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X
he State of California is innovative and of great interest to those in the energy and utilities industry. 
�at is why all eyes are on the utilities in the Golden State, to �nd out why and how these leading 
utility companies are making strides in doing business in a changing environment.

�ere are so many issues to take on, from grid hardening and resiliency, to increased demand from 
data centers to wild�re mitigation including managing Public Safety Power Shuto�s, to changing 

culture around these big issues. No one ever dreamed that shutting down power would become a necessary lifeline, 
and that is a tough change in mindset for utility workers. But it’s all being done and more.

To help understand how California utilities are grappling with these major transformations, Public Utilities 
Fortnightly’s Executive Editor Steve Mitnick went to the top and talked with two leaders, joined by Chris Rogers 
from Guidehouse. PG&E CFO Carolyn Burke and Southern California Edison CEO Steve Powell have much to 
say on important issues.

our Hazard Awareness 
Warning Center, which 
operates twenty-four 
hours a day, seven days 
a week, three hundred 
sixty-�ve days a year.

�ese are the layers of 
safety protection we’ve 
put in place, and they’ve 
proven e�ective. We have 
had an active �re season 
this summer and have 
not had a single �re of 
consequence tied to any 
of our equipment. While 

we’ve had a small number of PSPS events, it’s been thousands 
of people, not millions, and they’ve been without power for less 
time. We also notify customers well in advance.

Our teams are always monitoring the weather and �re condi-
tions and can forecast potential wind events seven to ten days 
out. As they monitor the potential event, they can pinpoint it to 
a speci�c area on our system.

�ey’ll then work closely with impacted towns and counties, 
identifying vulnerable populations or critical customers like 
hospitals, which need back-up power during the PSPS. �e 
teams will work closely with these customers to secure that 
back-up power.

�ey’re working with them ahead of the shutdown, so every-
one’s prepared. �e power comes back smoothly once the weather 
has passed, we’ve patrolled our equipment, and it’s safe to restore 
power. �ose are the physical safety protections.

Let’s talk about �nancial protection. California has put in 

PUF’s Steve Mitnick: How would you describe PG&E’s strategy 
to grow and best serve its constituencies?

Carolyn Burke: Our strategy includes an important yet small 
word – “And.” Our strategy is about serving both our customers 
and our investors.

Back in June we hosted an Investor Update. We unveiled the 
Power Pyramid, which represents our strategy.

�e pyramid has a base layer, which is our foundation of safety. 
Safety is foundational to our strategy. �is foundation includes 
the physical and �nancial protections we’ve put in place, and that 
the state has put in place over the last few years.

On the physical side, we have invested signi�cantly to 
prevent wild�re ignitions. We’ve invested in more than �fteen 
hundred weather stations with cameras throughout the high-
threat �re districts.

We have meteorologists on our sta�, and use advanced �re-
safety, �re-science models. We’ve increased our inspections and 
repairs and examined our vegetation management program. �e 
big game changer has been Enhanced Power Safety Settings, 
or EPSS, which de-energizes the system within one tenth of a 
second, as soon as anything hits the wires.

Last year, we added a new Downed Conductor Detection 
technology to our toolkit, which has eleven hundred new devices 
on the wires in our system. We’re adding another four hundred 
this year. Our most powerful tool is the Public Safety Power 
Shuto� or PSPS, which is also a tool of last resort.

We’ve invested billions of dollars into preventing wild�res, 
but just as important are the post-ignition protections. We have 
forty-�ve two-person teams – ninety people – in Safety and 
Infrastructure Protection in place.

We also have Public Safety Specialists, who coordinate 
across all the agencies in response to any kind of �re. We have 

T

Safety is 
foundational to our 
strategy. This 
foundation includes 
the physical and 
financial protections 
we’ve put in place, 
and that the state 
has put in place over 
the last few years. 

Carolyn Burke 
PG&E CFO



 8 PUBLIC UTILITIES FORTNIGHTLY  DECEMBER 2024

�e average for the utility sector is 1.6; it was 1.4 in 2023, so our 
peers are getting better. We’re spending eighty cents of capital 
on every dollar of expense.

While we know we have more work to do to get better, we 
have made improvements. Over the last two years, we reduced 
O&M by 3% in 2022 and 5.5% in 2024. We’re focused on what 
more we can do to o�set the bill.

�e other big enabler in our Simple A�ordable Model is load 
growth. We’re seeing that growth through the adoption of electric 
vehicles, enabling EV infrastructure, and data center growth.

Additionally, in California, we have an energy transition-
supportive policy from the Governor’s O�ce with a focus on 
building electri�cation. As the load grows with EVs, data centers 

and building electri�ca-
tion, we are able spread the 
cost of the system across 
more customers, making 
it more a�ordable for all 
customers.

It’s also up to us to en-
sure we’re bringing on ben-
e�cial load. As long as we 
bring in more revenue than 
the cost of that load, we 
can lower the cost to our 
core customers.

That’s the challenge 
with data center load – 
making it beneficial to 
core customers. We’re 
thoughtful about ensur-

ing that when we bring in data centers, it is bene�cial to all our 
customers and lowering their bills.

�e third enabler of the Simple A�ordable Model is e�cient 
�nancing. In addition to achieving investment grade, we’re look-
ing at Department of Energy loans and grants and optimizing 
our capital structure.

If those three enablers o�set the nine and a half percent of 
capital investment growth by two percent each, our customer 
bills will stay within the rate of in�ation.

While we’d like to see it even lower, that’s our strategy. Safety 
and protection �rst, and the Simple A�ordable Model that 
enables resiliency.

Once we do that, we can begin to deliver a decarbonized 
energy future for California at the lowest societal cost. We want 
to eliminate the green premium by being as a�ordable as possible.

PUF: Resiliency is a necessary expense for the utility.
Carolyn Burke: Yes, it is. We’re looking at undergrounding 

ten thousand miles on our system. It’s eight percent of our total 
system in terms of miles, and miles only in the highest wild�re 

�nancial protection in the form of legislation, AB-1054, which 
passed in 2019 and became e�ective in 2020. It required the 
establishment of a state Wild�re Fund, which has twenty-one 
billion dollars in claims-paying capacity.

It’s currently been funded up to fourteen or �fteen billion 
dollars so far. It was funded by the IOUs in the state, as well 
as through customer contributions. It is what has kept utilities 
investable in California because in the case of a catastrophic 
wild�re it provides three levels of protection.

First, it provides liquidity, so we have access to the funds. In 
the event of a catastrophic wild�re, we would be responsible for 
the �rst billion dollars of cash settlements, and we can tap the 
fund for anything over a billion.

Second, it established a prudency standard. We’re required to 
have a valid safety certi�cate in place – which we do every year – 
and follow our approved wild�re mitigation plan. Pre-AB-1054, 
the burden was on us to prove we were prudent.

Finally, there’s a cap on the liability after an investigation of 
the �re. After claims have been settled and paid, the CPUC will 
conduct a prudency review to determine whether the utility will 
have any obligation to reimburse the fund.

If it does, it could be partially or fully liable. But there’s a cap on 
this liability which is twenty percent of our transmission and dis-
tribution rate base, which is currently 4.1 billion dollars. AB-1054 
changed the game for investor-owned utilities in California.

My team and I are also working hard to ensure PG&E 
strengthens and maintains a healthy balance sheet. We’re non-
investment grade at our parent company today, but we’ve seen 
actions by the credit rating agencies over the last year where we 
are now just one notch below investment grade.

Standard & Poor’s and Moody’s both gave us an upgrade 
earlier this year. We’re still two notches below investment grade 
at Standard & Poor’s but only one notch below at Moody’s.

Moody’s has us on a one-year cycle and we’re expecting them 
to review us again in February. For Moody’s, it’s primarily about 
keeping our customers safe through another wild�re season.

After the safety foundation in our Power Pyramid, we focus on 
what we call our Simple A�ordable Model. We have a signi�cant 
need for capital investment in our system.

We estimate our capital investment will increase nine-and-
a-half percent in the near-term future, year over year. �at’s a 
lot for our customers to absorb. How do we o�set that nine-
and-a-half percent?

First, we look to reduce our operating and maintenance 
spend. O&M expense goes directly to the bill, whereas capital is 
amortized and spread out, which is more a�ordable for customers.

PG&E is currently fourth quartile across all utilities with 
our O&M spend per customer. We have a target of reducing 
our O&M spend by two percent every year.

Our capital to O&M expense ratio started the year at 0.8. 

We’ve invested 
billions of dollars 
into preventing 
wildfires, but just as 
important are the 
post-ignition 
protections. We 
have 45 two-person 
teams – 90 people 
– in Safety and 
Infrastructure 
Protection in place.
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We’ve got so much solar. We have too much solar in the 
middle of the day, and yet we don’t have solar at the end of the 
day when the sun goes down. How do we raise the belly of the 
duck curve to solve that? 

In addition to adding more storage to the grid, we think 
electric vehicles are the way. With the right pricing signals in 
place, people can charge at the right time of the day to serve that 
load at the end of the day without building more power plants 
or having to add that cost to customers.

We’re estimating that our grid is at forty-�ve percent usage 
capacity. Why can’t we get that up to eighty or eighty-�ve percent 
capacity by using electric vehicles? Our CEO Patti Poppe wants 
to enable this and make it happen.

Take for instance, the recent announcement by the Oakland 
school district, which has gone all electric with their school 
buses. �ey run those buses during their morning and afternoon 
routes and charge them in between and at night. �ey can also 

threat districts. We believe undergrounding 
is the right answer for our customers for 
two reasons.

First, undergrounding is both a safety 
and a resiliency play. Second, it is also more 
a�ordable by eliminating the need for veg-
etation management in those areas. A big 
piece of our O&M expense is vegetation 
management.

Our last two winters had signi�cant 
events with power going out in those remote 
areas. If the lines were underground, those 
customers would still have had power. We 
would not have had to send storm response 
sta� to remote areas, which is costly, and is 
an expense that could be avoided.

�e safety and resiliency play plus less 
vegetation management and less storm 
response cost translates to a�ordability.

Guidehouse’s Chris Rogers: I remember 
the �rst PSPS versus what you’re comparing 
to today. It’s like a sledgehammer versus a 
scalpel. It is amazing what the teams have 
done. I know it’s not been an easy road in 
any way.

Carolyn Burke: It is impressive. We 
would like to not shut o� the power. But 
safety comes �rst. When we have dry condi-
tions and wind events, we know the most 
powerful tool in our toolkit is the PSPS.

Around the fourth of July, we had about 
ten days of hundred-degree weather. We 
had a wind event and one PSPS event. 
Recently, we had two PSPS events. �e number of complaints 
from customers was signi�cantly lower.

�e early warnings and working closely with the communities 
ahead of time has made a huge di�erence. People recognize that 
this is a safety event, and that’s beginning to resonate.

Chris Rogers: �e role of the energy transition or transforma-
tion at large, how speci�cally is that �owing into the PG&E 
strategy?

Carolyn Burke: It’s speci�cally �owing into strategy. �e 
Governor’s O�ce and the State of California are aligned in 
terms of what they want from an energy transition over the 
next few years. �ey see utilities playing a signi�cant part in 
that transition, and there are smart people in this organization 
working to solve tough problems.

Electric vehicle growth in California is tremendous. We 
believe there’s a real value proposition in EVs that is only 
beginning to unfold.

We’re looking at undergrounding ten thousand 
miles on our system. It’s 8% of our total system 

in terms of miles, and miles only in the 
highest wildfire threat districts.
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�is is the way to cost improvements. Once you make a process 
e�cient, and eliminate the waiting time and duplication of steps, 
you have also eliminated frustration from folks’ jobs and caused 
joy. �e cost structure will come down almost on its own.

If instead the focus is solely on cutting costs, there is less joy. 
When you talk about becoming more e�cient, folks get more 
excited, more enrolled. We talk a lot about joy at work here at 
PG&E. Bring joy, then the cost just comes out. It’s a dream for 
the CFO.

Patti also brought Breakthrough �inking to us, which is not 
letting the past de�ne our future. Instead, we asked questions 
like, “What needs to be true for X to occur?”

Our safety management system helps us keep safety at the 
heart of everything. Everyone 
and everything are always safe. 
�at’s one of the stands we’ve 
taken at PG&E. �ose are the 
three components of our per-
formance playbook, and they 
are critical to our success.

We have one other saying, 
which is Performance is Pow-
er. If we perform, then we have 
power to in�uence. Regulators 
and customers will trust us, if 
we perform.

Chris Rogers: How would 
you evaluate these greatest 
challenges in front of you and 
how should those be faced and 
addressed?

Carolyn Burke: We’re at the beginning. We’re at end of the 
third inning. It is about being patient. Implementing sustainable 
changes doesn’t happen overnight. Shaping culture takes a while, 
and our regulators want to see that change.

Our regulators have made hard decisions over the last year, for 
us and our customers. �ey approved a GRC that was signi�cant 
in size, the �rst four-year GRC they tackled.

�ey just approved SB 410 for new electri�cation projects. 
�ey also approved an interim rate on two of our big wild�re 
mitigation �lings.

�ey’ve made big decisions and are holding us to task. We 
need a�ordability to be front and center of everything. �ey need 
to see another year of costs coming down.

�e biggest challenge is being patient and steadfast and 
implementing sustainable change. �is is not about a quick �x 
but doing what’s right for our customers.

It’s all about rebuilding trust with our customers. We want to 
win their hearts and minds through our performance. We want 
to earn their trust and earn the right to serve them. m

send excess energy back to the grid. We need more of those 
examples.

Last year, twenty-eight percent of new car purchases in our 
region were electric. In Santa Clara County, it was around 
forty-one percent. �at shows the con�dence buyers have in the 
infrastructure here.

We need to continue to build out that infrastructure and take 
advantage of it for the energy transition. It’s key to our overall 
strategy and to California’s, as well.

PUF: What are the essential building blocks to successfully 
execute this strategy?

Carolyn Burke: I have done a couple of turnarounds, albeit 
at a di�erent scale than here at PG&E. I joined NRG a month 
after their emergence from bankruptcy in December of 2003, 
when CEO David Crane joined. �e company moved from 
Minneapolis to Princeton and transformed signi�cantly.

I was in �nance, as head of FP&A reporting to the CFO, 
Bob Flexon. �en, when Bob Flexon became CEO of Dynegy, 
I joined him there. We put the company into bankruptcy and 
brought it back out.

I have learned there are three legs to any turnaround. �e 
�rst is �nancial. �e second is organizational/strategy. �e third 
is culture.

�e most important leg of any turnaround is culture. Fixing 
the balance sheet is not that hard. With a bankruptcy – Chapter 
11 – there’s a playbook. You can also cut costs quickly.

But if you don’t do it the right way – with the people in the 
company coming along with you – it’s not sustainable and not 
successful. To be successful, leaders must talk to people, give 
them tools, and shape the culture. Learn what’s important 
to coworkers and what ideas they have for our success in the 
long term. �e people closest to the work know how best to 
solve the issues.

Patti has a playbook she’s brought here, which is impressive. 
She successfully used the Lean System at CMS and brought that 
here to PG&E. Our PG&E performance playbook has three 
components: Lean, what we call Breakthrough �inking, and 
our safety management system.

We’ve trained over three thousand leaders on a deep set of 
Lean skills, and our goal is to train all twenty-eight thousand 
people. In the Lean Operating System, there are �ve plays – visual 
management, operating reviews, problem solving, standards, 
and waste elimination.

It’s a way of thinking about continuous improvement, not 
being satis�ed, and using process mapping to get to the root 
cause of the problem.

It’s �xing problems, setting a standard, and making sure the 
standard is met. Once you regularly meet that standard, you 
reset and improve the standard. �en say, “All right, let’s beat it 
again. Let’s continuously improve.”

We’re estimating 
that our grid is at 
45% usage 
capacity. Why 
can’t we get that 
up to 80 or 85% 
capacity by using 
electric vehicles? 
Our CEO Patti 
Poppe wants to 
enable this and 
make it happen.
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Some elements in 
our wildfire mitiga-
tion portfolio, like 
covered conductor, are 
a good tool to improve 
reliability. Our circuits 
that have covered con-
ductor are more reli-
able because it doesn’t 
just protect against 
vegetation and other 
things contacting lines 
and causing ignitions, 
it helps avoid a lot of 
other faults. �at grid 
hardening is part of re-
liability over time.

Some of what we’ve used for PSPS and targeting, such as the 
automatic switches and the sectionalizing of circuits, was born 
out of our prior grid-modernization programs. It’s taking ele-
ments of older programs and applying them to the new prob-
lems like wild�re mitigation.

�e same applies with tools we have in wild�re mitigation, 
particularly around situational awareness, looking at other hazards 
and how we manage those. Each of these programs, while stood 
up originally for a speci�c objective or two, in combination are 
making the grid more reliable, resilient, and ready for all the 
challenges ahead.

Guidehouse’s Chris Rogers: How is SoCal Edison leveraging 
the combined experiences and learnings, innovations of other 
industry organizations or your peers, to continually improve 
these e�orts?

Steve Powell: We have learned a lot from others who had 
already begun to apply wild�re solutions. We spent a lot of time 
benchmarking with utilities in Australia, for example, as well as 
our peers here in California and the broader West.

One of the nice things about our industry is we work to 
solve problems together and learn from each other. �ere are 
wild�re technology and solution consortiums, put together for 
information sharing all the way down to the technical level with 
engineers and experts.

We would visit Australia and meet with our peers. As we began 
to develop and deploy expertise, that then becomes the opportunity 
to give back to others going through something similar.

We have utilities come in and visit our Emergency Operations 

PUF’s Steve Mitnick: As a foundational part of Southern 
California Edison’s strategy, how do the company’s wild�re 
mitigation e�orts �t in?

Steve Powell: I’ll start with our overall wild�re mitigation 
approach. In California, having experienced catastrophic �res 
in the 2017 and 2018 timeframe, it made many in the state, 
including us, relook at our wild�re mitigation and broader grid 
resilience approach.

We had �re mitigation plans. We had done work on our 
infrastructure, like pole replacement programs to harden against 
heavy wind, long before those �res happened. But it signaled an 
accelerating need to further harden the grid.

Since 2018, our wild�re mitigation strategy has focused on 
a few key pillars. First, and I call it the most sustainable solu-
tion over time, is grid hardening. We went out rapidly with a 
program to replace bare wire with covered conductor, hardening 
our overhead lines.

We have about nine thousand �ve hundred miles of overhead 
power lines in high-�re risk areas. So far, we have installed 
covered conductor on more than six thousand one hundred 
miles since 2018.

Second, I would highlight our operational practices such as 
vegetation management – including wider clearances around lines 
– and inspection programs where we look, on a risk-prioritized 
basis, at all our assets in high-�re risk areas. We’re doing that 
from the air, using drones and cameras to take pictures, as well 
as from the ground.

Finally, a critical piece is situational awareness and running 
programs like Public Safety Power Shuto�s (PSPS), which have 
become an important tool for wild�re mitigation. Critical to 
helping us know where to target our PSPS is getting weather 
stations on the system to see what’s going on, and high-def 
cameras for identi�cation of issues.

We have installed more than one thousand seven hundred 
�fty weather stations, roughly one to four weather stations on 
many circuits in high-�re risk areas. �at is so we can monitor 
real-time wind speeds, humidity, and other things that then go 
into arti�cial intelligence and machine learning-driven programs 
that help inform our forecast.

PSPS is the tool of last resort, but when the winds are high, 
it’s dry, and in high-�re risk conditions, if the public safety risk 
is great, we may need to use it.

How does that �t into our broader strategy? �ese are all 
elements of how to make a grid more resilient and more reliable 
over time.

There’s a lot of 
sharing that goes on 
with our peers across 
the industry through 
EEI’s efforts around 
the broader wildfire-
risk mitigation and 
solutions efforts. I 
co-chair EEI’s CEO 
Task Force on 
Wildfires and this is 
one of the key pieces.

Steve Powell 
Southern California Edison CEO
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�e �rst piece in those e�orts two years 
ago was to ramp up information sharing. 
It starts with every utility understanding 
their risk pro�le, performing a risk assess-
ment to know how big the wild�re risk is 
and what drives it.

�e second piece is then understanding 
what tools to apply. Via EEI, we developed 
white papers and hosted webinars that 
laid out all the di�erent types of wild�re 
mitigation tools that we and our peers are 
using across the industry. Every utility 
will deploy those di�erently, depending 
upon what their risks look like, but it’s to 
understand the risk and risk assessment, 
understand the tools.

Companies that have wild�re risk 
should be developing wild�re mitigation 
plans. �ey may not call them that, but 
planning to manage that risk is the best 
practice.

Getting an agreement among our 
peers, what are the most valuable pieces 
and what are the things we would do 
in common, like a PSPS program, for 
example. �at’s a great opportunity to 
bring to our peers who are beginning the 
journey the experience of those of us who 
have done the wild�re risk reduction and 
mitigation e�orts.

Chris Rogers: With that, all boats rise.
Steve Powell: It is an industry-wide 

challenge, and it can’t just be one of us 
solving it because we are connected in 
so many ways. Wild�res that happen 
on the border between California and 
Oregon can take out transmission lines, 
and if those are happening during peak 
periods, that’s a serious supply issue for 
California.

We have a vested interest in other utili-
ties avoiding wild�res. �e other connection is we all tap into the 
same insurance markets if we’re not self-insured, for example, and 
face a lot of the same costs that get driven up signi�cantly from 
wild�res and similar catastrophic events. �ere is a real bene�t 
to solving this as an industry.

PUF: What do you see as the remaining challenges to tackle 
next year or the next couple of years?

Steve Powell: SCE has reduced the risk of a catastrophic �re 
starting from our equipment by eighty-�ve to ninety-plus percent 

Center to see how we run PSPS. We share our grid-hardening 
solutions.

�ere’s a lot of sharing that goes on with our peers across the 
industry through EEI’s e�orts around the broader wild�re-risk 
mitigation and solutions e�orts. I co-chair EEI’s CEO Task Force 
on Wild�res and this is one of the key pieces.

When we look at the growing need for wild�re solutions and 
risk reduction, it’s not a California issue anymore. It’s a broader 
issue, even beyond the West.

We’re working to figure out how to come up with a 
federal solution to manage liabilities for utilities. 
That’s a big piece. It’s going to be a challenge to 
put it together, but it is critically important that 
utilities have that for the long run because the 

wildfire risk is only going to increase.
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reason they’re exacerbated is not just weather, it is how we manage 
our forests, where we build homes, and how we harden those 
homes. All those contribute to the ability to manage wild�re risk.

One of the key things we do is look at how we work with 
our partners at the state and the federal agencies to improve the 
overall management of wild�res. California has greatly increased 
its �re�ghting capabilities over the last �ve years.

Policies around how to harden homes and what wild�re 
mitigation looks like for homes. Each of those are critical pieces, 
and we have a vested interest in working with our partner agencies, 

our regulators, to make 
sure all those are in place 
to help manage the risk.

Chris Rogers: AB-
1054 may allow Cali-
fornia utilities to still be 
investable. Absent that, it 
would be a di�erent sto-
ry for �nancial viability. 
Where do you think So-
Cal Edison and the in-
dustry overall will be in 
three to �ve years regard-
ing wild�re mitigation?

Steve Powell: �ree 
to �ve years from now, 
SCE will have done the 
proactive hardening in 
our high-�re risk areas 
that we had planned, and 
more than eighty-�ve per-
cent of our overhead lines 

will be hardened. �e remaining portion is lower risk, and we’ll 
harden those on an as-needed basis.

I expect that with all that hardening and continued re�ne-
ment of our situational awareness, our PSPS events will be more 
infrequent. Over time, in areas where PSPS may still happen, 
you’ll see investments by both customers and the utility in backup 
power and other things that allow them to ride through those 
events more successfully.

At that point, we’ll be able to get a lot more e�cient with the 
operations, the vegetation management, and inspections. �e more 
data and information we collect, the more risk informed we are, the 
more targeted we can be, and we’ll �nd ways to be more e�cient.

�ere’s a signi�cant cost that goes into wild�re mitigation 
work. We know that costs need to come down over time, as 
well. We’ve spent �ve years learning and building quickly and 
the next three to �ve years are going to be about re�ning and 
getting more targeted.

compared to before 2018. �at still leaves, call it ten to �fteen 
percent, that we have to �gure out.

�e absolute amount of risk that remains, there’s more work 
to do to mitigate that. We still want to get through our grid 
hardening e�orts with six thousand one hundred miles of covered 
conductor already out there.

Between covered conductor and targeted undergrounding, 
we want that to be more than eight thousand �ve hundred miles. 
We have more work to do, and it’s the hard miles.

One of the big e�orts and important pieces that’ve been put 
in place in California are liability frameworks. From a policy 
perspective, it was getting AB-1054 in place, which set up a wild�re 
fund that can be tapped into when damages rise above the level 
of insurance we carry, assuming we have a valid safety certi�cate.

�at’s been a critical stabilizing piece. Utilities must be �nan-
cially viable in the long run to help meet the needs of customers 
while driving decarbonization and the clean energy transition. 
Having that backstop helps us ensure our viability to support 
the needs of the state.

California is large and we can put resources into it, but that’s 
not something that necessarily exists in other states. One of the 
challenges as an industry is to �gure out how to provide similar 
liability management solutions that all utilities can tap into. It’s 
probably a combination of limitations on those liabilities as well 
as funds that backstop the cost of the liabilities.

Solving that state by state would be challenging. We’re working 
to �gure out how to come up with a federal solution to manage 
liabilities for utilities. �at’s a big piece.

It’s going to be a challenge to put it together, but it is critically 
important that utilities have that for the long run because the 
wild�re risk is only going to increase. People just �ve years ago 
thought this was a California issue and then �res happened in 
Colorado, Oregon, Hawaii and now Texas, New Jersey and 
New York.

�e scope has expanded. Climate change is going to drive 
more of this to more places. We need bigger solutions at the 
federal level.

PUF: It sounds like when the nuclear industry came together 
and �gured out a way to deal with large liabilities.

Steve Powell: �ere are certainly di�erent models out there. 
Nuclear is one and �ood insurance is another. �ere are models 
we can draw from to help put solutions together.

When you see the impact on a utility from a catastrophic 
�re believed to be caused by their equipment, utilities can face 
potentially billions of dollars of liabilities, which can destabilize 
the utility and constrain the ability to make investments in the 
grid needed for customers.

We’ve talked about the utility piece of it. I want to acknowl-
edge that this is not just a utility challenge. Most �res don’t start 
with electric utility equipment, they start from other forces. �e 

For the industry, I 
expect a lot more 
utilities in the West 
and in other parts of 
the country, applying 
many of those tools 
you see now in 
California. You’ll 
see wildfire risk 
reduction there, 
as well. You’ll see 
a PSPS program 
accepted and 
understood to be 
part of the solution.

(Cont. on page 61)
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have di�erent solutions that make more sense for them. �e cov-
ered conductor allowed us to deploy quickly and bring risk down 
very fast. We were able to do more than one thousand miles a 
year for a few years, instead of leaving the risk out there.

Undergrounding takes longer, and it’s slower, so you’re ex-
posed in that sense. Covered conductor is relatively cost-e�cient 
in the way we’re doing it.

Risks include critters touching lines, things �ying into them, 
those sorts of issues, and it has been e�ective. Where we’ve in-
stalled covered conductor, we have not had a �re ignition from 
a failure of that covered conductor to date.

Chris Rogers: To put that in perspective, up to eight thou-
sand �ve hundred miles you’ve targeted for covered conductor 
and undergrounding is a third of the way around the circum-
ference of the earth.

Steve Powell: It’s been a heavy lift, and we had to divert a lot 
of resources to focus on the wild�re mitigation work. �at’s op-
posed to other reliability and infrastructure work and as we get 
near the end of this extensive grid hardening, we’re able to turn 
resources back to some of our other programs. PUF

I expect signi�cantly more risk reduction and less impact 
on customers as a result of more grid hardening as opposed to 
having to shut people’s power o�.

For the industry, I expect a lot more utilities in the West and 
in other parts of the country, applying many of those tools you 
see now in California. You’ll see wild�re risk reduction there, as 
well. You’ll see a PSPS program accepted and understood to be 
part of the solution.

At the same time, having that challenge met with alternative 
energy solutions. �at’s not just wild�re mitigation, but how 
the other solutions customers are adopting or that are coming 
on the grid can help.

In California, you’ll see a lot more electric vehicles on the 
road. �at also means more electric vehicles that, when not in 
use, could be connected to homes to help ride through events. 
As these solutions come together, it’s all pointing toward a more 
reliable and resilient grid that we’re building.

We will have a better set of mechanisms to manage the liability, 
because while you can reduce wild�re risk, with climate change 
continuing to evolve, the unmitigated risk may continue to 
increase. Major events can still happen, and we need a backstop, 
a combination of stronger insurance mechanisms, liability 
limitations, and some sort of fund that can be tapped into for 
hopefully rare events when they’re needed.

�ey will provide the comfort and certainty that continues 
to make utilities investable and attractive and positions us to be 
central to the clean energy transition.

PUF: Your utility is planning up to about eight thousand miles 
with covered conductor, and it’s an amazing story.

Steve Powell: Covered conductor is important. Utilities will 

Covered conductor is relatively cost-
efficient in the way we’re doing it. 

Risks include critters touching lines, 
things flying into them, those sorts 
of issues, and it has been effective. 

Where we’ve installed covered 
conductor, we have not had 
a fire ignition from a failure 

of that covered conductor to date.

Strategies, Wildfire and Otherwise
(Cont. from p. 13)

����������
�������������

Convening Power Industry’s 
Operations and Engineering Leaders

“Be in the room where it happens”

May 12-14, 2025 | Hotel Washington | Washington D.C.
For more info, contact Joe Paparello, paparello@fortnightly.com.



Lighting the Way
for Our Clients to

Lead the Way

guidehouse.com/esi
© 2024 Guidehouse, Inc. All rights reserved.

http://www.guidehouse.com/esi
http://www.guidehouse.com/esi

	001
	002
	073
	087
	088



