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Where do we find ourselves today?

COVID Response Planning for Essential Service Utilities 
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o Local governments are getting squeezed 
with significant uncertainty on the horizon

o Less revenue with increasing costs and still 
need to maintain essential services

o Significant pressure for financial relief
o Very likely to get worse before it gets 

better



Begin framing how municipal utilities can and should begin 
thinking about the lasting implications of the COVID 19 pandemic.  
Key take-aways include:

The Objective of this Webinar
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o Beyond the immediacy of short-term financial costs, there are far 
ranging and transformative implications that merit holistic and strategic 
consideration

o Macro economic considerations for local government will only make 
these changes more acute

o Municipal utilities may need to re-think fundamentally how they 
approach their business

o Now is the time to start this process



Covered in this presentation
o The COVID 19 Pandemic
o Local government response
o Developing a COVID Response Plan
o Looking at a range of outcomes
o What should be covered in a COVID 

Response Plan
o Framing the potential solutions
o What does the future hold for local 

governments
o Questions and answers

What will the Presentation Cover?
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The toll of the pandemic is staggering and highlighted by the 
economic insecurity of millions of people.

The COVID 19 Pandemic

Source: IMF
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o Small business after small business 
are failing, many to never return

o Unemployment is skyrocketing, hitting 
14.7% in April, with 33 million US 
workers filing for unemployment

o Through May, California lost 2.5 
million jobs compared to 1.0 million 
during the Great Recession

o Between February and May, in every 
state, essentially every job gained 
since the Great Recession was lost.



State and local governments are an important contributor to 
both employment and the economy in the U.S. 
o In February 2020, state and local government employment together 

made up about 13% of U.S. total employment, and tax revenues make up 
approx. 9% of GDP(1)

o Cuts in state-financed spending lowered real GDP growth about 1.2% 
between 2009 and 2012

Three separate relief packages have been 
passed at a cost in excess of $2 trillion
o Roughly half targeted individuals through direct 

payments to households, unemployment 
benefits, and paycheck protection

o Allocated only $150 billion (12%) to local 
governments for direct healthcare costs

How do Local Governments impact the Economy? 
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(1) The Brookings Institution



One of the largest challenges has been 
the unprecedented financial cost on 
citizens and local governments alike. 

Municipal Utilities are not Immune
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o Essential service utilities are feeling the 
burden, whether from the general fund, 
workforce or ratepayers 

o Significant furloughs, elimination of 
temporary positions and unpaid 
administrative leave are already 
underway



Past several months have only heightened the pressure on 
municipal utilities. 
o Rebates and credits
o Suspension of shut-offs and/or reinstatement of delinquent customers
o Rate reductions and/or delayed rate increases
o Reduction or suspension of capital investment
o Emergency Customer Assistance Programs

Local Government Response
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Reinstatement is prime example of the challenge utilities face.
o Positive to get customers back and provide essential service in an affordable 

fashion (payment plan)
o Financial cost vs political reality
o Needs to balance competing interests and priorities
o May or may not work



Why the immediate steps that are being taken are understandable, 
what is less clear are the long-term implications, which are not 
limited to dollars alone.  
o Sources of funding 

o Financial metrics and liquidity

o Credit ratings and cost of financing

o Financial policies

o Operational plans

o Business continuity

o Capital investment

o Risk management and quantification

o Social and generational equity

Lasting Implications
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Business as usual is not a 
model for future success



The first step is of course quantifying 
these impacts, but a more nuanced and 
strategic view is equally important 
o Determining when a more normal environment 

will emerge and what it may look like
o Integrating the potential reoccurrence
o Analyzing correlated and tangential impacts
o Looking at range of alternative outcomes
o Customizing and framing the range of 

potential – and at times competing - solutions 

Developing a COVID Response Plan
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Financial costs are only on piece of the puzzle  



Variability of factors impacting the potential financial results 
combined with the fluidity of the situation. 

Looking at a Range of Outcomes
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Each of these considerations will have different costs, and the 
timing, materiality and magnitude will vary by community. 

o Local policies and requirements: reopening, 
resurgence and shelter in place

o Ancillary economic considerations can equally 
drive potential results 

o Uneven and mismatched pace of recovery

Reason it is important to look at a range of potential outcomes is 
because one size does not fit all.



Key Questions to Consider

Will some sectors such as travel, entertainment, tourism and 
dining be negatively impacted for a much longer-term?  

How long will revenue collections be negatively affected, and 
how slowly will they return? Will they differ by source?

What are the regional implications that impact the utility?  

How will costs and loss of revenue in the community and at the 
general government level spill over? 

What will happen with delinquencies and debt collection? 11



o Background: Set the stage for what has been done and the 
preliminary implications (level set where you are today)

o Objectives: Collaborative process to identify and frame key objectives
o Baseline scenario: Base case for projected revenues and costs
o Alternatives analysis: Stress test cost and timing sensitivities to 

determine range of potential financial outcomes

o Holistic analysis of lasting strategic, operating and capital 
implications 

o Summary of Findings and Recommendations

What should be covered in a COVID Response Plan?

12



o O&M and operational protocols and costs

oWorkforce, including sufficiency of personnel under remote 
working/shelter in place protocols

o Customer service and engagement
o Procurement and supply chain stabilization 

o Cost recovery and write-offs
o Capital investments, expenditures and delivery
o Inter-relationship between cities and the utilities

Strategic, Operating and Capital Implications
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o Objective is to find the most cost-effective 
solution that meets the community’s needs 
and balances competing priorities

o Can also translate and be beneficial for 
other purposes and times of crisis, 
including fire, floods and civil unrest

o Sets stage for positive change (remote 
workforce, employee retention and lower 
administrative/overhead costs)

Framing the Potential Solutions
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Key tool in building consensus in 
what solutions may exist over what 
time frame, and how they might be 
funded.  



o 88 percent of cities expect a revenue shortfall this year as a 
result of COVID-19, rising to 98 percent for cities with populations 
of 50,000 to 500,000

o 96 percent of cities face budget shortfalls this year with at least 
43 percent of all cities reporting unanticipated spending 
increases

o Local governments receive 35 to 40 percent of revenue through 
intergovernmental transfers, the vast majority of it coming from 
state governments that now face budget crises of their own

What does the future hold for local governments?

Facing the challenge of balancing their budgets with limited flexibility in 
cutting their services, local governments will need to show leadership in 
driving a new normal in the workforce, customer service and possibly the role 
and size of government. 15

Source: U.S. Conference of Mayors and the National League of Cities

Even as revenues fall, local governments still 
must maintain essential services 



Conclusion
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Questions and Answers
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Rating Agencies
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CREDIT

FINANCE SERVICE 
TERRITORY

MANAGEMENT

Credit analysis includes: Finance, Service Territory and Management

o Perceptions of management is one variable that can be controlled

o Most important is to have a plan, preferably adopted, in regard to use, 
replenishment and policy

o General information vs transaction communication

o Rating agencies have a long-term view

Question 1: How will credit ratings be impacted by COVID and 
what can municipal utilities do?
COVID is putting pressure on traditional financial metrics that rating 
agencies use as a foundational tool of assessing credit, especially 
cash reserves and liquidity

Intertwined with this issue is the appropriate level of cash reserves given the 
extraordinary circumstances – right sizing reserves

o Political reality of potentially raising rates with healthy cash reserves in the bank

o Rainy day funds are just that 



Social Responsibility
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One alternative in balancing financial cost and social 
responsibility is an Emergency Customer Assistance 
Program

o Only applies to customers that need and ask for help

o Community sets guidelines on appropriate affordability 
and eligibility metrics specific to that community 

o Successfully implemented by the San Francisco PUC

Question 2: How do utilities integrate social responsibility with customers’ 
inability to pay bills?  What other approaches or programs – other than 
enterprise wide rebates – have you seen?

THE EMERGENCY CUSTOMER ASSISTANCE PROGRAM 
PROVIDES ELIGIBLE RESIDENTIAL CUSTOMERS THE 
FOLLOWING UTILITY BILL DISCOUNTS:

Water - 15%
Sewer - 35%
Hetch-Hetchy Power - 30%

Residential customers who have been financially 
impacted by COVID-19 or the shelter in place order, 
with a maximum household income under 200% of 
the San Francisco Area Median Income. Discounts 
are only available for your primary residence, and 
your account must serve your residential unit only. 
This discount is not available for multi-unit 
residential accounts. 

Affordability is both an important measure and a 
guiding principle in customer relations, 
engagement and service

o Positive opportunity for utility’s brand 



COVID Response Plan
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A first step is for executive management and policy makers to 
recognize the importance of developing a holistic and strategic 
plan

An incremental approach may be best

o Easiest to digest

o Can see what merits more analysis

o Ability to integrate questions, comments and priorities of stakeholders

o Thinking and plan can evolve

Question 3: Creating a COVID Response Plan seems daunting.  
How do we think about even getting started?

One approach is to break the plan into phases with each step building and leveraging 
previous work

o Preliminary Business Assessment (Phase I)

o Financial Analysis Report (Phase II)



Contacts

If you have additional questions, please feel free to contact:
o Mike Bell: mike@bbeconsulting.net
o Alex Burnett: alex@bbeconsulting.net
o Marcie Edwards: Marcie@bbeconsulting.net

BB&E
Bell Burnett & Edwards
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Question 4: Who can we contact if we want to discuss any of 
these areas in more detail or have questions?

mailto:mike@bbeconsulting.net
mailto:alex@bbeconsulting.net
mailto:Marcie@bbeconsulting.net
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This presentation and others like it are archived and viewable at
www.cmua.org/OnDemand



Appendix
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Michael A. Bell, Principal
Bell Burnett & Edwards
Financial and Strategic Advisors
+1 209 217 6358
mike@bbeconsulting.net

Harvard University Program for 
Senior Executives in State and Local 
Government 
Pepperdine University Masters of 
Business Administration 
St. Louis University Bachelor of 
Science

Professional experience summary
• Mike is an infrastructure finance expert with 40 years of public sector experience as a financial advisor and working 

within government.  Mike spent 20 years in executive management positions in the electric power, water, and 
telecommunications industries.

• Mike founded Michael Bell Management Consulting (MBMC), a strategic and financial consulting firm, and managed the 
engineering, design, and management consulting services for RW Beck, a nationally recognized consulting engineering 
company serving the electric, water, wastewater, and solid waste businesses in California. Mike served as Assistant 
General Manager and Economic Planning Manager for 20 years, working for both the Anaheim Public Utilities and City 
Water, Light and Power in Springfield (IL). 

• Representative experience includes: strategic planning, organizational reviews, operational and financial planning, and 
program and service development to utilities as well as cities, counties and special districts. 

• Mike has detailed knowledge of both long- and short-term financing strategies and has acted as the key decision-maker 
in more than $9.0 billion project financings. He has prepared numerous analyses and feasibility reports used to finance 
infrastructure, including major water, wastewater, telecommunications, and electric generation, transmission and 
distribution system projects.  Mike has provided expert testimony before various public bodies such as city councils, 
utility boards, and participating organizations in multifaceted business concerns.

Select engagement experience
• Anaheim Public Utilities Department – Anaheim, California - Advanced Metering Infrastructure Project Development –

Served as Engagement Manager and provided project management assistance with the selection of a Meter Data 
Management System for use in the deployment of the utilities Advanced Metering Project. In addition, he assisted the 
utility with plans for project implementation including transition planning, customer communications, systems testing 
and implementation, and long-term deployment. Served as the primary point of contact with regard to labor relations 
issues associated with the project and represented the utility in discussions with the International Brotherhood of 
Electrical Workers Local 47 in order to assure the efficient implementation of the Project.

• Metropolitan Water District of Southern California (MWD) – Los Angeles, California - Energy Management and 
Reliability Study (EMRS) - Served as Engagement Leader and assisted MWD with the development of a comprehensive 
energy management strategy in order to achieve long-term reliable power supply, to protect against energy market 
price volatility, and to protect against overall cost risks for the operation of MWD’s water distribution system and the 
Colorado River Aqueduct.

• Moulton Niguel Water District (MNWD) – Laguna Niguel, California. Developed a comprehensive update of the MNWD 
financial plan including the update of financial policies and procedures and development of a long-range financial plan. 
Annual audits and budgets were completed and adopted; cost of service analysis updated; new water, wastewater, and 
recycled water rates implemented; drought contingency rates adopted, and two refunding bond issues completed. 

Bell Burnett & Edwards – Michael A. Bell
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mailto:mike@bbeconsulting.net


Bell Burnett & Edwards – R. Alexander Burnett
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R. Alexander Burnett, Principal
Bell Burnett & Edwards
Financial and Strategic Advisors
+1 415 994 6750           
alex@bbeconsulting.net
BA — Princeton University, Politics 
and East Asian Studies

Professional experience summary
• Alex is an infrastructure finance expert with 30 years of public sector utility and transportation experience as both a 

banker and financial advisor having served as Head of the West Coast for Public Finance at JP Morgan, a Managing 
Director at Citigroup and as a Managing Director at Public Financial Management, the nation’s largest independent 
financial advisory firm serving the public sector, where he spent 15 years. 

• Alex has served as senior manager, co-manager or financial advisor on infrastructure transactions in excess of $50 billion. 
• Representative experience includes: financial and strategic planning, cashflow modeling and management, balance sheet 

strategy, letters and lines of credit, rate design, credit strategy and negotiation, contract negotiation and project 
financing and delivery.

• Municipal clients include:  State of California, State of Hawaii, Bonneville Power Administration, Energy Northwest, Los 
Angeles Department of Water and Power, Southern California Public Power Authority, Anaheim Public Utilities, Burbank 
Water and Power, City of Riverside Public Utilities, Northern California Power Agency, Silicon Valley Power, Transmission 
Agency of Northern California, Utah Associated Municipal Power Systems, San Diego Association of Governments, City of 
San Diego, City and County of San Francisco, San Francisco Public Utilities Commission, Bay Area Toll Authority, East Bay 
Municipal Utility District, County of Los Angeles, Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, City of San Jose, Bay 
Area Rapid Transit District, City of Oakland, County of Alameda, and Golden Gate Bridge Highway and Transportation 
District.

Select engagement experience
• San Francisco Public Utilities Commission – Water System Improvement Program (WSIP), Sewer System Improvement 

Program (SSIP) and CleanpowerSF: Served as Engagement Leader for three different enterprise funds of the SFPUC.  In 
this capacity, responsible for the development of a cost optimization and forecasting model for the City's Sewer System 
Improvement Program (SSIP), a 20-year infrastructure program with an overall cost in excess of $4 billion. In addition, 
served as lead in the development of the financial model and negotiations for the SFPUC’s $700 loan from the EPA’s WIFIA 
program, the largest loan in the Country.

• Energy Northwest and Bonneville Power Administration - Served as Engagement Leader as investment banker in 
connection with the Regional Cooperation Debt program.  In this capacity, worked on financial modeling and capital 
financing for the Columbia Generating Station and Projects 1 and 3, including the extension of regulatory assets in order 
to facilitate the redemption of higher costing Federal debt.  

• Bay Area Toll Authority — Regional Measure I, Regional Measure II and Seismic Retrofit Program: Served as Engagement 
Leader as both a financial advisor and investment banker in the development and implementation of BATA’s capital and 
financial plan for the 7 state owned toll bridges in the San Francisco Bay Area.  Net toll revenues for BATA exceed $700 
million annually, and Mr. Burnett worked on capital financings in excess of $9 billion for the agency.

mailto:alex@bbeconsulting.net


Bell Burnett & Edwards – Marcie L. Edwards
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Marcie L. Edwards, Principal
Bell Burnett & Edwards
Financial and Strategic Advisors
+1 714 331 8354 
marcie@bbeconsulting.net

Master of Public Administration, 
University of La Verne, California
Bachelor of Science in 
Organizational Management, 
University of La Verne, California 
Los Angeles, California steam 
engineers license (unlimited) 

Professional experience summary
• Marcie is an infrastructure finance expert with 40 years of public sector experience working at the highest levels 

within government and as a consultant.   She is the first woman to serve as General Manager of the Los Angeles 
Department of Water & Power, the nation's largest municipal utility. She has also worked as City Manager and Utility 
Director for the City of Anaheim for 13 years as well as Governor and interim-CEO of the California Independent 
System Operator.

• Representative experience includes: general government, public works, public safety, utility operations, electric 
transmission, distribution, and generation, gas/oil/coal acquisition and management, wholesale/retail energy 
marketing, utility asset planning, power contract negotiations, customer service and stakeholder outreach, labor  
negotiations, media representation, strategic planning, legislative and regulatory representation, water production, 
and distribution.

Select engagement experience
• Los Angeles Department of Water and Power – General Manager of the largest municipally owned water and power 

utility in the nation. Responsible for all operational and strategic aspects of the water and power businesses for the 
City of Los Angeles, including administration of an approximate $5B annual budget.  Led the divestiture of 
approximately 2000 megawatts of fossil fueled generation to continue the transition to cleaner, greener sources of 
power and authorized the purchase of over 500 megawatts of renewable energy from large scale projects. 

• City of Anaheim – City Manager and General Manager of utilities of the City of Anaheim, the 10th largest City in CA.  
Responsible for the day to day operation the Police, Fire, Utility, Public Works, Recreation and Parks, and Convention 
Center Departments, as well as the administration of an annual budget of approximately $1.3B. As General Manager of 
utility departments, directed the development of a wide variety of customer programs, financial plans as well as 
community and stakeholder outreach.

• California Independent System Operator – Interim Chief Executive Officer responsible for strategic direction and day 
to day operations of CAISO, a not-for-profit public benefit corporation charged with managing the flow of electricity 
on California’s open market wholesale power grid. The CAISO provides power infrastructure that supports 10 million 
customers across a 25,000-circuit mile transmission network and manages 55,000 million watts of power plant 
generation and $2.5 billion in annual billings— making it one of the largest electricity projects in the world. 

• Southern California Public Power Authority – Past SCPPA President responsible for strategic direction, leadership and 
implementation of electric generating facilities and high voltage transmission lines, including 22 electric generation 
facilities and three transmission infrastructure projects bringing power from Arizona, California, Nevada, New Mexico, 
Utah, Oregon, and Washington.

mailto:marcie@bbeconsulting.net


Disclaimer

This Proposal (“Proposal”) has been prepared for the California Municipal Utilities Association and its
members. The Proposal does not constitute a recommendation or municipal advice under Section 975
of the Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act and is distributed for general
information purposes only. While the information and opinions contained in the Proposal have been
prepared in good faith, the information in the Proposal is not and does not purport to be
comprehensive or all-inclusive. Neither Bell Burnett & Edwards, nor any of their principals,
employees, advisers or consultants accept any liability or responsibility for the accuracy,
reasonableness or completeness of or for any errors, omissions or misstatements, negligent or
otherwise, relating to or makes any representation or warranty, express or implied, with respect to
the information contained in the Proposal or on which it is based or with respect to any written or
oral information made, or to be made available to any of the recipients or their professional advisers
and, so far as permitted by law and except in the case of fraudulent misrepresentation by the party
concerned, any liability therefore is hereby expressly disclaimed. While considering the Proposal,
each recipient/interested party should make its own independent assessment of the information
contained herein and seek its own professional, financial, legal and tax advice, including but not
limited to an independent registered municipal advisor, as to the information in the Proposal.
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