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California’s publicly owned electric utilities (POUs) 
are doing their part to minimize the risk of powerline-
ignited wildfires. Although the majority of POUs in 
California are located in areas with minimal wildfire 
threat (urban, desert or farmland), all POUs are 
comprehensively reassessing the risks that utility lines 
and equipment pose to their communities — in light of 
the increased severity and frequency of catastrophic 
wildfires. In particular, POUs serving forested areas or 
urban regions that interface with wildland areas are 
expanding proactive wildfire prevention and response 
strategies to protect residents and prevent electric 
utility-ignited wildfires.

POUs Implement Best Practices for Wildfire 
Prevention and Response Actions 

Developing comprehensive wildfire mitigation 
plans. Every POU in California is in the process 
of developing a wildfire mitigation plan — to be 
completed by 2020 — which will synthesize and 
coordinate their current wildfire prevention and 
response activities. 

Implementing vigorous powerline inspection 
and maintenance programs. POUs maintain their 
powerlines and equipment in a manner that minimizes 
the risk of wildfire caused by those powerlines and 
equipment, and they have robust programs that 
regularly inspect their infrastructure to keep their 
communities safe. If deficiencies are identified the 
utility makes repairs or improvements as needed. 

Maintaining clearance between powerlines and 
vegetation. POUs meet stringent vegetation 
clearance standards and proactively trim vegetation 
to maintain a safe clearance from powerlines. In 
accordance with these standards, wider clearances 
are maintained in fire threat areas. POUs are also 
investing in cutting-edge technology, such as drones 
with cameras or LiDAR, to enhance inspection efforts 
and identify hazardous trees. 

Maintaining situational awareness. POUs employ a 
variety of techniques to improve the safety of the 
electric grid during specific weather conditions, like 
“red flag” wind warnings. For example, during high-
wind events POUs may increase visual inspection 
patrols of powerlines to ensure they remain clear 
of tree branches and other vegetation, or make 

electrical equipment — such as reclosers — more 
sensitive to reduce the likelihood of sparking if a 
tree branch or other wind-blown object comes into 
contact with a powerline. 

Working with local fire departments and providing 
mutual assistance in emergencies. POUs are 
locally governed and many are city departments 
integrated into the overall city government structure. 
This uniquely enables POUs to have a natural 
communication path with local fire departments and 
other public safety officials, enhancing efficient and 
effective coordination between these entities. 

Restoring service after a wildfire. POUs are 
focused on ensuring electric reliability and safety 
for customers; losing access to reliable power can 
present public health and safety issues. If a wildfire 
occurs, POUs work diligently to reconnect customers 
as quickly as possible after ensuring powerlines are 
safe for re-energizing.  

California Is an Outlier on Wildfire Liability Laws

California is one of only two states (the other, 
Alabama) that imposes no-fault, strict liability on 
POUs — instead of assigning liability based on fault. 
This legal standard means that a POU is liable for 
damages even if it adheres to all established safety 
and maintenance requirements. 

This system is unsustainable in the face of 
increasingly severe and frequent weather. Updating 
the liability standard is essential to ensure 
California’s utilities can continue to provide 
affordable and reliable service, as well as make 
investments in programs designed to achieve the 
state’s climate goals.

Remaining Vigilant and Constantly Improving

As locally governed electricity and water providers, 
POUs focus on actions that maintain and improve 
the safety of their communities and customers. POUs 
continue to work with state and local stakeholders 
on a range of programs and projects, such as 
following best design and construction practices, 
maintaining adequate line clearance, conducting 
frequent line inspections, and collaborating with 
local fire experts. 
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