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San Francisco, CA 94102  
Caroline.ThomasJacobs@cpuc.ca.gov 
 
 
Subject:  Comments of the Public Advocates Office on the Wildfire Safety 

Division’s Draft Safety Culture Assessment Requirements for Electrical 
Corporations.  

 
INTRODUCTION 
Pursuant to Rule 14.5 of the Rules of Practice and Procedure of the California Public 
Utilities Commission (Commission), the Public Advocates Office at the California Public 
Utilities Commission (Cal Advocates) submits these comments on the Wildfire Safety 
Division’s (WSD’s) Draft Safety Culture Assessment Requirements for Electrical 
Corporations.  

 
Cal Advocates recommends that the WSD: 

1. Adopt similar survey questions and other elements from Contra 
Costa County’s Industrial Safety Ordinance safety culture 
assessment program. 

2. Revise the current phrasing used in numerous survey questions in 
the self-assessment.   

3. Require the utilities1 to hire an independent third-party entity, 

 
1 Many of the Public Utilities Code requirements relating to wildfires apply to “electrical corporations.”  
See e.g., Public Utilities Code Section 8386.  These comments use the more common term “utilities” and 
the phrase “electrical corporations” interchangeably to refer to the entities that must comply with the 
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selected and overseen by the WSD, to organize, deploy, collect, 
and validate the surveys given to utility staff.  

4. Require the utilities to provide all supporting documentation to 
validate the self-assessment submissions by the utilities and make 
it available to stakeholders.   

5. Require that each survey question allow options for respondents to 
provide comments. 

6. Expand the workforce survey beyond employees, supervisors, 
managers, and contractors engaged in wildfire hazard mitigation 
activities to include all staff and maintenance/construction crews 
who have any relation to wildfire risk.   

7. Modify the behaviorally anchored rating scale used to rate the 
questions on the self-assessment.  

8. Add questions to inquire about preventative actions at utilities to 
better understand the safety culture at the utilities. 

9. Add questions to inquire about organizational communication. 

BACKGROUND 

Public Utilities Code Section 8389(d) requires the Commission to consult with the WSD 
and adopt several requirements related to catastrophic wildfire risk by December 1, 2020 
and annually thereafter.  The Commission must adopt performance metrics, requirements 
for wildfire mitigation plans (WMPs), and a process for conducting annual safety culture 
assessments. 
 
On November 30, 2020, the WSD issued Resolution WSD-011, which implements the 
requirements of Public Utilities Code Section 8389(d) (hereinafter Draft Resolution).  The 
Draft Resolution includes guidelines for the annual safety culture assessment process. 
 
On December 3, 2020, the WSD issued the Draft Safety Culture Assessment Requirements 
of utilities.2  The Draft Safety Culture Assessment was presented to stakeholders for public 
comment by December 18, 2020. 
 
 

 
wildfire safety provisions of the Public Utilities Code. 
2 Wildfire Safety Division (Draft Safety Culture Assessment Requirements of Electrical Corporations, 
December 3, 2020. 
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DISCUSSION 

A. Cal Advocates’ Recommendations  
1. The WSD should adopt similar survey questions and 

other elements from Contra Costa County’s 
Industrial Safety Ordinance safety culture assessment 
program. 

Contra Costa County adopted its Industrial Safety Ordinance (ISO) in 1999 after a number of 
refinery and chemical plant incidents.  In 2006, recognizing the importance of safety culture 
in preventing and reducing incidents, the County amended the ordinance to require safety 
culture assessments.3 
 
After nearly two decades of monitoring and continuous improvement, Contra Costa has 
experienced a significant reduction in incidents (“Major Chemical Accidents or Releases 
(MCARs)”), as shown in the figure below.4 

 
 

Contra Costa County publishes information on its Industrial Safety Ordinance on its 

 
3 East Bay Times: “Industrial safety law celebrates 10 years” December 6, 2008, updated August 15, 
2016.  See https://www.eastbaytimes.com/2008/12/06/industrial-safety-law-celebrates-10-years/.  
4 March 8, 2018 CPUC En Banc on Safety Management Systems: Slide 8, Presentation by Randall L. 
Sawyer, Contra Costa County: “Accidental Release Prevention Process Safety Management Systems - 
Incident Reductions after Implementation of Contra Costa County Industrial Safety Ordinance, including 
Safety Culture Requirements. Please see https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/2018safetyenbanc/.  
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website.5 “Section F,” Contra Costa’s “Safety Culture Guidance Document” is devoted to 
safety culture assessment requirements.  It includes the following guidance for conducting a 
written survey:6 

“The survey form may be designed to rate agreement with 
questions on a numerical scale. If the survey has been designed 
in this manner, it will be possible to utilize the survey as a 
metric measurement of improvement in various areas over time. 
For example, if the same survey is given three years later, 
improvements may be measured in a given area.” 

We recommend that the WSD revise its survey questions in a fashion similar to the survey 
questions from the Industrial Safety Ordinance Attachment E, included as Appendix A to 
these comments, due to the success Contra Costa County has had in reducing incidents.  If 
this cannot be completed in time for the next safety culture assessment, we urge the WSD to 
include this format for additional questions in the next safety culture assessment. 

2. The WSD should revise the current phrasing used in 
numerous survey questions in the self-assessment.  

Within the proposed workforce survey questions, the WSD provides examples of survey 
questions regarding Leadership Influence and Workforce Behavior.7  These are currently 
presented only as positive statements to the survey taker, requesting a rating on a scale of 1 
to 5 corresponding with “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” on how true the statement is.  
This could lead to complacency by the survey taker, reduced engagement, and subsequent 
inaccurate results, thereby masking organizational blind spots in the safety culture 
assessment.8   
 
Furthermore, the questions are presented with a positive bias where the questions are phrased 
in a manner indicating how things should be, possibly risking the leading question 
phenomenon.9  This phrasing could result in utility staff leaning towards a higher rating for 
each statement producing skewed and misleading results.10  Cal Advocates recommends the 

 
5 “ISO Guidance Document,” see https://cchealth.org/hazmat/iso/guidance.php.  
6 “Safety Culture Guidance Document,” see https://cchealth.org/hazmat/iso/guidance.php. 
7 Draft Safety Culture Assessment, pp.11-12.  
8 See David L. Vannette and Jon A Krosnick’s “Answering Questions, A Comparison of Survey 
Satisficing and Mindlessness.” https://pprg.stanford.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014-Mindlessness-
Chapter.pdf.  
9 Such “leading questions” push respondents to answer in a specific manner, based on the way the 
questions are framed. Because these questions often contain information that survey creator wants to 
confirm they rarely yield true and unbiased answers. 
10 The Pew Research Center’s “Questionnaire design.”  https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/u-s-
survey-research/questionnaire-design/. 
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WSD employ a varied approach where negative statements are presented as well to further 
engage utility staff and avoid rushed completions.   

3. The WSD should require the utilities to hire an 
independent third-party entity, selected and overseen 
by the WSD, to organize, deploy, collect, and validate 
the surveys given to utility staff. 

The WSD proposes that the utilities in 2021 will be required to assess their current state on 
various safety culture elements and to project where they anticipate they will be on these 
elements by the end of 2022.11  Elements in the utilities’ self-assessment should be externally 
validated via questionnaires by independent third-party entities or via CPUC and WSD 
inspections.  This will ensure the accuracy of utilities’ self-assessments, since an external 
third-party entity can recognize and confirm that the results are authentic and complete.12  
Items to be confirmed may include the number of staff surveyed, the channels the responses 
have travelled through, as well as whether staff confidentiality was provided when soliciting 
survey responses.   

4. The WSD should require the utilities to provide all 
supporting documentation to validate the self-
assessment submissions by the utilities and make it 
available to stakeholders.   

The Draft Safety Culture Assessment states that if requested by the WSD, utilities shall 
complete the supporting documentation requirement to further justify and validate the self-
assessment submission.13  Cal Advocates recommends that the utilities be required to provide 
all supporting documentation to the WSD upon request.  The WSD should require the 
utilities to justify and validate every aspect of the self-assessment and make this justification 
and validation available for stakeholders to review.  Cal Advocates anticipates that the 
majority of supporting evidence that could be requested by the WSD will already be 
collected by the WSD via inspections and observations and made available to stakeholders. 

5. The WSD should require that each survey question 
allow options for respondents to provide comments. 

Comments are a common important element of safety culture surveys.  They capture critical 
information not otherwise captured that may be used to drive corrective actions and to 
improve future surveys. 
 
 

 
11 WSD Draft Safety Culture Assessment p. 4.  
12 A fundamental problem with surveys is the willingness of the respondent to answer a question 
accurately.  See, Fowler, Improving Survey Questions: Design and Evaluation, SAGE Publications: 1995. 
13 Draft Safety Culture Assessment p. 4.  
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6. The WSD should expand the workforce survey 
beyond employees, supervisors, managers, and 
contractors engaged in wildfire hazard mitigation 
activities to include all utility staff and 
maintenance/construction crews who have any 
relation to wildfire risk.   

The current target population for the workforce survey is employees, supervisors, managers, 
and contractors who are engaged in wildfire hazard mitigation activities.14  Cal Advocates 
recommends the assessment include the full range of employees and contractors that have 
any relation to current and previous wildfire risk.  This should explicitly include, but not be 
limited to: executive and senior leadership, legal and other staff involved in wildfire related 
proceedings including rate case, rulemaking, and enforcement proceedings, staff involved in 
budgeting and funding, staff involved in operations and risk analysis, engineering, quality 
control and quality assurance staff, root cause analysis staff, the chief financial officer, risk 
and safety officers and risk and safety staff.15  References to ‘staff’ and ‘utility staff’ in these 
comments include both employees and contractors.  
 
When the WSD or a third-party, plans to meet with the utilities to identify the staff to be 
surveyed, emphasis should be placed on a varying target population that views the 
organization’s operations from different perspectives or frame of reference.  

7. The WSD should modify the behaviorally anchored 
rating scale used to rate the questions on the self-
assessment.   

The current behaviorally anchored scale provides limited extreme options, where 1-2 are 
very negative and 3-4 are extremely positive. The behaviorally anchored rating scale of 1 to 
4 in the Draft Safety Culture Assessment16 corresponds with the ratings “as a requirement,” 
“as a priority,” “as a value,” and “who we are,” respectively. Values 1 and 2 may be 
perceived as too negative to be chosen regularly and values 3 and 4 may be viewed as 
aspirational, but unrealistic responses.  This limited range of responses does not provide 
employees taking the survey with response choices that will help ensure they have every 
opportunity to respond in a way that reflects their views.  Cal Advocates recommends that 
the scale be expanded to at least five values with one value representing neutrality and the 
other values reworded to reflect more realistic response statements.  
 
In addition, some of the questions are confusing.  As one example, 2.1.117 asks: “Who is 

 
14 Draft Safety Culture Assessment p. 8.  
15 References to ‘staff’ and ‘utility staff’ in these comments include both employees and contractors. 
16 Draft Safety Culture Assessment p. 14.  
17 Draft Safety Culture Assessment p. 16. 
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accountable for wildfire safety outcomes?” The possible answers appear to force selection of 
an inaccurate answer, as well as a lack of choice representing the responsibility of the utility 
staff providing the response.18  We recommend that the WSD conduct an in-depth review of 
all questions, and also consider the questions included as Appendix A to these comments.  
 
We recommend that the WSD also incorporate some questions using the format and style 
used by the U.S Navy in its Safety Climate Assessment Surveys below:19 

 

 
 

8. The WSD should add questions to inquire about 
preventative actions at utilities to better understand 
the safety culture at the utilities. 

In the prioritizing safety section of the proposed workforce survey questions, item 11 reads: 
“Accidents and incidents are investigated completely to find out what happened, and the 
corrective actions needed.”20  Cal Advocates recommends a similar item be included to 

 
18 The Pew Research Center’s “Questionnaire design.”  https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/u-s-
survey-research/questionnaire-design/.  
19 U.S. Navy Aviation Climate Assessment Survey System (ACASS).  Please see 
https://www.safetyclimatesurveys.org/mainpage.aspx.  
20 Draft Safety Culture Assessment p. 11.  
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inquire about preventative actions taken by the utilities, in addition to inquiring about 
corrective actions.  Preventative measures are a key factor of a successful safety culture.21  

9. The WSD should add questions to inquire about organizational 
communication. 

The WSD should add questions so employees can provide feedback and information on how 
they receive safety messages.  It is important to understand how utilities are conveying their 
safety message to front-line workers and how often the message is reinforced or amended.  It 
is also important to understand how top-level executives in charge of designing the safety 
message receive feedback on the design of the safety message once it is implemented. As an 
example, the utilities might distribute a survey question inquiring about how safety plans are 
introduced to employees, with responses ranging from email and virtual meetings to in-
person meetings or direct discussions with a supervisor.     

CONCLUSION 

Cal Advocates respectfully requests that the Wildfire Safety Division adopt the 
recommendations discussed herein.  Please contact Christopher Parkes 
(christopher.parkes@cpuc.ca.gov) or Talal Harahsheh (talal.harahsheh@cpuc.ca.gov) with 
any questions relating to these comments.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
/s/ NATHANIEL W. SKINNER 
 Nathaniel W. Skinner, PhD  
 Program Manager, Safety Branch 
 
Public Advocates Office 
California Public Utilities Commission 
505 Van Ness Avenue 
San Francisco, CA 94102 
Telephone: (415) 703-1393 
E-mail: Nathaniel.Skinner@cpuc.ca.gov 
 
 
Cc: Service List in R.18-10-007 
 wildfiresafetydivision@cpuc.ca.gov 

 
21 Industrial Safety and Hygiene News’ “6 ways to implement a safety culture within your workplace.” 
https://www.ishn.com/blogs/16-thought-leadership/post/108187-ways-to-implement-a-safety-culture-
within-your-workplace.  
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