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BEFORE THE PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION  
OF THE STATE OF CALIFORNIA 

 
 

Order Instituting Rulemaking Regarding 
Microgrids Pursuant to Senate Bill 1339 
 

 
Rulemaking 19-09-009 

 
 

COMMENTS OF VOTE SOLAR  
ON THE ORDER INSTITUTING RULEMAKING REGARDING MICROGRIDS 

PURSUANT TO SENATE BILL 1339  
 
 

I. Introduction 

Vote Solar appreciates the opportunity to submit comments on the Order Instituting 

Rulemaking (OIR) regarding microgrids pursuant to Senate Bill 1339. Vote Solar strongly 

supports the development and adoption of a regulatory framework that will advance the 

implementation of microgrids to enhance resilience of local communities to power system 

disruptions, provide continuous electric service in the event of preventive measures such as 

public safety power shutoffs (PSPS), and advance California’s decarbonization goals while 

providing benefits to the state’s power system at reasonable cost to customers. The widespread 

power shutoffs recently implemented by PG&E underscore the urgent need for our grid to 

become more distributed, and to provide Californians the means to become more resilient to 

power outages connected with extreme weather and climate change events. 

Our comments below focus on five topics: (1) the need for a definition of 

commercialization and criteria to assess the extent to which it has been achieved; (2) the need for 

explicit goals for this proceeding that go beyond commercialization of microgrids and address 

urgent needs to advance resilience and decarbonization throughout the state; (3) the need to 

develop rules and provisions for “community microgrids” that serve multiple customers and end 

uses in local electrical systems, in addition to individual-customer/facility microgrids; (4) the 

need to coordinate the present proceeding with the SGIP proceeding; and (5) the need for 

additional description of the issues enumerated in the OIR.   
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II. The Commission should provide a definition of “commercialization” and criteria or 
metrics to determine the successful achievement of commercialization.  

Both SB 1339 and the OIR posit commercialization of microgrids as an overarching 

objective, yet neither document defines commercialization. If the Commission provides a 

definition and explicit criteria to measure success for purposes of this proceeding, the 

Commission and stakeholders will better be able to focus their efforts towards regulatory 

provisions that advance commercialization.  

Section 1(e) from SB 1339 could be seen as informing a definition of commercialization:  

… transition the microgrid from its current status as a promising 
emerging technology solution to a successful, cost-effective, safe, 
and reliable commercial product that helps California meet its 
future energy goals and provides end-use electricity customers new 
ways to manage their individual energy needs. [emphasis added] 

We urge the Commission to provide its definition of commercialization in its scoping ruling or 

soon after in the early stages of the proceeding. Meanwhile, for purposes of these comments, we 

will provisionally take as a definition of commercialization the goal of making microgrids a 

“successful, cost-effective, safe, and reliable commercial product.”  

Closely related to the definition of commercialization is the question of criteria for 

determining success. What are the indicators and metrics that will tell us whether, or the degree 

to which, microgrids have been commercialized? The OIR states a number of specific issues that 

the proceeding must address as specified in SB 1339, with the implicit assumption that 

addressing these issues will advance the commercialization of microgrids. These issues include: 

1. Develop microgrid service standards necessary to meet state and local permitting 

requirements;  

2. Develop methods to reduce barriers for microgrid deployment, without shifting costs 

between ratepayers; 

3. Develop guidelines to determine what impact studies are necessary for microgrids to 

connect to the electrical corporation grid; 

4. Develop separate rates and tariffs, that are just and reasonable, to support microgrids; 

5. Facilitate the formation of a working group to codify standards and protocols needed to 

meet California electrical corporation and CAISO microgrid requirements; 
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6. Develop a standard for direct current metering in Electric Rule 21 to streamline the 

interconnection process and lower interconnection costs for direct current microgrid 

applications, including net energy metering paired with storage systems and microgrids. 

We agree that addressing these issues is necessary — they are key elements of a 

framework that can enable commercialization — but these elements in themselves do not 

constitute or guarantee commercialization; i.e., they are necessary but not sufficient to ensure 

commercialization of microgrids. We believe that success should be measured in terms of 

outcomes, i.e., actual implementation of microgrids throughout the utility service areas in a 

manner that aligns with and supports larger state goals for resilience at the community1 level and 

broad decarbonization of society. We urge the Commission to adopt in its scoping ruling an 

additional task to develop indicators and metrics that focus on outcomes and can serve as criteria 

for assessing the degree to which commercialization of microgrids to meet state policy goals has 

been achieved. 

III. The Commission should state explicit goals for this proceeding that go beyond 
commercialization of microgrids and address urgent needs to advance resilience and 
decarbonization throughout the state.  

The Commission should identify specific state policy goals and measures of success in 

achieving deployment of microgrids to advance those state policy goals.  

The OIR clearly states the Commission’s intent to go beyond the commercialization goal 

of SB 1339 to advance broader state policy goals: 

Therefore, our objective in this OIR, is to fulfill the legislative intent 
and requirements as set forth in SB 1339; as well as to develop a 
new framework, as appropriate, to enable microgrids to fulfill state 

 
1 For purposes of these comments we use the word “community” to refer to both a physical geographic 
location with its resident people and businesses, and to a level of granularity at which essential services 
are provided. For example, services like water supply, wastewater pumping and treatment, and emergency 
responsiveness are typically provided by a municipality or county government, whereas facilities to 
provide shelter, food and medical care to persons displaced by a major disruption may need to be 
provided at multiple locations within a city or county.  A community microgrid may be designed to 
provide resilient electricity to a neighborhood or subdivision of a few hundred residences and a few 
commercial buildings.  We use the word “community” generically to encompass this diverse range of 
needs and applications, but always in connection with a physical geographic location (in contrast to non-
place-specific types of community such as “the community of chocolate ice cream lovers”).  
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policy goals consistent with the Commission’s core responsibilities. 
[p 5; emphasis added] 

And: 

This proceeding shall also ensure that SB 1339 is implemented in a 
consistent manner with the Commission’s core responsibilities and 
broader state policy goals. [p 6] 

These sentences from the OIR clearly express the Commission’s intent that the proceeding 

address broader objectives than just commercialization of microgrids. Indeed, we believe that 

commercialization of microgrids is not an end it itself, but a means to greater ends, i.e., a strategy 

for achieving substantive and urgent state policy goals related to decarbonization, resilience and 

equity.  

On p 2 the OIR states:  

Broader state policy goals in which microgrids may play a role 
include, but are not limited to: (1) reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions; (2) adapting to the impacts of a changing climate; and (3) 
protecting the health, safety, and lives of California residents during 
catastrophic events, such as wildfires, floods, earthquakes, extreme 
weather, or cyber-attacks. 

We urge the Commission, in its scoping ruling, to offer more specifics on the role of microgrids 

in advancing these and other state policy goals, such as economic benefits for disadvantaged or 

vulnerable communities and other equity goals. In particular, the Commission should explain the 

logical or causal links between commercialization of microgrids and accomplishing the state’s 

policy goals. The OIR asserts that microgrids may play a role in accomplishing the state’s 

broader policy goals but does not explain the role of commercialization. For example, does the 

Commission envision that once microgrids become a “successful, cost-effective, safe, and 

reliable commercial product,” then local governments, neighborhoods and individual end-use 

customers will purchase them to meet their own local resilience needs and decarbonization 

objectives? We believe that the present proceeding offers the opportunity for, and would greatly 

benefit from, articulation of a vision of the end-to-end process from developing “a new 

framework … to enable microgrids to fulfill state policy goals” to the widespread 

implementation of microgrids to meet these broader goals.  
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We submit that the Commission’s goal for microgrids should go beyond 

commercialization and focus on more concrete outcomes for customers and communities 

statewide. For example, in the face of the broad range of potential major disruptions that can 

stem from climate-related events, earthquakes and planned multi-day power outages, an 

appropriate goal would be that every city and town in the areas of the state covered by SB 1339 

have renewable-energy-powered microgrids to provide resilient electricity service for the 

following:  

(a) critical municipal services such as water supply, wastewater pumping and treatment, 

and telecommunications; 

(b) first-responder facilities and functions; and  

(c) community centers that can accommodate and provide medical care, food and shelter 

for perhaps hundreds of displaced persons.  

Although it may be beyond the scope of this proceeding to establish a program of 

microgrid deployment that achieves the results listed above, we urge the Commission to 

acknowledge such societal outcomes as the purpose or aspirational goal to which this proceeding 

is intended to contribute, so that all parties can be mindful of the larger societal needs and 

benefits which this proceeding must advance.  

In summary, we are concerned that focusing too narrowly on making microgrids a 

successful “commercial product” may fall far short of achieving the role microgrids can play in 

advancing the state’s urgent policy goals. In particular, making microgrids into a commercial 

product may in fact worsen social and economic inequities in the state. As a commercial product, 

those customers, communities and local governments who can afford to buy the product will 

reap the greatest benefits, benefits that should be broadly available to all California households 

and communities. Vulnerable households for whom PSPS may be a life-threatening event and 

communities that are at high risk for severe climate-related disruptions or are otherwise 

disadvantaged may not be able to afford to purchase the commercial product this proceeding 

helps to advance. We urge the Commission, in its scoping ruling, to articulate a much larger goal 

focused on outcomes, such as to facilitate the deployment of microgrids to provide communities 

across the state with safe, reliable, cost-effective and carbon-free means of grid resiliency.   
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IV. The scope of this proceeding should include “community” or “multi-user” 
microgrids in addition to “behind-the-meter” microgrids located on individual 
customer premises.  

A “community” or “multi-user” microgrid is a system of separate end-users and uses 

(typically buildings, but could include vehicle charging stations, water pumping, and other end 

uses), distribution-connected energy generation and storage facilities, and electronic controls that 

can function as an electrical island utilizing one or more utility distribution circuits to serve a 

larger community comprised of multiple individual end-use customer meters. Although the OIR 

does not explicitly exclude consideration of community microgrids, some of the OIR language 

suggests a primary focus on individual customer “behind-the-meter” (BTM) microgrids. For 

example: 

This proceeding shall implement the requirements of SB 1339 
relating to the facilitation of the commercialization of microgrids 
for distribution customers of large electrical corporations. [p 6; 
emphasis added] 

We believe that focusing exclusively on individual customer microgrids is not sufficient 

to address the urgent needs for resilient electricity service and to maximize the value of 

microgrids for advancing state decarbonization goals. Although BTM microgrids on critical 

facilities is a valuable immediate first step, effective resilience to meet mounting threats of 

climate-related disruptions must be planned at the larger community level and involve 

community microgrids.  

Vote Solar submitted the following recommendations in its August 29, 2019 comments in 

the SGIP proceeding, which are highly relevant to the goals and issues to be addressed in the 

present proceeding.2  

Vote Solar suggests that the Commission establish a pilot program 
by Program Administrators to help local governments assess the 
resiliency needs of their local critical facilities and start planning 
power systems of different configurations that can operate as 
electrical islands, i.e., microgrids. A microgrid can be entirely on the 
customer side of the meter at a critical facility, e.g., an individual 
building, or an entire campus that does not rely on utility services 
upstream of the point of interconnection, to enable a critical facility 

 
2 “Comments of Vote Solar On The Proposed Decision On The Equity Resiliency Budget,” submitted 
August 29, 2019 in R 12-11-005. 
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such as a hospital or emergency shelter to operate off-grid. A 
microgrid can also serve a larger community by coordinating the 
operation of multiple single facilities and utility-side DERs to 
sustain electric service over one or more distribution circuits on the 
grid. This effort would seek to accelerate what some California local 
governments are already doing to plan and implement local 
microgrid projects (including Oakland, Marin, Calistoga, Humboldt 
County, and Santa Barbara).3  

Without integrated planning, there is a danger that local governments and critical 

facilities will proceed with PSPS planning in isolation from an understanding of local grid 

capabilities and constraints, and without working in concert with the broader community.  For 

optimal local resilience planning, it makes sense to utilize the largest and most optimal spaces 

within communities to generate and store energy locally, rewarding property owners as 

appropriate.  

New information resources will be needed to help facilitate this kind of integrated local 

energy resilience planning. For example, an improved data access framework is needed to enable 

cities and counties to plan electrification and resilience projects, working in collaboration with 

third-party DER providers, Community Choice Agencies (CCAs) and distribution utilities to 

develop projects. It should be possible to protect customers’ rights to privacy and control of their 

own data, while still enabling sufficient data exchange among parties voluntarily collaborating in 

local energy resilience planning. Program administrators could also create electronic resources 

highlighting case studies from communities (e.g. as noted above) which have already begun this 

type of community energy planning efforts, as well as information about the technical aspects of 

designing critical facility microgrids and other DER-based resilience projects. 

We urge the Commission to include consideration of community microgrids in its 

scoping ruling in addition to individual customer microgrids.  

V. The Commission should coordinate this proceeding with the SGIP proceeding, in 
particular to bridge any funding gaps that may impede microgrid deployment in 
less affluent communities.   

The Commission should make every effort to coordinate the present proceeding with the 

Self Generation Incentive Program (SGIP) proceeding (R.12-11-005). The present proceeding 

 
3 See for example https://napavalleyregister.com/community/calistogan/news/calistoga-microgrid-plan-
for-backup-power-moves-forward/article_e2eba459-62c0-5ccd-9a48-862373da0631.html.  
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can inform SGIP on the most cost-effective approaches for using the SGIP funds to advance state 

policy goals for equitable decarbonization and resilience. In turn, SGIP incentives are relevant to 

making microgrids cost-effective, as they can help reduce the overall cost of installing storage as 

a part of a microgrid. As such the SGIP funding mechanisms offer a potentially critical bridge 

between commercialization of microgrids and the ability of less affluent communities to deploy 

them. We therefore urge the Commission to include in its scoping ruling specific provisions to 

enable effective coordination between the two proceedings. 

VI. The Scoping Ruling should provide additional description of the specific issues 
enumerated in the OIR.  

Parties to this proceeding would benefit if the scoping ruling would provide further 

description of the issues identified in SB 1339 as reiterated in Section 2.1 of the OIR. This will 

enable parties to provide more targeted comments on those issues. For example:  

Issue 1. What is the meaning and scope of “microgrid service standards” and what are 

some examples of the relevant state and local permitting requirements? 

Issue 2. What specific barriers have been identified that will be addressed in the scope of 

the proceeding? 

Issue 3. How do the requirements for connection of microgrids to the larger grid differ 

compared with connection of their components? For example, if a building already has 

solar PV plus battery storage connected, what more is there to “connect” a microgrid? 

Issue 4. What is the scope of “rates and tariffs”? Does it include payments to microgrids 

for providing services to the distribution system, for example to function as non-wires 

alternatives to distribution grid infrastructure investments or provide resource adequacy 

capacity?  

Issue 5. What are the relevant existing electrical corporation and CAISO microgrid 

requirements to which new microgrid standards and protocols must be aligned?  

Issue 6. What potential microgrid scenarios or configurations would or would not be 

appropriate for electrical corporation ownership, and what criteria should be applied in 

making this distinction?  
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Clearly many of the above questions will need to be developed in the course of the 

present proceeding and cannot be fully answered at this point. For purposes of the scoping 

ruling, we request the Commission to expand upon its description of the scope it envisions each 

of these issues to encompass.  

VII. Conclusion 

Vote Solar thanks the Commission for its timely and necessary work to fulfill the 

directives of SB 1339 and facilitate deployment of microgrids to address urgent needs for 

resilient electricity service in the face of more severe climate-related disruptions while advancing 

state goals for decarbonization, safety, equity and affordability. We appreciate the opportunity to 

provide comments on the OIR and look forward to participating in this proceeding.  

Dated: October 21, 2019 Respectfully submitted, 
 

By:   /s/ Susannah Churchill   
 
Lorenzo Kristov, Ph.D. 
Consultant to Vote Solar 
PO Box 927 
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