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Background 

The California Public Utilities Commission approved the adoption of Public Safety Power 
Shutoff (PSPS) guidelines as a preventative measure against imminent and significant fire risk. 
PG&E and other California utilities have warned that they may need to proactively de-energize 
transmission and/or distribution lines several times a year, with outages possibly lasting more 
than 48 hours.  

To better understand the impacts of a widespread and extended power outage, the San 
Francisco Department of Emergency Management, the Sonoma County Fire and Emergency 
Services Emergency Management Division, and the County of Santa Clara Office of 
Emergency Management hosted a workshop on August 15, 2019, at the FEMA Region IX 
headquarters in Oakland, California. The workshop brought together 97 participants from over 
60 local, state, regional, federal, and private sector organizations and agencies for information 
sharing, coordination, and planning. 
 

Key Workshop Findings 

Sonoma County, the City and County of San Francisco, and Santa Clara County reviewed their 
preparation and planning approaches for a potential PSPS event. Each agency used a time-
based approach to identify what actions they would take.   
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These timeframes were used to facilitate the group discussion. Participants were asked about 
their perceived readiness, planning, and expected actions before, during, and following a PSPS 
event.  
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Pre-PSPS 
• Few agencies have a Continuity of Operations Plan (COOP) or have explicitly identified 

critical functions. 
• Government agencies rely on support from private/non-governmental partners, which 

may not have their own COOP plans developed.  This creates a service gap for different 
customers. 

• Coordinated public information/notification will be essential at all stages of the event.  
Members of the Regional Joint Information Workgroup have already started to develop 
coordinated messaging. 

• There are multiple opinions about the legal implications of signing a non-disclosure 
agreement in order to access PG&E’s Medical Baseline customer information.  
Jurisdictions need to decide how they want to proceed but should do so with the advice 
of legal counsel. 

 
During PSPS  

• Loss of communications capability due to PSPS will severely impact the ability to 
provide life safety information to residents.   

• Fuel will be a critical and scarce resource region-wide. Jurisdictions need to understand 
what they have and what their needs will be. 

• Maintaining the ability to provide critical health and social services and Access and 
Functional Needs (AFN) assistance during a PSPS is a significant challenge. 

• An extended outage will affect staff’s ability to show up for work and will also prompt 
policy decisions about whether or not certain staff are essential to continuity of 
operations and whether or not leaves will be mandated.  

• A power outage can cause additional incidents, such as health concerns due to spoiled 
food, or impede response efforts that rely on technology or power.  

 
Recovery from PSPS 

• The majority of workshop participants have not extensively analyzed or planned for 
recovery following an extended outage. 

• An important distinction should be made between the restoration of electrical power and 
organizations being “service ready.” Timelines for resumption of services could be days 
or weeks after the power is turned back on. 

• Because PSPS is considered a human-caused event, the Stafford Act is not available 
as a potential source of reimbursement. It is also possible that the state may not 
proclaim an emergency during a PSPS event. Absent a state disaster proclamation, 
impacted areas may not be able to obtain reimbursement under the California Disaster 
Assistance Act for expenses incurred in PSPS events. 
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Next Steps 
The workshop findings above capture specific impacts of PSPS to the Bay Area region 
as reported by participating organizations and agencies. Based on these findings, 
planning and preparation for outages of unknown duration should include the following 
action items: 

1. Review and update COOPs, including staffing plans for extended operational 
periods without power. 

2. Incorporate into planning documents actions required and realistic timelines for 
resuming services after the restoration of power. 

3. Public agencies should review their COOP with any vendor, contractor, non-
profit organization or other community group to ensure they understand 
planning assumptions and operational expectations. 

4. Focus efforts on determining what resources would be needed to maintain 
services to vulnerable populations during an extended power outage and on 
acquiring those resources.  

5. Develop pre-scripted public information/notification for all stages of PSPS 
through the Regional Joint Information System (JIS). PIOs can join the 
Regional JIS by contacting bayareajis@gmail.com. 

6. Register for access to outage maps and other PG&E information at 
PSPSPortal@PG&E.com. 

7. Conduct a fuel inventory analysis in your operational area to learn what is in the 
ground, what will be required, and how gaps will be addressed.  This may be 
part of a larger regional fuel planning effort. 

8. Develop agreements and invest in equipment (portable pumps, storage, etc.) to 
access fuel at gas stations when the power is off. 

9. Identify thresholds for emergency proclamations and determine how they will 
affect recovery assistance to impacted businesses and Disaster Service 
Worker staffing. 

10. Determine available non-Stafford Act sources of local, state, or federal recovery 
assistance in the absence of a state or federal emergency proclamation.   
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