Honorable Council President & Councilmembers

Pg 2 of 4

July 27, 2009

[image: image1.emf]
July 27, 2009
Honorable Council President & Councilmembers
City of San Diego

City Administration Bldg.

202 C Street, 11th Floor

San Diego, CA 92101
Re:  City Council Agenda Item 205, July 27, 2009 - Request Opposition
Dear Council President Hueso and Councilmembers:
This letter is submitted on behalf of the San Diego County Superintendent of Schools, (the “School Districts”) a coalition of Water Districts within San Diego County, consumer groups and communications service providers opposing the proposed resolution of the Council of the City of San Diego (“City Council”) to support San Diego Gas & Electric’s (“SDG&E”) proposed power shut-off plan (“Plan”).  
SDG&E’s Plan is couched as a fire prevention measure, however, SDG&E has presented no evidence that its Plan reduces the overall risk of fire.  The Plan addresses only one fire ignition source – power lines – which according to Cal Fire account for the ignition of only 3% of wildfires in the affected area.  In the event a fire ignites from another ignition source, which accounts for 97% of wildfires in the affected area, SDG&E’s Plan leaves the affected community especially vulnerable and will inhibit the community’s ability to effectively respond to an emergency, as discussed in more detail below.     

While the undersigned support sound efforts aimed at reducing the risk of fire, SDG&E has not shown that its Plan will do so.  Rather, SDG&E’s proposal would subject San Diego County residents to new and unnecessary safety risks while seeking to insulate SDG&E from any liability that results.  Contrary to its claims, SDG&E will not provide advance notice of specific shut-offs, because SDG&E will shut off power immediately when the environmental triggers are met.  
Notably, the Plan would not shut off power in the City of San Diego, but rather, in other parts of San Diego County.  Thus, the most significant of the Plan’s negative impacts will not be felt by City residents.  We have detailed these new risks and the burdens SDG&E’s Plan would place on others in the California Public Utilities Commission proceeding reviewing the plan.  This letter highlights only a few of the numerous and extensive risks and burdens SDG&E’s plan would create.  
For these reasons, we strongly urge the City Council to oppose the Plan.

School Districts.  The Plan would impose serious risks on schoolchildren and teachers.  
For example, a shut off could prevent School Districts from contacting emergency services or a parent if any student were injured.  School Districts may not receive emergency warnings, thus hindering their ability to protect schoolchildren and teachers.  Without power, school facilities could not be used safely as shelters during emergencies.
The Plan also threatens the School Districts’ funding at a time when it is needed most.  Average daily attendance funding (“ADA”), which is awarded on a per child attendance basis and provides the bulk of School Districts’ funding, would be reduced when schoolchildren are sent home during a shut-off.    
Water Districts.  The Water Districts require thirty-nine new generators to ensure critical pump systems provide water service during a shut off to 200,000 County residents and the firefighters that protect them.  Yet, SDG&E has agreed to provide only six generators.  

Moreover, SDG&E will not guarantee actual notice to the Water Districts, or any other entity, prior to de-energizing.  Rather than commit to providing actual notice, SDG&E has informed the Water Districts that they should monitor SDG&E’s website for indications that the shut-off triggers have been met.   
Disability Rights Advocates.  People with disabilities are at particular risk if SDG&E shuts off power on its own initiative in the absence of an actual emergency for several reasons, including their disproportionate reliance on telecommunications to live an independent life and specialized needs for a consistent power supply.  

For example, if SDG&E pro-actively turns the power off, people with disabilities will be unable to obtain news coverage that would inform them of the need to evacuate in the event of an actual emergency.  Additionally, they may be rendered unable to contact caregivers, family members or friends for assistance in evacuating.  Further, they may not be able to maintain particular conditions necessary to accommodate their disabilities, such as keeping medicine refrigerated or a consistent power supply for life support equipment.

Communications Providers.  Communications providers provide critical services –television, high speed Internet and both landline and wireless telephone services – that the County of San Diego, City of San Diego, residential, and business customers throughout San Diego heavily relied upon during the 2007 fires and will need to rely upon during future fires.  Public safety agencies rely on these services for planning, for dissemination of information to the public and, importantly, to evacuate people during emergencies. 
Indeed, the proposed draft Resolution notes that Governor Schwarzenegger’s Blue Ribbon Task Force has emphasized the “critical role of timely emergency notification” and recommends that “local government prioritize the development of appropriate early warning systems.”  Additionally, San Diego County’s report on the 2007 fires concluded that communications systems were critical to the successful distribution of information about the fires and the evacuation of over 500,000 people.  For example, the report states:

· An estimated 515,000 county residents were evacuated through the use of the Reverse 911 and AlertSanDiego mass-notification systems.  This was the largest single fire evacuation in U.S. history;  

· 211 San Diego answered approximately 109,000 calls and assisted with providing timely and accurate information; and 

· The www.sdcountyemergency.com website received approximately 10 million visits during the fires. 

San Diego County uses Reverse 911 in conjunction with emergency alert systems (EAS) messages, which certain communication providers are required by law to distribute.

As such, access to communications services is absolutely critical during an emergency situation.  Communications providers have back-up power in place to handle typical power outages, and they follow business continuity plans during emergencies to help maintain their communication services.  However, SDG&E’s shut offs would be so long that they would exceed the back-up power capabilities of certain telecommunications equipment, including cell sites, and thus likely would cause wireline and wireless communications to fail or be interrupted.  Interruption of wireless communication could be particularly harmful as it is often the only means of communication for fleeing residents.  Without power at their homes, San Diegans could not watch television because power is needed for a television to work; they could not access the Internet because power is needed for a computer and a modem to work; and they could not place or receive calls on a cordless telephone.  
The Plan. 
Under the Plan, SDG&E would automatically and unilaterally turn off power in certain areas when five pre-determined conditions exist, regardless of whether a fire has already started.  Once off, power would remain out for twelve to seventy-two hours, thus leaving communities without power in the event a fire is started from a source other than power lines.  

The Plan is not well-developed.  For example, SDG&E indicated earlier this year that it would rely on the San Diego County OES to provide notice of a possible shut-off.  But San Diego County rejected that idea and determined it would not enter into a memorandum of understanding with SDG&E with respect to the Plan.  Indeed, the San Diego County Board of Supervisors recognized the significant deficiencies with SDG&E’s Plan when it recently voted 4 – 0 to oppose it. 

The Undersigned Recommend That The City Council Oppose The Plan.
The undersigned are not suggesting that power should never be shut off for public safety reasons.  Indeed, there may be times when, based on the given situation, power may need to be shut off.  However, based on the record the California Public Utilities Commission has developed on this application, SDG&E has not shown that the Plan would reduce fires or enhance public safety.  SDG&E has not developed its plan in consultation with affected governmental agencies.  SDG&E has not substantively considered and responded to the needs and concerns of other stake holders.  SDG&E has, however, requested that it bear no responsibility or liability for the consequences of its shut-offs.   
For all the above reasons we respectfully request that the City Council oppose the Plan.
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	Sam Attisha

Cox, Vice President, Government Affairs 
& Business Development
on behalf of the following: 
	Ignacio De La Torre                                       

AT&T, Executive Director, External Affairs



	San Diego County Superintendent of Schools

Valley Center Municipal Water District

Ramona Municipal Water District
Padre Dam Municipal Water District

Fallbrook Public Utility District

Rainbow Municipal Water District

Yuima Municipal Water District 
Disability Rights Advocates
	Utility Consumer’s Action Network 

AT&T 

California Cable & Telecommunications Assoc.

Cox Communications
CTIA - The Wireless Association

Time Warner Cable
Mussey Grade Road Alliance


cc: 
Mayor Jerry Sanders


Rick Bollinger

Elizabeth Maland


Jan Goldsmith

