

expedited undergrounding program, regardless of whether any IOU decides to use the program.  

The agencies are right that there is no way to know, for certain, whether an IOU will use the new 

program; however, Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E) has repeatedly expressed interest in such a 

program and has stated publicly it intends to underground 10,000 miles of electrical lines over 

the next ten years. 
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VOTES 

SENATE FLOOR:  25-3-12 
YES:  Allen, Atkins, Becker, Cortese, Dodd, Durazo, Eggman, Gonzalez, Hurtado, Kamlager, 

Laird, Leyva, Limón, McGuire, Min, Newman, Pan, Portantino, Roth, Rubio, Skinner, Stern, 

Umberg, Wieckowski, Wiener 

NO:  Jones, Ochoa Bogh, Wilk 

ABS, ABST OR NV:  Archuleta, Bates, Borgeas, Bradford, Caballero, Dahle, Glazer, Grove, 

Hertzberg, Hueso, Melendez, Nielsen 

 

ASM UTILITIES AND ENERGY:  12-0-3 
YES:  Eduardo Garcia, Bauer-Kahan, Carrillo, Cunningham, Mike Fong, Holden, Mayes, 

Muratsuchi, Quirk, Reyes, Santiago, Ting 

ABS, ABST OR NV:  Patterson, Chen, Cristina Garcia 

 

ASM APPROPRIATIONS:  11-2-3 
YES:  Holden, Bryan, Arambula, Mike Fong, Gabriel, Eduardo Garcia, Levine, Quirk, 

Robert Rivas, Akilah Weber, McCarty 

NO:  Bigelow, Davies 

ABS, ABST OR NV:  Calderon, Megan Dahle, Fong 

 

UPDATED 

VERSION: August 15, 2022 

CONSULTANT:  Kellie Smith / U. & E. / (916) 319-2083   FN: 0003579 




