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Decision 93840 DEC 15 19S1 
BEFORE THE PUBLIC UTILITIES CO~SSION OF THE STATE OF CALIFOR~1A 

Applica~ion of Ridge-Wheel ) 
Properties, Inc. to use overhead ) 
electric distribution extensions ) Application 59801 

(Filed July 9, 1980) to serve a residential development. ) 

------------------------------) 

Procedure 

Leon Cook, Attorney at Law, for 
Ridge-Wheel Properties, Inc .• 
applicant. 

Nicholas R. Tibbetts, :or 
AssemSl~n DougIas H. Bosco, 
interested party. 

Thomas P. Corr, Attorney at Law, and 
v1adi;lay Beve, P.E., for the 
Cocmission staff . 

OPINION AFTER RE~-A-~ING 

This application for exemption from undergrouneing 
requirements for electrical service was filed on J~ly 9, 1980. 
A field investigation of the property was conducted by a super­
vising utilities engineer of this Co~ission in October 1980 
and a staff report was filed on November 24, 1980. 

We reviewed the application, which alleged that it was 
economically unfeasible to place lines underground, and the staff 
report, finding insufficient exceptional circumstances to warr~~: 
a recommendation for exemption. We deter.oined that the matter 
could be properly concluded without public hearing, and denied the 
application in Decision (D.) 92517, issued December 16, 1980. 

On January 21, 1981, an application for rehearing was 
filed by Ridge-Wheel Properties, Inc. (Ridge-Wheel), alleging 
additional facts showing the impracticality and unjustness, in I 

applicant's view, of D.92517. On April 21, 1981 we issued D.92936 \ 
granting Ridge-Wheel's application for rehearing. 
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On Thursday, July 16, 1981 a duly no~iced puolic neari~g 
was held before Adminis~ra~ive Law Judge Orville 1. Wri~'~ in 
Wil1it.s, and. t.he matt.er W<3.S su·omit.tec. for aecision subjec't. -:'0 

recei~t of 't.he transcript.. 
Fa.ct.s 

Ridge-W.~eel seeks Co~ission approval o~ a t.ariff rule 
v~riance to allow an overh~ad ext.ension of ~lec~ric service -:'0 a 
recre~tiona1/resident.ial suodivision kno~~ as Ricgewood Park an~ 
comprising 6,100 acres locat.ed 13 miles nort.h of u~iah and 4 miles 
south of Willits within the service territ.or; of Pacific Cas <3nd. 
Electric Corr.pany (?G&E). Applicant does not meet ~he crit.erio of 
?G&E's Ta.riff Rule No. 15, § c. It predica~€s i~s re~ucct. u?On 
§ D.of the aforesaid r~le, which St.2tcS: 

f'Exce'Otiona1 Cases.. In unusual cireu::'Jstanees, 
when· the app1ica~ion of t.hese rules appears 
imprac~ical or unjust ~o eitner party, or in . ./" . ../" , i .r. , ... tne case o. tne extens~on o •• nes o~ a n~gHer 
voltage, the utility or t.he applicant sr~ll 
refer the matt.er ~o the Public Utilities 
Co~mission for special r~ling or for the 
approval of special condi~ions which may be 
mutually agreec upon, prior to co~:.encing 
const.ruc~ion." 

?ublic hearing of this applica~io~ r~s developed, a record 
which ?ersuades us that s?ecial conditions exist in this ins~ance 
which com?el th~ granting of exemp~ion !ro~ s~~naard uncergrou:.ding 
requirements for electric line e~ensions. 

T'ne line ex~er..sion is to serve Uni~s Hos. 1 and 3 of Ridge­
wood. ?ark. 

A Final Subcivision Public Report ~s issu~d for Unit No. 1 
on July 16, 1969 a.nd for Unit No .. 3 on Sept. ember 1.., 1970.. Uni~ No. 1 
consists of 700 acres divided into 177 lot$ or parcels, and Uni~ 
No. 3 consists of 235 Dcres divided into 79 lot.$ or parcels • 
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These cavea~z ~o prospective pt;.rchasers are se~ ~or~h i~ 
the Depart=e~~ of Real Ezta~e's required p~blic repor~: 

1. Fire pro~ection is furnished by Forest~ 
Service i~ equip~en~ is available. 

2. Private ~~ter wells are ~he only source 
of ~a~er and ~he lot o~~er is reQuired 
~o pay all costs ~o r~ve a well ins~alled. 

3. Natural gas is not available. 
~. Elec~ric and tele~hone facilities anc 

services are approxi=atelY three :ile: 
1:"""0'" -he C",·'I..,.I~v.: ... .: 0" ....... e C"··'",.ol':v': c.' {!>-•• .... II1II_ .J~t.J.... .-eJ.. ..... J... "'-..,..;.........,,~ 

does not in~end to install any electric 
a~d te1e~hon~ !aeilities or services in 
the subdivision. 

5. Septic ~anks will be usee for se~~ge disposal. 
Each purchaser ~ust p~y for his or her septic 
tank. 

Since 1970, all but a fe~ of the ?2rcels in Units Nos. 1 anci 

3 have oeen sold. We esti~~te that a?proximat~ly 50 lots ~~y be 
~c~"a'_ly occu".l.'ec.' o~ ~ ~--~"e~· ·oa ... .: ... ·'!le -p"'l.'~e"·C" '':v':''g .: .. Q -'-' tJ •• Q !""'- .. UN-." ....... ..,.e:.J" '-' • _..;, ....... ., .... ••• ... •• 

mobile homes and trailers. So:e who tes~ifiec at the well-attendee 
hearing were living in the environs of Willi~S ~nd a~~i~ing the 
ti~e of extension of electrical service so that they might build 
upon their Ridgewood property. 

A ~rivate gate ~o a paved roac le3cing t~ee and a h~l! 
miles to Ridgewood ?ark is located adjacent to the sales office on 
U.S. Route 101. The tract is not visible fro: any public road an~ 
has no t.hrough roaci. 

Elevatio~s o~ the property range fro= 1250 feet to 
s~eep 

\ 
I 

\ 

\ 

2836 feet. Nearly all of the property consists of moderate a~d 
slopes cissected by moderate to steep graeient strea~ cna~els. 
This ruggec terrain is subject to slices, a n~ber having been 
experienced in Ridgewood Park in recent years, some along the 

single paved road provided by the developer to serve Units ~os. 1 
and 3. Two engineers who testified to the relative desirability 
of having overhead electrical service to Ridgewood Park, as opposed J 

-3-



• 

• 

• 

A.5980l ALJ /h..'-l 'i( 

underground, cia double duty by le~ving the hearing to survey 
conditio~s at a 500-~oot landslide ~t the dev~lo?~ent ~~ich 
had closed the road to traffic for ~~ny weeks, 
engineering problem with no easy solution. 

ane remained 

Tnese experts testified that the site geology of Ridgewood 
Park had a mate~ial be~ring on their belie~ thct ~ncergro~~ding of 
utilities would be more detrimental tha~ overneac construction. 

?~dgewood is ~nderlain by a geological !ormation kr.own as 
the Franciscan asse~olage, a fo~tion characterized by sedimentary 
layers whicn, when exposed by excavation, present a heterogeneous 
complex o~ hard roc~, so~t rock, and soft soil. So~e o~ th~ bedroc% 
.;,. cu':"' o ... e .... v.:ous ... co .... d.: .. .:o ... · ........ .:c·,., .... '!. ... .:""e~ .. s .:·s"'"~"".; .... ~-ou:- ... wa"'e-_a;J • _Vv ::' ... ,Q ... _'-'_ ................ ~ ..•• ..,..., ... \it v ..... ifaiIo 0- .~ "'. 

springs which tend to surface at rando~ locations. ~ench inter-
./"e .... p ... ce w"t· .... '",.;.,. roc~/~o.;' s"""""ace ....... ~ ~·.;t ... -hp ........ u-~, .......... .: ... r:-
... ........ • •• "' .... -.,1 +11> w., .... ~. o .... ~ ""_ •• ...,. _ .~w ... 0. "J. ....... (;) 

char~~els lying shallowly benea~h ~h€ sU:~2ce ~y ~renchin6 co~ld we:: 
result in altera~ion o~ the movement of ground~~ter and have an inverse 
impact on the hillside s~ability. 

Tne erosion potential is also si~ificant, according to the 
soils engineer. Where the trenching is generally uphill/cio~T~~ill, it 
may ?rese~~ ~ ?refe~rec ~~h for sur~ace runo~~, stri~?ing the 
back~ill o~ the buri~d ~tility lin~. 

wbile under no obligation ~~ provide electrical service to 
the tract, the developer nevertheless decided to do so, being o~ 
the ~istaken belief that overhead lines were acceptable in priv2te 
developments. ~ ord~r ~o assist lot purchasers and to e~~nce 
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the value of the areas of Ridgewood Pa~k not yet sold, Ridge-Wheel 
expended some $78,000 to install th:ee ~iles 0: p:ima~y dist~ibution 
line from a connection point 300 feet outside the development to 
Units Nos. 1 and 3 along the paved road. 

Ridge-~~eel is prepared to complete the overhead extension 
within Ridgewood Park, but will not provide any of the estimated 
$600,000 necessary to underground the electrical service. 

The Planning Department of the County of Xendocino 
advised the Comoission that the county does not ~equire undergrounding 
of utilities in Ridgewood Park Units Xos. 1 and 3 because of the 
early co~ence~ent and approval date for these projects (1970). 

In 1979, a property owners association was incorporated 
for Ridgewood Park. It is likely that the great majority of ~ 
owners who purchased for investment will not vote to assess 
the~selves for an electric line extension, whether overhead 
or underground, in the foreseeable future. If the 251 lot owners 
were to finance undergrounding. the cost per lot would be 
approximately $2,300 plus cost of the line fr~ the ~oad to a 
dwelling unit. If only actual residents and those having a present 
intention to live in Ridgewood Park shared the cost of undergro~ding. 
each would pay a sum in excess of the original cost of his or her lot 
plus cost of a line from the road to a house . 
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The record is clear that the reside~:s of Ridgewood Park 
have no choice. If the application filed by their developer­
surrogate for an overhead line extension is denied, there si~ply 
will not be any electrical service available to the: now or in the 
foreseeable future. 
Factors Justifying Deviation fro~ 
Undergrounding Reouirements 

\ 
~ • 

In D.77l87 dated Y~y 5, 1970 in Case (C.) 8993, we affi~ee 
our policy in D.76394 that undergrounding should be the standard 
for all extensions. Only exceptional circumstances would thereafter 
justify the granting of any further exemptions. we ~~ote. 

that: 
In D.80736 d"tee ~ovember 11, 1972 in C.8993. we stated 

"The Com=ission wishes to reaffirm its policy 
with respect to ~ndatory undergrounding in 
new residential subdivisions. However, the 
Co~ission also believes that it is desirable 
to consider at this ti~e the criteria and 
factors that might warrant deviations fro~ 
the mandatory u.~derground requirements in 
new residential subdivisions. Such consideration 
could lead to the establis~ent of guidelines 
or rules or tariff ch~~ges that would more 
clearly apprise all parties of the eirc~stances 
under which deviations fro~ the ~ndatory 
undergrounding rules would be authorized." 
In D.8l620 dated July 24, 1973 in C.8993 we s~rized the 

principal factors to be considered in dete~ining whether exceptional 
circumstances existed in a ?a~ticular case suffici~t to justify 
deviation f~o~ the uncergrouncing standarc. We stated that: 

"!he Co~ission staff studied the various deviations 
which have been authorized since the mandatory 
undergrounding provisions becaoe effective. the 
prinCipal factors considered in the Comoission 
resolutions and decisions involved included 
such things as whether roads were to be improved 
or unimproved. whether there was easy or ltmited 
access to the subdivided area by the general 
public, whether there was or was not any trenChing 
to be done for other than electric and telephone 
lines, whether the lots were small or large, 
whether adjacent areas had ~~derground or overhead 
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facili~ies, whe~her local ground conditions and 
terrain made trenching relatively simple or 
difficult, whether ~he development was by formal 
subdivision or resulted fr~ successive lot-splits. 
whether undergrounding would involve reasonable 
or excessive costs, and whether the ViSUAl 
impact of overhead lines ·.N'ould be great or small." 
We have already considered the cost and ~errain factors 

which favor gran~ing an exemption from undergrouneing require=ents 
in the instant case. It remains then to consider the other factors 
which we have outlined for considering deviations fro~ underground 
line extensions. 

There is but one improved road to Ridgewood Park which 
spans the high ridge and provides access to the 251 parcels in 
Units Nos. 1 and 3. The staff reports that the overhead line 
constructed on that road is generally acceptable under the overhead 
electric line construction standards of General Order 95 except for 
deficiencies capable of ready correction. Culverts and drains have 
been installed along the road. The contractor who constructed the 
overhead line testified that finding suitable places along the 
right-of-way for placing the poles was difficult, ~~d the line 
traverses the road many times. If an ~~dergro~~d conduit were to 
follow the overhead wire, the roadway would have to be excavated 
and repaved many times. If an underground conduit were not to 
traverse back and forth across the pavement, trenching would have 
to be under~aken where the contractor deteroined that the soil or 
rock was unsuitable even for a pole. 

Access to this subdivided area by the general public 
is limi~ed. As already noted, there is a gate at the only entrance 
to the Ridgewood Park subdivision. 

There is no trenching to be done for any purpose in the 
subdivision. No telephone line extension is contemplated. Water 
and waste disposal facilities are the on-site responsibility of 
each o...:ner . 
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The lots are generally large and d~~p, requiring service 
drops or underground extensions 0: more than 600 feet, according 
to the staff report. Thus, many owners would be required to pay 
from $3,000 to $6,000 to bring in electricity underground from the 
roadway if the system were placed underground. 

Adjacent areas are ~~developed. There is an overhead 
line extension from U.S. Route 101 to the tract, approx~tely 3-1/2 
miles. Other similar purpose develop~ents in the Willits area have 
overhead electric service. 

Ridgewood Park is a formal subdivision approved by ~endocino ~ 
'j 

County. The county does not require undergrounding of utility 
extensions because the development was approved prior to the enactment 
of the county's undergrounding ordinance. 

Ridge-Wheel had a mistaken belief that an overhead line 
would be acceptable in Ridgewood Park. Its construction is well 
along the path toward completion. The ~terials, labor, and environ­
mental disturbance embodied in the raising of this overhead line will 

.. , . , 
'I 
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be economic waste if the exemption sought is not ap?rov~d. 
\ 

There will be no visual impact of the overhead lines on 
the general public as the subject area cannot be viewed from any 
public road, and the subdivision is private. 
EnvironmentAl Im~act 

In Resolution ALJ-143 dated ~~y 5, 1981 we amended Rule 17(i) 
to provide that the Co=:ission is the lead agency for applications for 
exemptions from undergrounding requirements, except where the 
electrical or telephone distribution lines are incidental to a 
development projec~ over which a city, county. or oth~r polieital 
subdivision has the primary decision-zaking responsibility. 

In this case, Mendocino County is the priQary decision 
maker and it has approved the subdivision. Because the approval 
predated the enactment of the California Environmental Quality Act 
of 1970 (Pub. Resources Code §§ 2000 et seq.), no finding on 

~ environmental impact has been made. 
-8-
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We note th~t we are here exempting an overheae line 
extension which is alreaey in place for the most part. Its 
effect on the environment is a kno¥~ quantity in eontr~st to the 
testimony of applicant's engineers that there could well be a serious, 
physical dislocation of the earth were trenching to be the order. 
Accordingly, we conclude that it can be seen with certainty th~t 
there is no possibility that granting the exemption will have a 
significant adverse effect upon the environment. 
Decision Rescinded 

In Decision 92517 dated December 16, 1980 we eenied 
exemption from undergrounding requirements in this case. We now 
rescind that decision. 

Public hearing of this matter has developed an array 0: 
factors in compelling favor of exemption from undergrounding 
requirements in this matter. koong these are the £ollo~ing: 

1. Overhead electrical service i$ the 
only practical method available to 
residents of Ridgewood Park. To 
decree undergrounding in this case 
is to deny PG&E service to the 
development. 

2. Mendocino County does not require 
underground utility service to this 
subdivision. 

3. Overhead lines are largely already 
in place due to a mistaken understanding 
of undergrounding requirements by 
the developer. 

4. The expert testimony of Ridge-Wheel's 
engineers is that trenching. if not done 
with extreme caution ane professionalism, 
could cause further erosion and sliding 
in the area while the in-place overhead 
lines have caused no visible physical 
damage to the environment. 

• The exemption should be allowed . 
We stress that today's decision represents no retreat 

from our commitment to requiring undergrounding of power lines. 
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Today's decisio~ should no~ be ~eae as an indica~ion of future 
action on undergrounding exe~?tion 3P?lications; we shall give i~ 
no precedential value. We only reco;nizc here a uni~ue co~oi~tion 
of facto~s ~ich ?ersuades us that an ey.e~?tion is ~~rranted. 

Findin~s of Fact 
1. The residents a~~ ~~-e~~~n~ -.e~.~~ ... e~.-... ~ ..1,,0. ................ (:) - .• - of Ridgewood ?a~k 

desire electrical se~vice to their lots and dwellings. 
2. Each owner of a lot in Ridgewood ?a~k is individually 

responsible for his or her o~~ electriC, waste dis?Os~l, ~~ter, 
telephone, and all other services. 

3. Ridge--Whe~l has volunteered to provide overhead electric 
service to Units Nos. 1 anc 3 of Ric.gewood ?a~k. Overhead lines 
have been construc~ed. 

~. Ridge-Wheel's construction o~ :ines ~~s done ?~ior to 
Co~~ission approval by reason o~ a rnisunde~stancing o~ und~~grouncing 
require~ents by applicant • 

5. Under~:-ound u~ilit:y service ~o this subdivision is. not 
requirec by ~lendocino County. 

6. Expert ~estimony sup?Orts overhead con$t~ction as oeing 
the least e~viro~entally har~!ul ~ethod of b~inging elec~rical 
service ~o Ricgewooc. Park. 

7 •• d. b ,. i ' 1 . .... ., . ~ d .. • v~ er t.ese CO~Clt ons~ t~e a?? le3~l.l~y o. ma~ 3~O~ 
u~cergrounding provisio~s of ?G&E's ~a~iffs would be unjust a~j 
impraetical, and the requested deviation would not be adve~se ~o 
the public interest. 
Conelusion of Law 

Rid.gewood ?a~k Units Nos. 1 and 3 s~ould be exe~?ted. 
from the u~d.e~grounding ~equire~en~= for el~ctrica1 service by 
reason of unusual circu~stances • 
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IT IS ORDERED tr~t D.925l7 datec D~cc~ber 16, 1980 is 
rescinded and that Paci~ic Gas and Electric Co=pany is ?u~horizec 
and directed to devia~e ~ro=. ~h~ ~ne~tory un:ergrounding 
requirements o~ its line extension rulez to the exten~ o~ ~roviding 
an overhead line extension or ext~nsions in Ricgewooc Park Units 
Nos .. 1 and 3, Tract 121.., r~e:lcioci:lo C01.:.:l'ty, Calii'or:lia. 

This order 'oeco~es ei'i"ecti ve 30 d~ys ~ron: toce»y .. 
D · 1'\;:1' .. ::; 1981 • s ~. Ca' ~ 1'0-... .; ." 'at.ee .1_'" ,..... ,::! ... an l'.ancl.Sco. _ ....... 6 ..... <;1. 
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