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Division of Safety Advocates would cost $1.7m  
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Gov. Jerry Brown wants the California Public Utilities Commission to spend nearly $1.7 million to create a 
new, independent division focusing on the safety of the state’s aging utilities infrastructure. 

The proposal is part of this year’s budget negotiations in Sacramento and would need to clear numerous 
hurdles in the Legislature before coming into existence. 

“Much like the Office of Ratepayer Advocates has a seat at the table when rates are being set, this is 
actually an ombudsman-type of position for safety interests to be represented,” said H.D. Palmer, deputy 
director and spokesman for the California Department of Finance. 

The creation of what would be called a Division of Safety Advocates (DSA) comes in response to 
“unprecedented failures of utility infrastructure,” such as the Aliso Canyon natural gas leak that displaced 
thousands in the Porter Ranch area of Los Angeles, the CPUC said in a letter in favor of proposal.  

The division would consist of 11 permanent positions and report to CPUC Executive Director Tim 
Sullivan. 

CPUC commissioners do not have any say into whether the division would be created but Commissioner 
Mike Florio said he’s in favor of it. 

“I think institutionally we have to be more effective when it comes to safety issues,” Florio said. “If you 
don’t try new things, you never get better and we’re always trying to get better.” 

But The Utility Reform Network (TURN), a consumer advocacy group based in San Francisco that 
monitors the CPUC, doesn’t think creating a new division is the answer. 

“It’s not an infrastructure problem,” said Mindy Spatt, communications director at TURN. “It’s a problem 
of utility mismanagement.” 

The CPUC has come under criticism for being too cozy with the utilities it regulates. 

As first reported by the Union-Tribune in February 2015, then-commission President Michael Peevey met 
with a Southern California Edison executive in Poland in a secret meeting before the commission saddled 
Edison and San Diego Gas & Electric customers with 70 percent of the $4.7 billion cost to shutter the San 
Onofre nuclear power plant. 

Brown — whose sister, former state Treasurer Kathleen Brown, serves on the board of Sempra Energy, 
parent company of SDG&E and Southern California Gas — came under fire from some quarters after he 
vetoed six CPUC reform bills last October. 

The Brown administration did not respond to a question about whether establishing a DSA is a response to 
that criticism. 



“Public safety is an absolute priority and we strongly support the effort,” Gareth Lacy, Brown’s deputy 
press secretary, said in an email. 

The budget proposal for the DSA said “most utility infrastructure was installed decades ago and now 
reaching the end of its useful life” and cited three incidents in particular: 

*The natural gas leak at Aliso Canyon last fall.  

*An explosion of an underground electric vault owned by Edison in Long Beach in July 2015. 

*The death of eight people in San Bruno after a segment of a natural gas pipeline installed in the 1950s 
owned by Pacific Gas & Electric blew up. 

“The idea (of creating the DSA) has been kicking around ever since San Bruno — to have a more pro-
active rather than a reactive safety advocate in the commission,” Florio said. “I think what’s on the table 
now is just a crystallization of those descriptions over the last several years.” 

Officials at TURN have called the San Bruno incident “completely avoidable.” 

“Every investigation into the case found that PG&E negligence was the primary cause and CPUC laxity a 
contributing factor,” Spatt said. “I don’t think aging infrastructure was ever mentioned.” 

The CPUC already has a Safety and Enforcement Division that is charged with overseeing the more than 
160 sections of the Public Utilities Code and at least 25 general orders that mandate safety requirements for 
rail, electric, gas and water utilities. 

But the proposal said the Safety and Enforcement Division, which serves as both an advocate and adviser to 
the commission, “cannot independently present testimony or evidence on general safety issues.” 

Therefore, the proposal says, a DSA is needed. 

The DSA would make safety its only concern when it presents testimony to the commission “irrespective of 
the cost impact.” 

That raised a red flag for officials at TURN. 

“Our concern is the implication that somehow the utilities could get a blank check for safety and that blank 
check won’t actually get us where we want to be, which is to not have explosions, not have gas leaks and 
not have outages,” Spatt said. “What will get us there is accountable, well-managed utility companies.” 

SDG&E indicated Thursday it would be in favor of the new division. 

“Achieving the highest levels of safety is a journey that requires continuous improvement and full 
commitment,” Christy Ihrig, the utility’s corporate communication director, said in an email. “This new 
division could be a strong complement to the ongoing efforts at the commission.” 

The money for the DSA would come from the commission’s reimbursement account, which comes from 
fees imposed on public utilities. 



The budget is before the Legislature now and Brown is scheduled to submit a revised version of his plan 
next week. The Legislature has until June 15 to adopt a budget and the governor has until June 30 to sign or 
veto it. The new fiscal year starts on July 1. 

If the DSA is approved, the CPUC would “immediately begin the hiring process,” Terrie Prosper, the 
commission’s news public information officer, said in an email and could be up and running by January 
2017.  
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