
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
December 16, 2019 
 
Mr. William D. Johnson,  
President and CEO 
Pacific Gas and Electric Company 
P.O. Box 997300 
Sacramento, CA 95899-7300 
 
Re:  County of Marin Priorities Regarding Future PG&E-Declared Public 
Safety Power Shutoff (PSPS) De-energization Events  
 
Dear Mr. Johnson: 
 
Thank you for the listening sessions your staff held December 6 with Marin’s 
City and Town Managers in San Rafael, as well as the December 8 session 
you held with our Sheriff’s Office of Emergency Services staff and our County 
Administrator, Matthew Hymel, regarding this year’s PSPS outages that 
affected Marin County. We’re pleased to hear that PG&E is engaging in 
listening sessions regarding how future such events, and the coordination 
and communication leading up to and during these events, can be improved 
for the benefit and safety of our residents.  
 
This letter provides specific feedback to mitigate the scale and impacts of 
future planned outages. Some requests are short-term and low/no-cost, 
centering on improved communication with local governments and the need 
for more timely, accurate and granular data provided to emergency 
operations centers. Others involve infrastructure investments necessary to 
safeguard against future outages that could shut down the entirety of Marin 
County for its nearly 260,000 residents – which happened in late October for 
several days.  
 
Such wholesale power shutoffs endanger the lives of our most fragile and 
medically sensitive and power-dependent populations, and of course present 
significant economic impacts to businesses, local governments, and the 
public at large. Because PSPS events occur during high fire danger periods, 
we are also critically concerned that we will not be able to effectively alert our 
residents to a sudden and/or fast-moving wildfire in our County when 
communications infrastructure is not functioning due to planned de-
energization. We would like to work much more closely with PG&E to mitigate 
what we fear are significant risks to our residents.    
 
Infrastructure Needs 
Hardening and segmenting PG&E’s grid infrastructure must become an 
immediate and top priority. Improving redundancy and segmentation of its 
power lines and implementing more effective and routine vegetation 
management on its property, are crucial to mitigating the impacts of future 
planned deenergization events - as well as wildfire risk.   
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Marin’s three-to-four day planned de-energization event in late October 
unnecessarily placed residents at risk because PG&E could not isolate or 
segment the outages to those areas at risk, shutting down the entirety of 
Marin County. While we were advised of the potential extension of this late 
October outage for an even longer period, we were extremely fortunate this 
extension was cancelled. A longer duration event would likely have placed 
many of our access and functional needs (AFN) populations at imminent risk 
- or worse. Planned de-energizations must become better targeted and 
segmented to mitigate further risk. 
 
Short-term Communications Needs 
PG&E’s incomplete, incorrect, delayed and/or inefficient communications in 
2019 made the difficulties caused by potential and actual de-energization 
more problematic. To the extent we are supplied with inaccurate, delayed 
and/or insufficient data, or data that is changed within minutes of its issuance, 
it causes our Emergency Operations Center (EOC) to make incorrect 
decisions and prioritizations – compromising the trust our community has in 
our emergency notifications, but worse yet jeopardizing public safety.  
 
Short-term tactical feedback suggestions: 
 

1. Address communications problems between PG&E and the OAs.  
While we certainly understand that changing weather and the dynamics 
of the grid mean that information will change during the run-up to, and 
during, a de-energization, PG&E’s 2019 communications made a bad 
situation worse.  

 
We’re concerned that PG&E may be taking a step backwards to the 
extent it plans to 1) reduce the number of Operational Area (OA) 
conference calls rather than fixing the problems associated with them, 
and 2) rely more on single points of contact that were not consistently 
available or helpful for lack of ability to obtain key information. The 
single point of contact model has not served Marin well. The embedded 
agency representative/liaison in the EOC, on the other hand, was very 
effective and should be continued.  

 
Emergency management is a discipline with specific guiding principles 
and practices. We recommend that PG&E train, understand and respect 
the Standardized Emergency Management System (SEMS) and learn 
the basics of effective and efficient phone calls in an OES context. This 
would mitigate PG&E concerns with the logistics of having several hour-
long conference calls per day. Shorter, more focused calls informed by 
SEMS could provide better results to more people in less time.   

 
OA’s also require better ongoing updates with improved and more 
accurate documents, more granular shape files and maps, and more 
accurate and more streamlined access to lists of medical baseline and 
uncontacted medical baseline data to inform public safety planning and 
response. Local governments need de-energization related information 
of the same quality provided to CalOES, and at the same time it is 
provided to CalOES or other state or federal agencies. There is no 
operational or practical justification for giving state and federal agencies 
the best information first. 
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We also need more coordinated and consistent communications to 
jurisdictions or agencies within the OA. It became apparent in October 
and November that PG&E was communicating with jurisdictions within 
Marin with different messages than what the County OA was being 
provided, including requests for NDAs and modification of Community 
Resource Center (CRC) planning. This can be extremely confusing, 
disruptive and dangerous. While we do not want to be an obstacle or 
constraint with information flow to agencies within the County, PG&E 
should understand and respect SEMS and include County OES in any 
communications with an OA’s cities, towns and agencies. 
 
We ask that PG&E be partners with local government emergency 
managers; local emergency managers must be involved in the process 
of developing the utilities’ PSPS practices and information.   

 
2. Provide earlier information on potentially impacted areas so we 

can better plan to mitigate the impacts of a de-energization.  
While it may be true that there’s no way to know in advance what areas 
may be affected, and there’s no certainty with anything involving 
weather, there are clearly patterns. Baseline potential outage areas 
based on scenarios drawn from historic fire weather and wind events 
are not unrealistic to research and provide. Local governments require 
some reasonable baseline scenarios to plan for future events.  

 
3. Consistently include all OA’s in communications regarding de-

energization events.  
PG&E should include all OAs in advance of a potential de-energization, 
during the shutdown, and throughout the restoration period. This has 
been requested numerous times over the last one and one-half years, 
but this still does not seem to happen. For example: 

 
 An OA which is not targeted for a de-energization event may later 

be included (and vice-a-versa); this has happened numerous 
times within Marin. 

 OAs not targeted may be impacted by population movement from 
OAs which are targeted, e.g. large numbers of people looking for 
hotels, camping, sleeping in vehicles, etc. This is most likely with 
adjacent OAs, but impacts can also be regional.  

 OAs targeted by de-energization may get requests for various 
mutual aid support by OAs which are targeted (medical, social 
services, logistics, law, etc.).  

 OAs targeted by a de-energization event may want to evacuate 
vulnerable populations to OAs which still have power. 

 
4. Provide detailed understanding of medical baseline criteria PG&E 

uses and the public messaging PG&E is using with this 
community. 
One of the largest concerns with planned de-energization events is 
people who have power-dependent medical needs; this is a life-or-death 
issue for them. We and many other operational areas faced 
unnecessary roadblocks in obtaining critical PG&E medical baseline 
customer data, leaving our public safety plans and response delayed. 
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We have a need to understand at a granular level the power-dependent 
medical needs of our residents (e.g. life-sustaining respirator vs. lower-
acuity needs, such as a charger for a wheelchair). PG&E’s medical 
baseline registration is now apparently available to OAs without any 
PG&E requirement for an NDA (which had included problematic 
language for OA’s). 

 
Also of concern, PG&E may contact those on their medical baseline list 
prior to a de-energization, but we have little understanding of what they 
are telling this community to do. In an earlier event, we discovered at 
the very last minute that PG&E was going to tell anyone on its list to call 
911 if they did not have a support system to help them through the 
pending de-energization (even if they were still 48 hours out from being 
affected). The impact of this would have crippled many 911 systems 
when a coherent, correctly tiered approach could have been planned. 

 
Utilities must work with local emergency managers to develop an 
effective framework for sharing medical baseline and critical facility 
information, based on the type of information emergency managers 
need, not on how the utilities wish to provide it. 

 
5. Provide enough and adequately resourced customer resource 

centers, coordinated with government in advance.   
PG&E has failed to do any pre-PSPS coordination with our Marin OA, 
despite requests to do so, causing numerous problems. Eventually, 
customer resource centers were set up and proved to be helpful and 
necessary to our affected residents. With advance planning, however, 
we can work to communicate with our community early to ensure that 
the CRCs are resources for our whole community. 

 
Financial assistance to those affected 
In addition, we strongly suggest that PG&E directly provide financial 
assistance to the public, to businesses and to local governments impacted by 
the recent PSPS outages. While we understand the priority on public safety, 
the 2019 PSPS events were far too broad – affecting areas well beyond 
reasonable risk assumptions because the outages could not be concentrated 
or targeted.  
 
PSPS events are extraordinarily costly to local governments due to costs for 
overtime, equipment, establishing community resource centers or 24-hour 
shelters, and other response-related costs. Utilities should be responsible for 
reimbursing local governments for their PSPS response costs out of 
shareholder funds, even if actual de-energization does not occur.   
 
PG&E and the CPUC should also consider in their rate structure some 
allowance for cost-recovery to residents, governments and businesses for the 
impacts of these planned de-energization events.   
 
Finally, Utilities should provide resources, such as backup generators, 
portable stop signs and backup power for traffic lights, and similar functional 
measures, to mitigate local impacts of de-energization. 
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Please let us know how we can work together to address these critical issues 
of concern to our community.   
 
Sincerely, 

Kathrin Sears, President 
Marin County Board of Supervisors 
 
Cc: Hon. State Senator Mike McGuire 
 Hon. State Assembly Member Marc Levine 
 Hon. Marybel Batjer, President, California Public Utilities Commission 
 Hon. Supervisor Damon Connolly, Marin County, District 1 

Hon. Supervisor Katie Rice, Marin County, District 2 
 Hon. Supervisor Dennis Rodoni, Marin County, District 4 
 Hon. Supervisor Judy Arnold, Marin County, District 5 
 Hon. Robert T. Doyle, Marin County Sheriff-Coroner 

Mr. Matthew Hymel, County Administrator, Marin County 
Mr. Brian Washington, County Counsel, Marin County 

  
  


