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To: Honorable Mayor and Members of the City Council

From: Public Works Commission, Disaster & Fire Safety Commission, 
Transportation Commission

Submitted by: Shane Krpata, Chairperson, Utility Undergrounding Subcommittee
Matthew Freiberg, Chairperson, Public Works Commission
Gradiva Couzin, Chairperson, Disaster & Fire Safety Commission
Barnali Ghosh, Chairperson, Transportation Commission

Subject: Report for Phase 3 Study to Underground Utility Wires in Berkeley

INTRODUCTION
Climate changes continue to threaten Berkeley with risks of wildland urban interface 
fires. Undergrounding overhead utility wires is an important tool to reduce the risks.

CURRENT SITUATION AND ITS EFFECTS
The attached document is the Phase 3 Study of the City Council referral. This work was 
completed at the end of 2019, and the report was approved by the Public Works 
Commission on November 7, 2019, Transportation Commission on January 16, 2020, 
and Disaster and Fire Safety Commission on February 26, 2020. It was scheduled to be 
presented to Council in March 2020 and has been delayed because of the Covid-19 
pandemic emergency. The Commissions are providing it now as an informational item 
and are making the following recommendations.

1. The participating commissions encourage the continuation of studying 
undergrounding as an option to save lives. Our climate is in a crisis and the 
devastation caused by wildfires is increasing each year. 

2. Further studying of undergrounding shall be conducted within the work scope of 
the Vision 2050 initiative. The initiative was approved by Council in September 
2020 and is being implemented.

3. This transmittal closes out the Council referral from December 2014.
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Public Works Commission discussed the recommendations at its November 7th, 
2019 meeting and a motion was made to approve the report pending the inclusion 
of the items in the meeting minutes of this conversation.

Action: It was Moved/Seconded (Erbe/Constantine) to “Approve the Utilities 
Undergrounding Subcommittee Report pending the inclusion of the items in 
the meeting minutes of this conversation.”

Vote: Aye - 9; Nay - 0; Abstain - 0; Absent - 0
Outcome: Unanimous Agreement

Transportation Commission discussed the recommendations at its January 16th, 
2020 meeting and a motion was made to approve forwarding the Utilities 
Undergrounding Subcommittee Report to City Council.

Action: It was Moved/Seconded (Parolek/Zander) to “Approve forwarding the 
Utilities Undergrounding Subcommittee Report to City Council.”

Vote: Aye - 7; Nay - 0; Abstain - 0; Absent - 2
Outcome: Unanimous Agreement

Disaster & Fire Safety Commission discussed the recommendations at its 
February 26th, 2020 meeting and a motion was made to approve forwarding the 
Report for Phase 3 Study to Underground Utility Wires in Berkeley to the City 
Council.

Action: It was Moved/Seconded (Degenkolb/Grimes) to “Approve forwarding 
the Report for Phase 3 Study to Underground Utility Wires in Berkeley to 
the City Council.”

Vote: Aye - 9; Nay - 0; Abstain - 0; Absent - 0
Outcome: Unanimous Agreement

The Public Works Commission, Transportation Commission, and Disaster & Fire Safety 
Commission each voted and unanimously agreed to forward the Phase 3 Study to 
Council. 

BACKGROUND
The City Council, at its meeting December 16, 2014, referred to the Public Works, 
Disaster and Fire Safety and Transportation Commissions to develop a comprehensive 
plan for the funding of the undergrounding of utility wires on all major and collector 
streets in Berkeley. The arterial and collector streets were identified as a priority for the 
movement of emergency vehicles and the evacuation of residents in the event of a 
major disaster. The commissions organized a four-phase work plan consisting of: 1) 
baseline study to summarize Berkeley’s status on undergrounding, 2) conceptual study 
to determine the feasibility of undergrounding, 3) financial and implementation plan to 
underground the recommended streets, and 4) implementation of an approved program. 
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The commissions presented the Phase 2 report to Council on February 27, 2018. It was 
well received and Council authorized proceeding with the Phase 3 study.

ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY
Undergrounding utility wires is environmentally sustainable by providing space for large 
trees and green infrastructure while improving public safety and energy reliability by 
substantially reducing the likelihood of downed wires and network disruptions along 
emergency evacuation corridors.

POSSIBLE FUTURE ACTION
It is important to recognize that undergrounding utility wires on evacuation routes must 
be only one component of a suite of actions to ensure that our community can safely 
escape advancing fire and first responders can access areas to fight fires. 
Undergrounding should be considered in combination with other actions, including but 
not be limited to educating the public of the risks, reducing vegetation that fuels fires, 
parking restrictions to provide more roadway clearance, improved road markings and 
signage, and more.

FISCAL IMPACTS OF POSSIBLE FUTURE ACTION
The estimated cost of the undergrounding program recommended in the Phase 3 Study 
is $90M in 2019 dollars. The Subcommittee has identified multiple funding strategies, 
described in the Section 2 Chapter C “Funding Strategies” (p.12) of the Phase 3 Study.

CONTACT PERSON
Andrew Brozyna, Deputy Director of Public Works, 510-981-6496
Joe Enke, Commission Secretary, Supervising Civil Engineer, 510-981-6411

Attachment: 
1: Study to Underground Utility Wires in Berkeley Phase 3 Report
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