
California and the entire Western U.S. experienced 
an extreme heat wave in August 2020 that caused 
the California Independent System Operator (CAISO) 
to direct electric utilities in its balancing authority 
to initiate rolling blackouts. During the heat wave, 
California’s publicly owned electric utilities (POUs), 
which are locally governed by elected officials, took 
both supply- and demand-side actions to address 
power supply shortages in the CAISO balancing 
authority area. The community owned balancing 
authorities that POUs operate did not implement 
rolling blackouts during the heat wave.

Maintaining electric reliability — keeping the lights 
on 24/7 and being prepared to handle numerous 
contingencies — is a complex task, involving 
intensive engineering and planning, and adherence 
to state and federal standards. California’s POUs 
take seriously their obligation to provide reliable 
electricity. Since August 2020, POUs have been 
working with state and industry leaders to enhance 
reliability and safeguard against future outages. 
As the state plans for 100% clean energy by 2045, 
policymakers should consider what we learned from 
the events of August 2020 while also anticipating 
the challenges of California’s changing grid and 
environment due to climate change. 

Electric Reliability, Overseen by Balancing 
Authorities, Is Paramount 

All POUs are required by state law to prudently plan 
for and procure adequate resources to meet peak 
electricity demand while maintaining operational 
reserves. This is known as resource adequacy, the 
specific details of which are based on whether a 
POU provides electric service in the CAISO or in a 
community owned balancing authority. 

Every electric utility participates in a balancing 
authority, which manages electric supply and 
resources in real time. Balancing authorities are 
regulated by the federal government and must 
adhere to strict federal reliability standards. There 
are significant penalties if reliability performance 
standards are not met. 

The largest balancing authority in California is 
CAISO, which covers 80% of the state’s electric 
system, including almost half of the state’s POUs. 
Twenty POUs serve about 9% of the electric load 
within the CAISO system. 
 
POUs also operate four community owned 
balancing authorities separate from the CAISO. 
These are the Los Angeles Department of Water 
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and Power (LADWP) balancing authority area, 
the Balancing Authority of Northern California 
(BANC), the Turlock Irrigation District (TID) 
balancing authority area; and the Imperial Irrigation 
District (IID) balancing authority area. Each of 
these community owned balancing authorities 
must adhere to the same set of federal reliability 
standards and non-compliance results in penalties.

POUs Encouraged Conservation and Ramped Up 
Power Output During the August 2020 Heat Wave

The August 2020 rolling outages occurred within 
the CAISO footprint. Some POUs within the CAISO 
footprint were called on to initiate rolling blackouts 
on August 14, 2020. This is how the CAISO grid 
is designed: regardless of a particular utility’s 
ownership of generation or resource procurement, 
all utilities in the CAISO share in the collective effort 
to maintain electricity supply and demand for the 
80 percent of California in the CAISO footprint.

During the heat wave, POUs, irrespective of 
balancing authority participation, encouraged 
customers to conserve energy. They asked 
customers to set their air conditioner thermostats 
at a higher temperature, close window blinds, and 
shift major appliance use to before or after the 4 
p.m. to 9 p.m. peak hours as the sun set but the heat 
remained. In addition, POUs that control generation 
ramped up their power output as much as possible. 
POUs in community owned balancing authorities 
— which had sufficient capacity and did not have 
to initiate rolling blackouts — exported their excess 
energy to help utilities in the CAISO. 

Moving Forward: California Must Face the 
Challenges of Our Zero Carbon Future by Carefully 
Assessing and Addressing Reliability Challenges 

A root-cause analysis of the August 2020 outages 
found multiple contributing causes, including the 
need to better incorporate extreme West-wide heat 
events in the current resource planning process, and 
the failure to adequately plan, amid the transition 
to a less carbon-intensive grid, for energy demand 
during early evening hours when solar production is 
ramping down. 

Since the final root cause report was issued, 
California has taken steps to better meet resource 
gaps by enhancing procurement, improving demand 
response programs, and implementing other efforts. 
The August 2020 heatwave and actions taken 
since have elevated the issue of electric reliability, 
demonstrating that it cannot be taken for granted. 

SB 100 is California’s ambitious law enacted in 
2018 that set California on the path to 100% clean 
energy by 2045. The law directs state agencies to 
collaborate with balancing authorities to study and 
report on how they can overcome challenges to grid 
reliability as the state continues to move toward 
100% clean energy. Achieving SB 100’s goals will 
require a record-setting buildout of additional clean 
energy resources, most of which have intermittent 
output. Successfully maintaining reliability during 
this buildout will require careful long-term planning 
based on the needs of local utilities and their 
customers, and a willingness to confront tough 
issues and make difficult decisions that will ensure 
the electric service on which California increasingly 
relies is there when we need it.


