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DIGEST: This bill requires the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) 

to establish an expedited electric utility distribution infrastructure undergrounding 

program for large electrical corporations.  Requires the Office of Energy 

Infrastructure and Safety (OEIS) to approve or deny the plan within nine months 

and requires additional actions and reports. 

Assembly Amendments delete provisions of the bill related to California 

Environmental Protection Act (CEQA), streamlining of permitting, 

telecommunications provisions, and recast the language related to the process for 

an electrical corporation to submit and for agencies to approve an undergrounding 

plan.  

ANALYSIS:  

Existing law: 

 

1) Establishes and vests the CPUC with regulatory authority over public utilities, 

including electrical corporations.  (Article XII of the California Constitution) 

 

2) Provides it is the policy of this state to achieve, whenever feasible and not 

inconsistent with sound environmental planning, the undergrounding of all 

future electric and communication distribution facilities that are proposed to be 

erected in proximity to designated state scenic highways and that would be 

visible from those highways if erected above ground.  (Public Utilities Code 

§320) 

 

3) Requires electrical corporations to include in their Wildfire Mitigation Plans 

(WMPs) whether and where they considered undergrounding electric utility 

lines as part of their plan to mitigate wildfire risks.  (Public Utilities Code 

§8386) 

 

4) Establishes the OEIS which, as of July 1, 2021, houses the Wildfire Safety 

Division (WSD) to review the WMPs of electrical corporations.  (Government 

Code §15740 et seq. and Public Utilities Code §326) 

 

This bill: 

 

1) Requires the CPUC to establish an expedited utility distribution infrastructure 

undergrounding program, and authorizes only those electrical corporations with 

250,000 or more customer accounts within the state to participate in the 

program. 
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2) Requires a large electrical corporation, in order to participate in the program, to 

submit a distribution infrastructure undergrounding plan, including the 

undergrounding projects located in tier 2 or 3 high fire-threat districts or rebuild 

areas that it will construct as part of the program, to the OEIS. 

 

3) Requires the OEIS to approve or deny the plan within nine months.  

 

4) Requires, if the OEIS approves the large electrical corporation’s plan, the large 

electrical corporation to submit to the CPUC a copy of the plan and an 

application requesting review and conditional approval of the plan’s costs and 

would require the CPUC to approve or deny the plan within nine months.  

 

5) Requires the large electrical corporation, if the plan is approved by the OEIS 

and CPUC, to file specified progress reports, including additional information 

in its WMPs, hire an independent monitor to review and assess its compliance 

with its plan, apply for available federal, state, and other nonratepayer moneys 

throughout the duration of the approved plan, and use those nonratepayer 

moneys to reduce the program’s costs on its ratepayers.  

 

6) Authorizes the CPUC to assess penalties on a large electrical corporation that 

fails to substantially comply with the CPUC decision approving its plan. 

 

Background 
 

Undergrounding of electric utility lines.  Undergrounding is the process of 

replacing overhead utility lines (including poles, wires, and related equipment) that 

provide services such as electricity or communications to underground facilities 

(consisting of trenching of conduit that houses the wires, underground vaults 

and/or surface mounted structures).  The undergrounding of electrical and 

communications lines is typically done for aesthetic or safety purposes in order to 

remove the visible overhead lines and poles or to reduce the risk of damage or fire 

from being exposed to the elements (including high winds and winter storms that 

can topple lines and poles).  Undergrounding is generally much more expensive 

relative to installing overhead infrastructure – on the order of between 2.5 to 10 

times or more expensive.  While operating costs for undergrounded infrastructure 

can be less, assuming the undergrounding of the infrastructure results in a reduced 

need to repair damaged lines, restoration of service after an outage can take longer 

and there can be safety issues related to potential explosions and fires in 

underground vaults.  The costs for undergrounding utility lines vary depending on 
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the location of the lines, the topography, geology, population density served by the 

lines, labor costs, terrain, and other issues.  Since undergrounding is typically more 

expensive than overhead lines to build and maintain, most existing overhead utility 

systems remain above ground. 

 

California Overhead Conversion Program, Electric Tariff Rule 20.  The CPUC 

requires electric investor-owned utilities (IOUs) to allocate a certain amount of 

ratepayer funds each year for undergrounding conversion projects.  The electric 

utility annually allocates funds via credits under Electric Tariff Rule 20 to 

communities, either cities or unincorporated areas of counties, to convert overhead 

electric lines to underground facilities.  Since ratepayers contribute the bulk of the 

costs of Rule 20A programs through utility rates, the projects must be in the public 

interest, meeting specified criteria.   

 

Wildfire mitigation plans (WMPs).  Electrical equipment, including downed power 

lines, arcing, and conductor contact with trees and grass, can act as an ignition 

source.  Risks for wildfires also increased with extended drought conditions, bark 

beetle infestation that has increased tree mortalities, extreme heat and high wind 

events, along with increased encroachment of development into forested and high-

fire threat areas.  After numerous wildfires, including several catastrophic and 

deadly wildfires, the state has passed numerous statues to require electric utilities 

to mitigate wildfire risks.  Per those statutes, electric IOUs are required to file 

WMPs with guidance by the CPUC and now-OEIS at the Natural Resources 

Agency, specifically the WSD.  The WSD reviews and determines whether to 

approve these plans and ensures compliance with guidance and statute.   

 

Costs to underground electric utility infrastructure.  While the electric utilities 

incorporate undergrounding efforts in their WMPs, it is a strategy utilized for very 

few of their electric circuit lines, largely due to costs in comparison to other 

mitigation options, and the long-lead time for undergrounding projects.  As a 

result, generally, electric utilities are incorporating other wildfire mitigation efforts 

that are more cost-effective, including covered conductor.  According to data 

gathered from electric IOUs, and analyzed by the CPUC, converting overhead 

distribution infrastructure to underground is up to 10 times more expensive than 

installing new distribution overhead lines and undergrounding of electric 

distribution lines is 8 times more expensive than insulating (covering) the 

conductors (wires) to prevent them from igniting when contacting vegetation and 

other foreign objects.  Per the data collected from Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E), 

Southern California Edison (SCE) and San Diego Gas & Electric (SDG&E), the 

costs for undergrounding existing overhead distribution infrastructure can range 
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between $1.85 million to $6.072 million per mile. With the ranges for each electric 

IOU shown below: 

 

 PG&E: $3.4M - $6.1M per mile 

 SDG&E: $2.64M - $3.696M per mile 

 SCE: $1.85M - $5.23M per mile 

 

Per the data collected by the CPUC, installing new overhead distribution 

infrastructure is much less expensive.  On average, installing new overhead 

distribution infrastructure costs between $634,000-$760,000 per mile, according to 

the electric utilities’ Rule 21 interconnection unit cost guides.  For transmission, 

the cost for constructing new overhead transmission ranges from $1 million to $11 

million per mile and $6 million to $100 million per mile to convert existing 

overhead transmission to underground. 

PG&E announces effort to underground 10,000 miles of electric lines.  In July 

2021, within days of disclosing to the CPUC that their equipment may have ignited 

the Dixie Fire that was then-burning in Northern California, PG&E announced a 

safety initiative to protect communities from the threat of wildfire by converting 

10,000 miles of power lines underground in areas with high-fire risk.  PG&E’s 

public statements acknowledge a shift in their perspective given the growing costs 

and risks of wildfires.  While the utility did not release a detailed plan, including 

how costs would be paid, they noted the intent to underground 1,000 miles per year 

over 10 years and a desire to work with all stakeholders to develop a plan.  

 

PG&E recent WMP.  In its most recent WMP, filed earlier this year, PG&E 

provided additional detail on their intentions and efforts to underground 10,000 

miles of electric lines.  The PG&E noted the 10,000 miles would be for distribution 

electric lines (generally, the lower voltage lines that connect electric service in 

streets to homes and business in communities, as opposed to the higher voltage 

transmission lines which generally connect from electric generating resources).  

PG&E further stated that undergrounding overhead lines reduces ignition risk by 

approximately 99 percent and “is the best long-term solution for keeping customers 

and communities safe.”  PG&E acknowledged various criteria for consideration of 

undergrounding infrastructure, and stated undergrounding as a “preferred option 

after [electric] line removal or remote grid, where appropriate.”  PG&E noted that 

it had thus far completed 73 miles of undergrounding work, and plans to double 

that amount for the current year (2022) to achieve 175 circuit miles of 

undergrounding work (this includes Butte County Rebuild efforts from the Camp 

Fire impacts).  PG&E then plans to increase to 400 miles in 2023, 800 miles in 

2024, 1,000 miles in 2025, and 1,200 miles in 2026.  PG&E also stated its goal to 
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reduce the cost of undergrounding, from historically about $4 million per circuit 

mile to a target for $3.75 million per circuit mile in 2022 and an aim to reach $2.5 

million per circuit mile by 2026.  PG&E also noted that these efforts would not 

negate other hardening efforts for other high-fire risk circuits.  

 

Ratepayer impacts. As noted above, efforts to underground electrical infrastructure 

can be costly.  However, the risk of utility equipment igniting fires can also pose 

costs on utility customers given the associated liability and potential impacts to the 

borrowing costs to the utility.  With the growing risks of fires and the expenses 

associated with other strategies, including the costs of ongoing vegetation 

management, electric utilities are reassessing these costs and calculations.  In the 

case of PG&E, the utility believes undergrounding will help to better mitigate the 

risks for the long-term.  However, The Utility Reform Network (TURN) raises 

concerns that this bill lacks cost containment measures to better protect ratepayers. 

TURN urges a need to ensure cost-efficiency review of projects so as not to saddle 

customers with costs that may not be just and reasonable. 

 

Nine months for CPUC proceeding.  CPUC proceedings often take 18 months or 

years to resolve issues.  Stakeholders have often complained about the pace of 

these proceedings, though stakeholders have equally expressed concerns when 

proceedings have been streamlined.  Given the urgent need to mitigate wildfire 

risks, this bill requires the CPUC to resolve the proceeding within nine months.  

The California Farm Bureau remains concerned with the scope of participation in 

the application.  “It remains to be seen whether nine months will provide enough 

time for ratepayers and their advocates to adequately review a 10-year plan.” 

 

Related/Prior Legislation 

 

SB 70 (Nielsen, Chapter 400, Statutes of 2019) required each electrical 

corporation’s WMP to additionally include a description of where and how the 

electrical corporation considered undergrounding electrical distribution lines 

within those areas of its service territory identified to have the highest wildfire risk 

in a specified fire threat map. 

 

AB 1054 (Holden, Chapter 79, Statutes of 2019) included numerous provisions 

related to addressing wildfires caused by electric utility infrastructure, including: 

bolstering safety oversight and processes, such as required updates to each electric 

corporation’s WMPs, recasting recovery of costs from damages to third-parties, 

including the authorization for an electrical corporation and ratepayer jointly 

funded Wildfire Fund to address future damages, and changes to provisions 
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concerning the workforce of a change of ownership of a full or portion of an 

electrical or gas corporation. 

SB 901 (Dodd, Chapter 626, Statutes of 2018) addressed numerous issues 

concerning wildfire prevention, response and recovery, including funding for 

mutual aid, fuel reduction and forestry policies, WMPs by electric utilities, and 

cost recovery by electric corporations of wildfire-related damages. 

SB 1028 (Hill, Chapter 598, Statutes of 2016) required electric CPUC-regulated 

utilities to file annual wildfire mitigation plans and requires the CPUC to review 

and comment on those plans.  

 

FISCAL EFFECT: Appropriation: No Fiscal Com.: Yes Local: Yes 

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 costs:   

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 
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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 

electrical corporation decides to use the program.  The agencies are right that there 

is no way to know, for certain, whether an electrical corporation 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. 

SUPPORT: (Verified 8/29/22) 

Asian Pacific Islander American Public Affairs – Community Education 

Foundation 

Bay Area Council 

Cal Fire Local 2881 

California Apartment Association 

California Asian Pacific Chamber of Commerce 

California Building Industry Association 

California Community Builders 

California Democratic Party Rural Caucus 

California Hispanic Chamber of Commerce 

Central Valley Opportunity Center 

Chicana Latina Foundation 

City of Merced 

City of Thousand Oaks 

Community Resource Project 

Councilmember Jeff Gee, District 1- City of Redwood City  

Councilmember Susan Wengraf, District 6 – City of Berkeley City 

Councilmember Treva Reid, District 7 – City of Oakland 

Edward D. Hill, County Administrative – Kings County  

El Concilio of San Mateo County 

Hayward Chamber of Commerce 

Hispanics In Energy 

Madera County Board of Supervisors 

Mariposa County Board of Supervisors 
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Mayor Santos Garcia, City of Madera 

Michels Pacific Energy, Inc. 

Northern California Power Agency 

Personal Insurance Federation of California 

Pinnacle Power Services, Inc. 

Redwood Community Action Agency 

San Mateo County Economic Development Association 

Sigal Utility Services 

Sonoma Clean Power 

Supervisor Dawn Ortiz-Legg, District 3 – San Luis Obispo County  

Supervisor Greg Caput, District 4 – Santa Cruz County 

Supervisor Joan Hartmann, District 3 – Santa Barbara County 

Supervisor Josh Pedrozo, District 2 – Merced County 

Supervisor Lynn Compton, District 4 – San Luis Obispo County 

Supervisor Manu Koenig, District 1 – Santa Cruz County 

Supervisor Mary L. Adams, District 5 – Monterey County 

Supervisor Scott M. Silveira, District 5 – Merced County  

The Latino Coalition 

Town of Moraga 

Underground Construction Company 

US Hispanic Chamber of Commerce 

Veteran Pipeline Construction 

Veteran Power Infrastructure 

Wright of The West 

OPPOSITION: (Verified 8/29/22) 

The Utility Reform Network  

 

ARGUMENTS IN SUPPORT:  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 
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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. Currently, PG&E undergrounds less 

than 100 miles of their electrical lines annually. 

 

ARGUMENTS IN OPPOSITION: In opposition to this bill, TURN raises 

concerns that this bill does not provide sufficient protections for ratepayers. 

According to TURN: the “greatest concern is that the August 25th version of the 

bill does not sufficiently include necessary cost containment measures. SB 884 

does not properly require cost-efficiency review of projects and failure to do so 

will likely result in increases to ratepayers that are not just and 

reasonable…Furthermore, SB 884 does not require utilities to expend all available 

non-ratepayer funds before once again raising rates. California is experiencing a 

crisis of affordability and as a result, we need to be extremely vigilant in 

preventing higher rates without thorough review.” 

 

For far too long, America’s largest utility – PG&E – has failed its customers and 

made California unsafe. For 

 

  

Prepared by: Nidia Bautista / E., U. & C. / (916) 651-4107 

8/30/22 18:23:15 

****  END  **** 
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