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CONSENT CALENDAR
January 30, 2024

To: Honorable Mayor and Members of the City Council

From: Vice Mayor Susan Wengraf (Author), Councilmember Humbert (Co-Sponsor), 
Councilmember Hahn (Co-Sponsor), Councilmember Harrison (Co-Sponsor)

Subject: Request by Resolution that PG&E Underground Utilities in Berkeley’s VHFHSZ

RECOMMENDATION
Adopt a Resolution urging PG&E to underground utility wires in Berkeley’s Very High 
Fire Hazard Severity Zone (VHFHSZ) to mitigate wildfire risk and limit evacuation and 
ingress obstruction. Send the Resolution to PG&E CEO Patti Poppe, the California 
Public Utilities Commission (CPUC), the Office of Energy Infrastructure Safety, State 
Senator Nancy Skinner, Assemblymember Buffy Wicks, Governor Gavin Newsom and 
Senator Mike McGuire, author of SB 884. Request the City Manager issue a press 
release about this Resolution as a critical Public Safety matter.   

FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS
No financial implications to send the resolution.

CURRENT SITUATION AND ITS EFFECTS
Utility-caused wildfires have become California’s tragic reality. PG&E’s CEO, Patti 
Poppe states that undergrounding reduces ignitions by 99%, making it the most 
effective way to reduce wildfire risk. As part of their commitment to improve wildfire 
safety, PG&E has started to underground electric lines as part of their 10,000 miles 
Electric Infrastructure Safety Initiative.

SB 884 (McGuire), which became law in 2023, expedites the undergrounding of utility 
lines and allows use of federal infrastructure funds.1 

Undergrounding utility wires to mitigate wildfire risk from powerline and transmitter 
malfunctions and to limit evacuation and ingress obstruction, advances Berkeley’s 
Strategic Plan Goal to create a resilient, safe, connected, and prepared city. 

This Resolution requests PG&E include the City of Berkeley’s Very High Fire Hazard 
Severity Zone (VHFHSZ) in their 10-year Distribution Infrastructure Undergrounding 

1 https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220SB884 
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Plan to be submitted to California’s Office of Energy Infrastructure Safety for review and 
approval. 

Panoramic Hill is in CAL FIRE’s Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone. The Berkeley 
Fire Department has designated Panoramic Hill with the highest severity level, Fire 
Zone 3, in the City of Berkeley. The Panoramic Hill residential neighborhood, which sits 
within both Berkeley and Oakland, is surrounded on three sides by wildlands. The 
neighborhood has only one road for both egress and ingress, which is a narrow, 
substandard roadway that cannot be widened.  

CAL FIRE also includes the North East Berkeley Hills in their Very High Fire Hazard 
Severity Zone designation. The Berkeley Fire Department labels this area Fire Zone 2 
and has suggested that due to extreme risk, all residents in Fire Zones 2 and 3 
evacuate the area when Extreme Fire Weather has been predicted. The streets in Fire 
Zones 2 & 3 are so narrow and winding and the hills so densely inhabited that it would 
be unlikely for everyone to get out safely in the event of a wildfire. A 2019 AP News 
Analysis identified the Berkeley Hills Zip Code 94708 as “being roughly within the worst 
1% in the state when it comes to population-to-evacuation-route ratios.” Just 31 other 
Zip Codes in the entire state of California share that designation.

BACKGROUND
In July 2021 PG&E committed to undergrounding 10,000 miles of power lines, over 
multiple years, in the Highest Fire Threat Districts to protect communities from wildfire 
threats. City Council approved a Resolution on November 9th, 2021 urging PG&E CEO 
Patti Poppe and her Board to commit a tiny part of their 10,000 miles of undergrounding 
to Berkeley’s evacuation routes and previously formed Undergrounding Districts. The 
City did not receive a reply.  

SB-884 Electricity: expedited utility distribution infrastructure undergrounding program 
(McGuire) passed on the Assembly Floor with zero “no” votes on August 30, 2022 and 
was signed by the Governor on September 29, 2022. On Jan 1st 2023, SB-884 became 
law, expediting PG&E’s work to underground 10,000 miles of the highest fire risk 
electric lines and allowing use of federal infrastructure dollars for it. 

Berkeley has a history of catastrophic wildfire, including the 1923 wildfire that swept 
through north Berkeley destroying approximately 600 homes and structures, the 1980 
fire in Wildcat Canyon that destroyed five homes and the 1991 fire that consumed 
southeast Berkeley and Oakland, claiming 25 lives and reducing approximately 3,000 
structures to ashes.

Neighboring communities share our concern that overhead electrical equipment will 
ignite wildfire in their communities. The City of Oakland’s City Council unanimously 
passed a resolution on July 18, 2023 urging PG&E to underground utilities in their Very 
High Fire Severity Zone. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY AND CLIMATE IMPACTS
California wildfires emit as much carbon as almost 2 million cars every year. 
Undergrounding reduces wildfire risk. 

CONTACT PERSON
Vice Mayor Susan Wengraf Council District 6 510-981-7160

Attachments: 
1: Resolution 
2: AP News Study 
3: July 2021 letter to PG&E CEO Patti Poppe
4: CAL FIRE VHFHSZ Designation in Berkeley Map
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RESOLUTION NO. ##,###-N.S.

URGING PG&E TO UNDERGROUND BERKELEY’S VHFHSZ

WHEREAS, Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E) states that undergrounding reduces 
ignitions by 99%, making it one of the most effective ways to reduce wildfire risk; and

WHEREAS, Senate Bill 884 (McGuire), which became law in 2023, expedites the 
undergrounding of utility lines and allows use of federal infrastructure funds; and

WHEREAS, PG&E has committed to protect communities from wildfire threat by 
undergrounding 10,000 miles of power lines in the Highest Fire Threat Districts; and

WHEREAS, the Panoramic Hill neighborhood is in CAL FIRE’s Very High Fire Hazard 
Severity Zone and Berkeley’s Fire Department has designated it with the highest 
severity level in the City of Berkeley, Fire Zone 3; and

WHEREAS, the North East Berkeley Hills also carry CAL Fire’s designation of Very 
High Fire Hazard Severity Zone and the 94708 ZIP Code, which encompasses most of 
the NE Hills, was designated as “being roughly within the worst 1% in the state when it 
comes to population-to-evacuation-route ratios” in 2019 by an AP News Analysis.

NOW THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that the Council of the City of Berkeley urges 
PG&E to include the areas designated by CAL FIRE: Panoramic Hill neighborhood and 
the North East Berkeley Hills designated as Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones, into 
its 10,000 miles of undergrounding in the Highest Fire Threat Districts.

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Council of the City of Berkeley requests the City 
Manager issue a press release about this Resolution as a critical Public Safety matter.   

Exhibits 
A: AP News: How we analyzed California’s wildfire evacuation routes
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https://34c031f8-c9fd-4018-8c5a-4159cdff6b0d-cdn-endpoint.azureedge.net/-
/media/osfm-website/what-we-do/community-wildfire-preparedness-and-mitigation/fire-
hazard-severity-zones/fire-hazard-severity-zones-map/upload-1/berkeley.pdf 
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