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1. Introduction 
When many people outside of our state think of “California Electric Utilities” they think of 
the big three investor owned utilities: Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E), Southern California 
Edison (SCE) and San Diego Gas & Electric (SDGE). Although these cover a large 
percentage of the state, and ditto utility accounts, California also has many public 
utilities, including the largest in the U.S. 

This post will look at the public utilities in our state in two ways: by the numbers, and by 
their character and more specifically what differentiates them from the big three IOUs. 

2. Types, Numbers and Sizes 
Most states have municipal utilities, as does California. However we have some other 
public entities, like municipal utility districts (not to be confused with municipal utilities or 
municipal utility departments), and irrigation districts. The latter manage irrigation 
systems in their service area (which are widespread in southern and central California) 
and also act as the local electric utility. Like in most states, public power utilities jointly 
own generation and transmission utilities to provide these services. We will review the 
largest of these in the subsections below. 

2.1. Municipal Utilities / Departments 
The following are all of the Municipal Utilities with more than 20,000 electric accounts. 
For the full list see the APPA Site linked below. Note that this site includes the other 
types of public power entities described above. 

https://www.publicpower.org/public-power-california  

2.1.1. Alameda Municipal Power 

The City of Alameda is on Alameda Island, which is just offshore from Oakland in the 
San Francisco Bay. The City has a population of a bit over 78,000, and Alameda 
Municipal Power has a bit over 30,000 accounts. This utility is interconnected with the 
PG&E Transmission System, and purchases its power from the Northern California 
Power Agency. 

2.1.2. Anaheim Public Utilities 

Anaheim is in northern Orange County, just southeast of Los Angeles. It is, of course, 
most famous as the home of Disneyland, but is also a medium-sized city, with a 
population of over 350,000. This utility has over 120,000 accounts, some of their own 
generation and share other generation projects with other utilities. They interconnect 
through SCE Transmission. 

2.1.3. Burbank Water & Power 

Burbank is a city in Los Angeles County 12 miles northwest of downtown Los Angeles. 
The population of Burbank is a bit over 100,000. This utility has over 53,000 electric 

https://www.publicpower.org/public-power-california
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accounts. Burbank’s power comes from dedicated projects in Burbank and power 
purchase agreements with other western utilities.  

2.1.4. Glendale Water and Power 

Glendale is a city in Los Angeles County about 15 miles north of Los Angeles. The 
population of Glendale is a bit over 200,000. Glendale Water and Power supplies 
electricity to about 90,000 accounts. Glendale’s power comes from dedicated projects in 
Glendale and power purchase agreements with other western utilities. This utility 
interconnects through LADWP (see below). 

2.1.5. Lodi Electric Utilities 

The City of Lodi is in the San Joaquin Valley, just north of Stockton and east of the San 
Francisco Bay Area. This city has a population of 68,000 and this utility has 28,000 
electric accounts. This utility is a member of the Northern California Power Agency 
(NCPA), and all of its power comes from this G&T. 

2.1.6. Los Angeles Department of Water & Power (LADWP) 

The Los Angeles Department of Water and Power, the largest municipal water and 
power utility in the nation, was established more than 100 years ago to deliver reliable, 
safe water and electricity to 4 million residents and businesses in Los Angeles. LADWP 
provides power to 1.4 million accounts.  

LADWP has Over 7,880 megawatts (MW) of generation owned or under contract from a 
diverse mix of energy resources. 30% of this electric energy comes from renewable 
resources. LADWP owns over 3,500 miles of transmission lines, spanning five western 
states. 

2.1.7. Palo Alto Electric Utility 

Palo Alto is a charter city located in the northwestern corner of Santa Clara County, in 
the San Francisco Bay Area. Palo Alto means tall stick in Spanish; the city is named 
after a coastal redwood tree called El Palo Alto. Palo Alto is on the San Francisco 
Peninsula, about half way between San Jose and San Francisco. Palo Alto has a 
population of about 68,000. The Palo Alto Electric Utility serves about 29,000 accounts.  

Palo Alto Utilities’ (Palo Alto) IRP demonstrates a shift from heavy reliance on 
hydroelectric supply toward variable, distributed, low-emission electricity resources. In 
2013, Palo Alto implemented a carbon-neutral electric supply plan that ensures all 
generation produces zero greenhouse gas emissions on a net annual basis. Today, Palo 
Alto’s resource mix is 52 percent hydroelectric resources, 30 percent solar, 9 percent 
wind and 9 percent landfill gas. In dry hydro years, Palo Alto relies on market power 
purchases matched with renewable energy credits to meet its zero-net carbon goals. 

2.1.8. Pasadena Water & Power 

Pasadena is a medium-sized city in Los Angeles County. It is about 11 miles northeast 
of Downtown Los Angeles. Pasadena’s population is slightly over 140,000. Pasadena 
Water and Power Serves about 67,000 accounts. Electric capacity is mainly via 
purchased power, and about a third of this comes from renewables. 
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2.1.9. Redding Electric Utilities (REU) 

Redding is a city in and the county seat of Shasta County, California. It is at the northern 
end of the Sacramento Valley and the Sacramento River, 162 miles north of 
Sacramento, and 120 miles south of California's northern border with Oregon. Interstate 
5 bisects the city, from the south to north before it approaches Shasta Lake, which is 
located 15 miles north of Redding. This city’s population is about 92,000. 

REU has been providing electric service to Redding since 1921. REU is locally-owned 
by its community and locally-controlled by the Redding City Council. REU provide 
electric service to 42,000 residential and business accounts within the City of Redding. 
Redding gets most of its power from the natural gas fueled Redding Power Plant, which 
has six units that are a combination of combined cycle and peakers. Additional power is 
purchased through the Northern California Power Agency, and uses the Western Area 
Power Administration (WAPA) transmission system. 

2.1.10. Riverside Public Utilities 

Riverside is a city in, and the county seat of, Riverside County, California. Riverside is 
located in the Inland Empire metropolitan area. It is named for its location beside the 
Santa Ana River. It is the most populous city in the Inland Empire and in Riverside 
County, and is located about 55 miles east of downtown Los Angeles. Riverside has a 
population of 330,000. 

Riverside Public Utilities provides electric and water Service to the city. It has 109,000 
electric accounts. Electric energy resources include about 40% renewables, with a goal 
of 50% by 2030. Some of this utility’s generation resources are shared with other 
utilities. 

2.1.11. San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC) 

The City and County of San Francisco has a population of over 880,000. Although the 
most city electric accounts are serviced by PG&E, the SFPUC services a major portion 
of the city as described below. 

For 100 years, SFPUC has been generating greenhouse gas-free hydropower as San 
Francisco’s full-service, publicly owned electric utility. This clean Hetch Hetchy Power 
energizes the city’s schools, municipal rail systems, street lights, City Hall, SFO Airport, 
the Zoo, and other civic institutions and private facilities. SFPUC also provides 
residential service for Treasure Island and Yerba Buena Island. 

The San Francisco Public Utilities Commission owns and operates Hetch Hetchy Power, 
which represents some of the cleanest energy available in California. This includes a 
160 mile transmission system from the Hetch Hetchy hydroelectric system to the Bay 
Area, and gravity-fed pipelines and a series of reservoirs (see figure below). 
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For over 100 years this system—which utilizes the gravity flow of the City’s water from 
source to tap—has operated without producing any carbon emissions nor any 
radioactive byproducts. Hetch Hetchy Power energizes vital San Francisco services as 
well as a growing number of residential and commercial customers. In all, we provide 
nearly 20% of San Francisco’s total electricity. 

In 2016, San Francisco launched CleanPowerSF, a community choice aggregation 
program, to introduce even more renewable energy from sources like wind and solar to 
the electric grid. Today, CleanPowerSF powers more than 376,000 San Francisco 
residents and businesses. See subsection 2.3 below for a definition of services provided 
by a community choice aggregator. 

2.1.12. Silicon Valley Power (SVP) 

SVP is Santa Clara’s Electric Utility. Santa Clara is a city in Santa Clara County, 
California. The city's population is about 120,000, making it the ninth-most populous city 
in the San Francisco Bay Area. Located on the southern coast of San Francisco Bay 
immediately northwest of San Jose and 45 miles southeast of San Francisco, the city 
was founded in 1777 with the establishment of Mission Santa Clara de Asís. The city 
was later incorporated in 1852. The mission, the city, and the county are all named for 
Saint Clare of Assisi. 

SVP Services over 55,000 accounts. About 20% of SVP’s electric energy comes from 
city-owned generation, 25% comes from Northern California Power Agency generation 
and the remainder comes from other external sources. About a third of SVP’s power 
comes from very low greenhouse gas sources. 

2.2. Districts 
Like with municipal utilities, we will only look at districts that serve over 20,000 electric 
accounts. 

2.2.1. Imperial Irrigation District (IID) 

IID provides electric service to the Imperial and Coachella valleys. The Imperial Valley is 
in Imperial and Riverside counties in southeastern California with an urban area 
centered on the city of El Centro. The Valley is bordered by the Colorado River to the 
east and, in part, the Salton Sea to the west. Farther west lies the San Diego. To the 
north is the Coachella Valley region of Riverside County, which together with Imperial 
Valley form the Salton Trough. 

The El Centro Metropolitan Area is home to 182,972 residents, according to a 2017 US 
Census estimate, and encompasses the whole Imperial County. The area is in the far 
southeast region of the State of California. Major population centers are Brawley, 
Calexico, and El Centro, which is the county seat. Coachella Valley has been retirement 
haven throughout the area's history. The 9 cities of the Coachella Valley (Palm Springs, 
Palm Desert, Cathedral City, Rancho Mirage, Indian Wells, Indio, La Quinta and the City 
of Coachella) have a combined population of 346,518. 

Today, IID delivers energy to more than 145,000 electric accounts in the Imperial and 
Coachella valleys—two distinct areas in the West that have experienced rapid growth. 
The district is uniquely positioned to play a key role in renewable energy. The valley’s 
abundant sunshine, geothermal activity, wind, and biomass resources have a combined 
potential of generating more than 24,000 megawatts. The district owns, controls, and 
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maintains its transmission network, which includes more than 1,400 miles of high-
voltage lines. Currently about half of IID’s generation is fossil-fueled and about half is 
renewable. The latter consists of about 180 MW of Solar, about 90 MW each of 
geothermal and hydro, and about 50 MW of biomass. 

2.2.2. Modesto Irrigation District (MID) 

Modesto is a medium-sized city (population: 215,000) in California’s Central Valley, east 
of the southern San Francisco Bay Area, and between Stockton and Fresno. MID has 
about 130,000 electric accounts. Generation is a combination of gas-fired projects 
owned by MID, hydro generation owned by MID and hydro generation shared with 
another utility. MID was established in 1887, and the first electric service was in 1923. 

2.2.3. Sacramento Municipal Utility District (SMUD) 

Sacramento is the capital city of California and the seat and largest city of Sacramento 
County. Located at the confluence of the Sacramento River and the American River in 
Northern California's Sacramento Valley, Sacramento's population of 520,000 makes it 
the sixth-largest city in California. Sacramento is about 100 miles east and slightly north 
of the San Francisco Bay Area. 

SMUD’s Service area is larger than the City of Sacramento (see map below), and is 900 
square miles, including most of Sacramento County and small, adjoining portions of 
Placer and Yolo Counties. SMUD’s service area is divided into seven wards, each 
represented by an elected board member. The population in SMUD’s Service area is 
approximately 1.5 Million, and SMUD services over 640,000 accounts. Power from non-
carbon-emitting resources is about 50%. 

https://www.smud.org/en/Corporate/About-us/Company-Information  

 

2.2.4. Turlock Irrigation District (TID) 

Turlock is a city in Stanislaus County. Its estimated 2019 population of 73,631 made it 
the second-largest city in Stanislaus County after Modesto. Turlock is about 60 miles 
east of San Jose. 

TID provides electric service to about 75,000 accounts in the Turlock area. Turlock has a 
diversified set of generation resources, including fossil-fueled power plants, large 

https://www.smud.org/en/Corporate/About-us/Company-Information
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hydroelectric facilities, and renewable resources that it either owns or has under 
contracts that range from 5 to nearly 20 years. The utility’s procurement strategy is 
focused largely on procuring enough renewable energy to meet the state’s 60 percent 
RPS and GHG emission reduction targets in 2030 while maintaining reliability and 
stable, affordable rates. 

2.3. Community Choice Aggregators (CCAs) 
Per the reference below: "CCAs are local, not-for-profit, public agencies that take on the 
decision-making role about sources of energy for electricity generation. Once 
established, CCAs become the default service provider for the power mix delivered to 
customers. In a CCA service territory, the incumbent utility continues to own and 
maintain the transmission and distribution infrastructure, metering, and billing."1 

The link below is to the Members Page of the California Community Choice Association. 
This contains a listing of all of the members of this association, and links to their 
individual web sites. Below that is a link to the California Public Utilities Commission’s 
CCA page. 

https://cal-cca.org/about/members/ 

https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/general.aspx?id=2567  

2.4. Major Generation and Transmission (G&T) Agencies 
The following are the two largest G&T Agencies / Authorities in California that are 
focused on providing these services to public utilities. With each of these we have 
provided a link to their home page: 

Northern California Power Agency 

http://www.ncpa.com/  

Southern California Public Power Authority 

http://www.scppa.org/ 

3. The Character of Public Power in California 
What I will say below will probably be an over-simplification of the differences between 
public utilities and investor owned utilities in California, but it comes from many years of 
working with these entities. Investor owned utilities are more bureaucratic and also more 
focused on the financial results they achieve for their stock-holders. Public utilities are 
more focused on the end-result, and also less risk averse.  

I saw this play out in two phases of the evolution of advanced metering infrastructure 
(AMI) systems. This story is mostly told in the second part of my 4-part series on AMI, 
and this is linked below. 

https://www.energycentral.com/c/iu/ami-–-part-2-creating-demand  

The short version is below. 

                                                 
1 Wikipedia Article on Community Choice Aggregation, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_Choice_Aggregation  

https://cal-cca.org/about/members/
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/general.aspx?id=2567
http://www.ncpa.com/
http://www.scppa.org/
https://www.energycentral.com/c/iu/ami-–-part-2-creating-demand
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_Choice_Aggregation
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The applications supported by modern AMI systems were initially developed for utilities’ 
largest customers. These customers required a larger, more-complex electric meter than 
residential customers (commonly called poly-phase meters, or commercial and industrial 
(C&I) meters), and these originally used dial-up telephone communication. Around Y2K 
the first public wireless data networks were available, and the first polyphase meters that 
could support a wide range of applications were becoming available. 

LADWP (see subsection 2.1.6) was one of the first utilities to implement a large 
networked C&I Metering System, and I was there. The system was reasonably 
successful, and this bootstrapped this initial phase of the AMI market and industry. 

A couple of years thereafter, the second large public utility (SMUD, see subsection 2.2.3 
above) was working on a pilot project with my then-employer (Comverge). The project 
was sponsored by the California Energy Commission (CEC), and was intended to help 
everyone better understand the potential of a large-scale AMI system. Although 
Comverge had such a system, it would never have been financially competitive in a 
large deployment, but it was a reasonable fit for a small pilot.  

The pilot was adequate to demonstrate how a large-scale AMI might work, and the 
primary benefits of this system. The CEC and CPUC started a series of public meetings 
within a few months, and this eventually led to the wide-scale deployment of AMI in 
California.  


