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On October 8, 2019, PG&E announced that it 
would be cutting power to 34 counties across 
Northern California, an area home to over 
2 million people.1 Amidst drier and windier 
weathers, the electricity giant knew that the 

thousands of power lines they had strung across 
miles of forest posed a severe risk. If a power line 
were to swing into a tree or a spark were to fall into 
a bush, a wildfire could start as it had in years past. In 

2017 alone, PG&E's equipment was found responsible 
for 17 of 21 major wildfires in the state. In 2018, the compa 
ny took the blame for the Camp Fire, California's deadliest 
wildfire to date.2 Drowning in bankruptcy from liability cases 

and terrified of starting another wildfire, PG&E decided to shut 
off the power. News of this was streamed across local media outlets 
as residents scrambled to prepare for hours in the dark. Batteries and 
flashlights flew off shelves. Cars lined up at gas stations. Bags of ice were 
stuffed into trunks. Bathrooms and charging stations were thrown up in 
parking lots. Schools closed and children and parents stayed home.2 For 
millions of people across Northern California, life was brought to a halt. 

As I write this, California residents are preparing for the fourth wave of 
PG&Epower outages. PG&E is all over news outlets across the nation, being 
slammed for years of mismanagement and criticized for their inability to 
provide power. While it's easy to be furious at PG&E for the power crisis 
that California is in, they are not the only thing at fault for this mess. Cali 
fornia suffers from something much larger than the one electric utility-it 
suffers from centuries of poor decision making and planet mismanage 
ment. To solely blame PG&E for its neglect would mean ignoring all the 
factors that have created the problems that California deals with today. 
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California is burning. Forget the thou 
sands of transmission lines wired through 
its forests--California is burning. Fire has 
alaests. According to Richard Wilson, former 
head of California's Department of Forestry 
and Fire Protection, "Fire is a natural event in 
a healthy forest. It starts by a lightning strike 
and usually burns itself out quickly."® While 
a fire in a forest should burn itself out quick- 

IS BURNING v 

ly, that is not the case for the fires that blaze 
across California today. Today's fires are 
long-lasting. They are deadly and destructive 
and burn entire forests and communities 
down. And they are far from natural. To 
day's fires have been aggravated by climate 
change and poor forest management-by 
the actions and decisions of humanity. 

Climate change has drastically increased 
the number of wildfires today. According 
to climate scientist Park Williams, "Each 
degree of warming causes way more fire 
than the previous degree of warming did". 
As California gets warmer, the plants that 
cover its forest floors only get drier. At this 
point in time, California's forests are essen 
tially covered in kindling, ready to set miles 
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You may be wondering: if it is 
a known fact that California's forests 
are prone to fire, why in the world 
are people choosing to live in them? 

Right now, about half of California 
residents live in areas of high wild- 
fire threat.4 As cities have become 
increasingly more expensive to live in, 
residents have been pushed outwards 
towards the wilderness. They reside 
in areas built on the edge of forests, 
known as the wildland-urban interface 
(WUI). According to a 2018 study in 
PNAS, thenumberofhousesin the WUI 
has grown by 41% in the last 20 years.® 
California's WUI is growing at unprec 
edented rates and only continues to 
grow because of the state's policies, 
which place very few restrictions on 
where people can build. Some policies 
even encourage building in the WUI. 

There is a huge amount of economic 
incentive to build along the edge of 
California's forests. In addition to 
subsidized insurance, policies like 
one 1978 California law, which "makes 
it nearly impossible to raise property 
tax rates on longtime residents" en 
courage developers to build outwards 
into WUIs.® California's policies have 

essentially turned its wildlands into 
suburbia. The growing number of 
houses along these edges have result 
ed in even more destructive wildfires. 
According to a University of Wiscon 

sin-Madison study, "Between 2000 and 
2013, fire destroyed more buildings in 
California's WUI than in all similar 
areas in the United States combined."6 

To make matters worse, California 
does not yet have the building codes to 
protect residents in these areas. "Many 
of the wood shake roofs and wooden 
decks popular for homes nestled in 
forest settings are effectively kin 
dling," says Malcolm North, a research 
scientist with the US Forest Service's 
Pacific Southwest Research Station.7 
All it takes is one fire to burn down 
entire neighborhoods in these areas. 

This brings us to the state of California 
today: millions of wooden houses on 
the edge of densely packed forests 
prone to violent fire. Add hundreds 
of thousands of miles of PG&E power 
lines and we have a recipe for disaster. 
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At this point in time, many 
Californians have lost faith in PG&E. 
After all, in the last 6 years, the com 
pany's under-maintained equipment 
has started over 1500 fires.® In 2003, 
they were found responsible for the 
Trauner Fire, which was started by a 
tree that had. burst into flames after 
brushing up against a power line. That 
tree was never supposed to grow tall 
enough to reach the tall power lines 
overhead, but it was over a decade 
behind on its trimming schedule 
and it wasn't the only one.9 PG&E has 
repeatedly been found guilty of vio 
lating tree trimming regulations and 
yet, it has continued to let overhead 
power lines droop into too-tall trees 
and start fires. The company has even 
made budget cuts to maintenance, 

reducing tree-trimming crews and 
shifting cutting schedules, all while 
managing to pay billions of dollars 
in dividends to its shareholders.'® 

Many are calling for a state-takeover 
of PG&E, doubting the company's 
ability to prioritize ratepayer needs 
as an investor-owned utility. PG&E 
has become the poster child of private 
utilities: consumed by greed and un 
able to provide for the common good. 
But not all private utilities are bad and 
not all public utilities are good. Frank 
ly, to view PG&E's prioritization of 
shareholders as a side effect of being a 
private utility would be naive. Rather, 
the problem with PG&E reflects a 
core problem with the structures in 
place to incentivize private utilities.11 
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For reasons related to being a mo 
nopoly, PG&E cannot profit off the 
sale of electricity. It can only profit 
off investments ( usually related to 
the building and maintaining of 
grid infrastructure) approved by the 
California Public Utility Commission. 
This profit structure was developed in 
the early 1900s for one purpose above 
all: "to electrify the country. Utilities 
had every incentive to build, build, 
build, knowing that the more they 
built, the higher their returns."! The 
problem with this structure is that 
it prioritizes shareholders above all 
else. It encourages PG&E and utilities 
like it to build even when it is not in 
the best interest of ratepayers. This 
structure is the reason why one utility 
company provides energy to the entire 

Northern half of California. It is the 
reason why California has thousands 
of power lines strung along treetops 
despite the risks they impose. It is also 
the reason many utility companies 
refuse to invest in things like batteries 
and microgrids-sustainable tech 
nology that is favorable for the envi 
ronment but unfavorable for profit.12 

PG&E, and utilities just like it, work un 
der an outdated model that no longer 
promotes the well-being of our nation. 
Repairing California's grid crisis is less 
a matter of the company in charge 
and more a matter of updating the in 
centive structure so that utility profits 
are connected to good performance. 



YES, PG&E SUCKS. 
BUT /TIS NOT THE 0 
THING THAT SUCKS. 

California's energy crisis is a complex web 
of mistreated and mismanaged land, outdated 
structures, and greed stretching across genera 
tions. Yes, PG&E sucks. But it is not the only thing 
that sucks. The way we have treated our environ 
ment sucks. The places we have chosen to build 
our houses suck. And the outdated model that our 
utility companies continue to work under sucks. 
We have overrun our forests and packed them with 
trees that act as kindling in our warming climate. 
We have pushed our houses into these forests and 
asked electricity companies to provide power. 

PG&E and the rest of California are dealing with 
the consequences of decades of poor decision 
making. California's energy crisis goes beyond 
grid infrastructure. It's an issue of all our infra 
structure as a whole-of our built environment 
and the way in which we manage our entire plan 
et. We are going to have to get used to the fact that 
the age-old infrastructural systems that we rely 
on were built without the future in mind. They no 
longer fit the reality of our planet and we must re 
alize this in order to get to the real work of fixing it. 



I , 
I I , 

'/ 
, 
I 

/ I/ 

I / a 

I 

Image creclit:Jason Henry 



... ,,..,.. -.:'411-IZ":IA,...,,Or,,...., --, ,,..,...,, ~•~~':""Z---~ -.,;;~--1'iiiiiliiiiiii - ..... ...... ..... ..._,__----------------1 
I I. 

I 
~ 

~-•J•f¥Ji(mDl]J;';'(Mp 

[HELIE3Hg1TB®AA@3383 BE3BB3E1HA5,9B35E9A39575133531{53] 

IJQ]~~ • . . It . - 

~ . . . . . . ~ . . - 
[®QESASESSA@SAFA3B3BB953AB3A8593BB1355~ 

~-Qift••'fl 
lffl]~ 

j 

~ 


