
 

 

As Governor Newsom has publicly committed to reshaping PG&E in the wake of the most 
recent wildfires and power shutoffs, now is the perfect time to consider and act on a proposal 
to substantially update our electric power system architecture. The Advanced Community 
Energy (ACE) proposal quickly responds to the urgent need for a resilient electricity supply for 
critical facilities while also creating a framework for designing and implementing local clean 
energy systems to achieve widespread decarbonization of other sectors such as buildings and 
transportation.  ACE could also provide a unifying vision related to using the Governor’s 
recently announced $75M in emergency state funds as well as the recently announced FEMA 
funds in response to California’s wildfires. The ACE proposal has been developed over the past 
year by a small team convened by the Climate Center in collaboration with other forward-
looking organizations.  It consists of three main elements:  
 

1. Asking the CPUC to fast-track rapid deployment of critical-facility microgrids for the 
2020 fire season. This expedited process could be accomplished within the CPUC’s new 
SB 1339 proceeding (R. 19-09-009), but only if the CPUC opens a separate track to 
resolve these matters quickly. This effort will also require coordination with the ongoing 
Self Generation Incentive Program (SGIP) proceeding (R. 12-11-005) to allocate funding 
for rapid microgrid deployment, expanding on the recent CPUC decision establishing an 
“equity resiliency budget” with higher incentives available for high threat fire districts.  
The objective should be to resolve any regulatory and technical barriers quickly in 2020 
so a clear pathway is created early for third-party microgrid developers to partner with 
local governments to quickly plan and implement operational microgrids, with the 
ability to “island” when grid power is unavailable. Once a clear implementation pathway 
is created, expedited microgrid deployment can proceed with initial emphasis on the 
highest-risk, most vulnerable and disadvantaged communities, starting with critical 
facilities.   

2. Asking the state to create and fund a new state program to empower and guide local 
governments and agencies (including CCAs, transportation, water and other related 
authorities) to formulate “Advanced Community Energy” (ACE) plans. ACE planning 
would be conducted in accordance with state guidelines to ensure transparency and 
stakeholder participation and would feature the local distribution utility as a 
collaborative partner to provide needed data and system information. In this manner, 
ACE projects will support overall grid operations and minimize the need for new grid 
infrastructure investment. ACE planning calls for optimally locating local generation 
(typically solar), storage and EV charging infrastructure from a holistic perspective, as 
opposed to each individual facility thinking only about what is possible within its 
particular site parameters.  In alignment with California’s state policy goals, ACE plans 
could address various aspects of decarbonization, resilience and equity, depending on 
local capabilities and priorities, demographics, and geography. Playing a key oversight 
role, the state would provide technical expertise, best practices and guidelines to ensure 
efficient and equitable use of state funds.   



 

 

 
3. Restructuring PG&E to become an “open-access distribution system operator” (OA-

DSO).  SDG&E is already pursuing becoming a “wires-only” utility. PG&E as an OA-DSO 
could continue to own, maintain and operate distribution poles and wires, but under a 
new regulatory framework that requires collaboration in good faith with local 
governments, community stakeholders and distributed energy resource (DER) 
developers to plan and implement local energy projects that advance decarbonization, 
resilience and equity. The OA-DSO proposal addresses several key areas of distribution 
service, including open, participatory planning, streamlined interconnection, grid 
modernization to manage higher volumes of DERs, and data access to facilitate and 
accelerate local project development.  

 
The following should be noted with regard to the elements above: 
 

1. Restructuring PG&E as an OA-DSO does not necessarily change other elements of the 
company (i.e., its transmission function and participation in the CAISO, ownership and 
operation of hydro and Diablo Canyon generation facilities, or retail and provider-of-
last-resort function).  

 
2. The OA-DSO proposal should have no adverse impacts on PG&E’s workforce; in fact, 

jobs and workforce development could increase to advance distribution operations and 
planning needed to manage increased volumes of DERs and microgrids.  

 
3. If the State decides to change ownership of PG&E, either through municipalization or 

acquisition by another for-profit entity, the OA-DSO structure would still be needed to 
support state energy and environmental policy goals and should be a prerequisite to any 
proposed change in ownership. 

 
4. The ACE program as proposed would ensure that all cities and counties will have the 

resources, including technical expertise as well as funding, to plan local energy systems 
that provide equitable local benefits and contribute to state policy goals.  

 
By embarking on this path now, California can not only address its immediate and long-term 
needs, but will also advance its global leadership in building a clean, resilient electric power 
system that will serve as a global example. The Climate Center will be developing additional 
details of the ACE Initiative in collaboration with California stakeholders interested in pursuing 
the ideas described above. If you would like to discuss this initiative with members of the ACE 
team please contact Kurt Johnson at 970-729-5051, kurt@theclimatecenter.org or check out 
our webpage at https://cleanpowerexchange.org/advanced-community-energy/ 
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