Equity & the Clean Energy Transformation:
California Case Study
Cindy O’Dwyer
November 10, 2021

1

ECEE Mission Statement
Identify new approaches and tools
to address equity issues for at-risk
communities during the transition
to a clean economy

Case Study
Purpose Statement
The ECEE case studies are an opportunity for
members and the public to learn from ideas
being practiced by organizations and people at
the local, regional, and national level
These ideas and best practices can be taken and
applied to better strengthen communities and
make a more equitable society

For more resources like this, please visit: ON
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Executive Summary
Historically, communities of color, and low and moderate income
communities have had no voice in energy-related decision making and have
disproportionately felt the burden of an inequitable energy system
With the climate crisis demanding major policy shifts and infrastructure
investments, there is a unique opportunity to bring equity front and center
This case study looks at efforts in the state of California to ensure benefits
of the clean energy transformation are realized by all Californians — to
strive to level the playing field through intentional interventions that
address climate impacts on disadvantaged communities directly
Critical to these efforts are both the process (metrics, accountability,
collaboration, public engagement) and the substance (priority issues)
We will examine the key players, their process and priority issues

3

Challenge Statement
With specific metrics, programs and advisors in place to ensure
equity is front and center during the clean energy transformation,
the state of California is taking calculated steps toward delivery of a
new energy system and radical social change
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Overview—
Key Players
Ø California Energy Commission (CEC)
Ø California Air Resources Board (CARB)
Ø The Disadvantaged Communities Advisory Group
(DACAG)

Run by 5 commissioners appointed by the
Governor and confirmed by the Senate, the
state’s primary energy policy and planning
agency, the CEC’s core responsibilities are:
• Advancing State Energy Policy
• Achieving Energy Efficiency
• Investing in Energy Innovation
• Developing Renewable Energy
• Transforming Transportation
• Overseeing Energy Infrastructure
• Preparing for Energy Emergencies

Ø California Public Utility Commission (CPUC)
A department within the state’s
EPA, the mission of CARB / the
“clean air agency” – to promote and
protect public health, welfare and
ecological resources through the
effective and efficient reduction of
air pollutants; the agency is also
charged with developing programs
and actions to fight climate change

Run by 5 commissioners appointed by
the Governor and confirmed by the
Senate, the CPUC, a quasi-executive
state agency, regulates the rates, service
and infrastructure of the state's
privately-owned utilities

The DACAG, formed in 2018, is an
advisory group of 11 members who
are from or represent DACs, and are
jointly approved by the CPUC and CEC;
the group advises the CEC and CPUC
regarding the development,
implementation, and impacts of clean
energy programs in DACs
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Overview—
Benefits to be Realized by All Californians
The Clean Energy and Pollution Reduction Act of 2015 (SB 350) set ambitious goals for developing renewable
energy and advancing energy efficiency to contribute to significant reductions of greenhouse gases by 2030
Equity Component:
SB 350 prioritizes low-income and disadvantaged communities, calling for clean energy and transportation
development, workforce training and coordination with environmental justice organizations
ü SB 350 called for a STUDY by 2 state agencies (the California Energy Commission (CEC) and the
California Public Utility Commission (CPUC) to identify existing barriers that limit access to clean
energy and clean transportation for low-income households and disadvantaged communities
ü SB 350 also called for the creation of the Disadvantaged Communities Advisory Group / DACAG – the
group advises the CEC and CPUC re: potential benefits and impacts related to design and
implementation of clean energy programs, and on measuring program effectiveness
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Overview—
Benefits to be Realized by All Californians
The CPUC is tasked with serving all
Californians and acknowledges that
some populations in California face
higher barriers to access to clean,
safe, and affordable utility services;
to fulfill its mission, the CPUC is
focused on prioritizing the
underserved via numerous programs
Recently the CPUC published a draft
version of its Environmental and
Social Justice (ESJ) Action Plan 2.0 for
public comment
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Overview—
Benefits to be Realized by All Californians
Definitions in Barriers Study and related SB 350 efforts—

Disadvantaged communities (DACs)
refers to the areas throughout
California which most suffer from a
combination of economic, health, and
environmental burdens - these burdens
include poverty, high unemployment,
air and water pollution, presence of
hazardous wastes, and high incidence of
asthma and heart disease
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/discom/

Disadvantaged Communities:
Disadvantaged communities are defined by CalEPA* as the top 25 percent of
communities experiencing disproportionate amounts of pollution, environmental
degradation, and socioeconomic and public health conditions according to
CalEnviroScreen tool
Low-Income Communities and Households:
Low-income communities and households are those with incomes either at or
below 80 percent of the statewide median, or below a threshold designated as lowincome by the Department of Housing and Community Development
Low-Income Residents:
Low-income residents include, but are not limited to, residents living in
disadvantaged communities, low- income communities, and those living in lowincome households
Source: https://ww2.arb.ca.gov/resources/documents/carb-barriers-report-final-guidance-document

*CalEnviroScreen is used by CalEPA to aid in administering environmental justice grants, promote compliance
with environmental laws, prioritize site-cleanup activities and identify opportunities for sustainable economic
development; see https://oehha.ca.gov/calenviroscreen
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Overview –
Definitions
Definitions of Energy Equity from
environmental & consumer advocacy groups–
Energy equity involves “increasing access to power, redistributing
and providing additional resources, and eliminating barriers to
opportunity, to empower low-income communities of color to
thrive and reach full potential.” See: Greenlining Report 2019
“Energy equity is based on the principle that all people should have
access to reliable, safe, and affordable sources of energy;
protection from a disproportionate share of negative impacts or
externalities associated with building and operating our energy
supply and distribution systems; and equitable distribution of and
access to benefits from these systems. Energy equity would also
mean that energy decision-making procedures are fair and that
stakeholders have access to information and participation in said
procedures.”See: EAN and Equity: An Initial Investigation 2020

The American Council for an Energy-Efficient
Economy (ACEEE) identifies four dimensions of
energy equity, noting that how they
can improve decision making, change how
benefits and burdens are distributed, and
address current barriers …
1.

Procedural

2.

Distributional

3.

Structural

4.

Transgenerational

10

Overview –
Definitions

ACEEE Energy Equity
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Process

(metrics, accountability, collaboration)
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Process Introduction –
California’s Pathway to Energy Equity
California’s energy plans have specific policies,
frameworks, metrics and an advisory group to ensure
an equitable energy future
The SB 350 Low-Income Barriers Study
recommendations specifically called for the creation of
a task force uniting all state agencies with a lead or
supporting role in executing the recommendations
Additionally, the recommendations called for
collaboration among program delivery agencies around
common metrics, and systematic data collection and
application
We will look at plans and metrics created by the CEC,
CPUC and DACAG*

* Note: the Appendix contains a summary of the findings and
recommendations contained in the SB 350 Low-Income Barriers
Study, and a link to the final report
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Process—
CEC Indicators & Mapping
ü 9 Energy Equity Indicators
ü Energy Equity Tracking Progress Report
ü Mapping & Data Tools

The Energy Equity Indicators Tracking Progress report was developed to
advance implementation of Recommendation 5 of the SB 350 Low-Income
Barriers Study, which indicates the need for "collaborating among all program
delivery agencies to establish common metrics and collect and use data
systematically across programs to increase the performance of these programs
in low-income and disadvantaged communities."
CEC staff worked with other state agencies, stakeholders and the US Dep't of
Energy's "Clean Energy for Low-Income Communities Accelerator" (CELICA)
initiative to develop 9 indicators; these are a set of metrics intended to evaluate
whether low-income customers are being served, with the focus being on 3 key
clean energy objectives -- access, investment and resilience
The CEC also maintains maps and geospatial information on select indicators –
the map base highlights areas potentially ripe for program intervention or
investment – for ex., areas with 60% or less of statewide median income and
DACs eligible for Greenhouse Gas reduction fund programs, and provides data
on low-income areas with low EE investments, low solar capacity per capita, or
low clean vehicle rebate incentive investments
See: Equity Indicators Tracking Progress Report
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Process CEC Indicators Relationships to Objectives
Sample Consumer Questions
The Tracking Progress report is organized around the
following questions consumers may ask when
considering whether / how to seek greater access,
investment, and resilience through clean energy:
•

Why is my electricity bill so high in the summer?

•

How can I lower my bill with the smallest investment
(energy efficiency)?

•

What else can I do to lower my bill (renewable energy)?

•

How can I further reduce emissions (clean transportation)?

•

How will climate change affect asthma and heat-related
illness in California (health and safety)?

•

What other energy-related steps can be taken to improve
the resilience of my community and encourage local
innovation (energy resilient communities)?

Source: Equity Indicators Tracking Progress Report
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Process CEC Energy Equity Objectives
Access, Investment & Resilience
INVESTMENT
ACCESS

Advance access to clean energy,
including actions to increase
availability of product selection
options, access high-quality
jobs, expand small business
contracting opportunities, and
improve access to non-debt
financing offerings.

Source: Equity Indicators Tracking Progress Report

Increase clean energy investment in
low-income and disadvantaged
communities, including technology
development and demonstration
funding, infrastructure investments,
emergency preparedness, technical
assistance, and local capacity building.
Capacity building includes workforce
development, small business
development, outreach, and education
for clean energy.

RESILIENCE

Improve local energy-related
resilience, defined as energy
services to support the ability of
local communities to recover from
grid outages and enjoy affordable
energy in a changing climate.
Local energy resilience includes
energy reliability, energy
affordability, health, and safety.
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Process—
DACAG’s Principles & Equity Framework
ü DACAG’S Guiding Principles
ü DACAG’S Equity Framework

The Disadvantaged Community Advisory Group (DACAG), an advisory body
consisting of representatives of disadvantaged communities, advise both the CEC
and the CPUC on how programs can effectively reach and benefit communities
disproportionately burdened by pollution and socio-economic challenges, including
rural and tribal communities
The creation of the DACAG fulfills a requirement in SB 350
To guide their work, the DACAG prepared a Charter with Guiding Principles and an
Equity Framework, intending the mechanisms work together
Guiding Principles set out in the Charter:
1.

Increase access to clean energy technologies for DACs

2.

Maintain / enhance the affordability of energy service in DACs, by considering
potential rate impacts of any proposed program

3.

Increase the benefits of clean energy programs in DACs (e.g., by supporting
growth in local employment and small business development, as well as other
non-energy benefits (NEB) including reducing pollutants and health risks)

DACAG Charter
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Process DACAG Equity Framework
The Equity Framework guides the DACAG as it considers various
proceedings and programs before the CPUC and CEC
The Framework is applied across all climate-related ...
ü Policies
ü Bills
ü Proceedings
ü Requests for Proposals, etc.
And intends to ensure:
Ø equity is front and center when considering any
climate investments or interventions in the state of California
Ø access and adequate resources reach
the implementation stage, and benefit DACs in a meaningful
and measurable way
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Process DACAG Equity Framework
1. Health &

Energy policies and programs should be observed
through the lens of public health; noted goals are:

2. Access &

Ø To identify impacts and utilize findings to optimize
the well-being of California’s most vulnerable
communities

Safety

Education

3. Financial
Benefits

4. Economic

Development

5. Consumer

Protection

Ø To advance health interventions through education
about the disproportionate health impacts related to
climate change
Ø To provide ways to value health benefits and
impacts, and to mitigate climate related illnesses,
injury and deaths, and consequent healthcare costs
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Process DACAG Equity Framework
1. Health & Safety
2. Access &

Education

3. Financial
Benefits

4. Economic

Development

5. Consumer

Protection

Access and Education are key to ensuring that DACs benefit from
clean energy technologies, energy efficiency, and other
environmental investments by:
Ø focusing on special outreach efforts
Ø ensuring that these interventions are applicable, and that
the communities’ interests and needs are represented, that
education is culturally relevant and sensitive to prepare for
climate resilience
The Advisory Group strives to remove barriers to participation via
training, funding and support for CBO and educational
institutions rooted in disadvantaged communities, ensuring
community-based businesses are competitive in solicitations, and that
adequate information is disseminated re: careers and education
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Process DACAG Equity Framework
1. Health &
Safety

2. Access &

Education

3. Financial
Benefits

All investments in clean energy technologies,
energy efficiency, and other environmental
investments should benefit all disadvantaged
communities directly, providing financial benefits,
incentives and cost savings while also considering
affordability and rate impacts

4. Economic

Development

5. Consumer

Protection
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Process DACAG Equity Framework
1. Health & Safety
2. Access &

Education

3. Financial
Benefits

4. Economic

Development

5. Consumer

Protection

Climate policies and programs should invest in a clean energy workforce
– a trained workforce prepared to improve infrastructure and the built
environment, and bring green technologies to market by:
• promoting and funding workforce development pathways to highquality careers in the construction and clean energy industries,
including pre-apprenticeship and other training programs
• setting and tracking hiring targets for low-income, disadvantaged,
and underrepresented populations (including women, re-entry)
• ensuring that these careers are high-road, with a career-ladder,
family-sustaining wages and with benefits
• training the next generation of climate leaders and workers for the
clean energy economy
• supporting small and diverse business development and contracting
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Process DACAG Equity Framework
1. Health &
Safety

2. Access &

Education

3. Financial
Benefits

4. Economic

Development

Climate related policies and programs should not
create incentives for predatory lending or
exploitation of communities for financial gain
Programs should have adequate consumer
protection measures, disclosures, and
accountability measures to ensure that financially
vulnerable customers are not taken advantage of
or otherwise compromised

5. Consumer

Protection
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Process—
CPUC’s Environmental & Social Justice Plan
ü CPUC’s Environmental & Social
Justice (ESJ) Action Plan

The mission of the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) is to regulate
essential utility services to protect consumers and safeguard the environment,
assuring safe and reliable access to all Californians
The CPUC’s ESJ Action Plan (Draft 2.0) serves as both a commitment to
furthering principles of environmental and social justice, as well as an operating
framework to integrate ESJ considerations throughout the agency’s work
The Action Plan consists of 9 overarching goals, clear objectives, and 95
concrete action items to ensure agency-wide collaboration, accountability, and
forward movement in meeting ESJ principles
For Version 2.0 of ESJ Action Plan, all the goals remain the same, with the
exception of Goal 7 related to workforce development, which has been revised
to include an emphasis on job quality and access

CPUC ESJ Action Plan 2.0
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Process—
CPUC’s Environmental & Social Justice Plan
Goal 1:
Consistently integrate equity and access considerations throughout CPUC regulatory activities
Goal 2:
Increase investment in clean energy resources to benefit ESJ communities, especially to improve local air quality and public health
Goal 3:
Strive to improve access to high-quality water, communications, and transportation services for ESJ communities
Goal 4:
Increase climate resiliency in ESJ communities
Goal 5:
Enhance outreach and public participation opportunities for ESJ communities to meaningfully participate in the CPUC’s decisionmaking process and benefit from CPUC programs
Goal 6:
Enhance enforcement to ensure safety and consumer protection for all, especially for ESJ communities
REVISED Goal 7:
Promote high road career paths and economic opportunity for residents of ESJ communities
Goal 8:
Improve training and staff development related to environmental and social justice issues within the CPUC’s jurisdiction
Goal 9:
Monitor the CPUC’s environmental and social justice efforts to evaluate how they are achieving their objectives
CPUC ESJ Action Plan 2.0
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Process Recap –

Fundamental to advancing an equitable energy future are metrics that
measure the equity implications of current and future energy projects
Three categories central to the equity metrics development process are:

Populations, Definitions

Ø Target population identification
Ø Investment decision-making

Measurement, Tracking

Ø Program impact assessment
Critical to strategy / planning efforts and performance tracking are
collaboration among program delivery agencies and public participation

Effective Participation

See: PNNL Metrics for an Equitable and Just Energy System
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Snapshot: DACAG Priority Issue
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Snapshot: San Joaquin Valley Affordable Energy Proceeding
DACAG Priority Issues 2019 - 2020
1. San Joaquin Valley Affordable Energy Proceeding
2. Energy Storage
3. Electric Program Investment Charge (EPIC)
4. Transportation Electrification
5. Biomethane
6. Building Electrification
7. Workforce Development
8. Assembly Bill 617 (decrease pollution)
9. Senate Bill 100 (renewable, carbon-free retail market by 2045)
10. Public Safety Power Shut Offs

Priority Issues added in 2021
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

Solar Access
Telecom / Broadband / Digital Divide
Covid-19
CPUC’s Environmental & Social Justice Action Plan
Community Engagement
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San Joaquin Valley Proceeding –
Effective DAC Participation
CPUC’s San Joaquin Valley Proceeding emphasized
decision-making by the DACs themselves

•

•

•

The proceeding authorized pilot projects in the SJV to assess the
costs & benefits of affordable energy upgrades in select
communities (replacing propane / wood burning appliances
with electric appliances or natural gas line extensions)
The CPUC decision approving the pilot projects calls for:
“continuous community engagement (including hard-to-reach
households) and includes a feedback loop to incorporate
lessons-learned and qualitative feedback as projects develop”
Community feedback has an especially important role during
the pilot evaluation phase, to determine how the CPUC can
factor non-energy benefits into the cost-effectiveness of these
projects

Community Energy Navigator (CEN)
The CPUC established the CEN to work as the
liaison between pilot community residents and the
CPUC, and the investor-owned utilities
The Commission decision noted that “the CEN
component will be key to the success of the pilot”
and should serve each authorized pilot community
The CEN was selected based on criteria that
included knowledge about the community and
proposed outreach strategies – in particular, the
process prioritized applicants that included CBOs or
individuals who are trusted by the community

See:
Cal. P.U.C. Ruling No. 18-12-015 (Dec. 13, 2018)
DACAG 2021 Annual Report - Sept 2021
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CEN Activities

Community
Outreach and
Engagement

Technical
Assistance for
Enrollment
Process

Implement Split
Incentives
Program

Customer
Engagement in
Remediation
Process

Identify
Remediation
Funding

Pilot
Communication
and Reporting

Pilot Communities

Source: Item-06.-Self-Help-Enterprises-Presentation-on-San-Joaquin-Valley-Proceeding-LIOB121019
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San Joaquin Valley Proceeding –
SCE’s SJV Pilot Program Page

Screenshot from: https://www.sce.com/san-joaquin-valley-pilot-program
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Discussion
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Appendix
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Barriers Study, Part A, Barriers Identified by CEC
Barriers Identified by CEC
The following hinder people & businesses from: investment in, adoption of or benefitting from clean energy technologies ...

Structural:
•

Low home ownership rates

•

Limited disposable income

•

Difficulty in securing financing /
insufficient access to capital

•

The age / condition of structures

•

Remote or underserved communities

Policy / Program:
•

Ineffective market delivery (differing definitions of low income or
disadvantaged communities, insufficient or poorly calibrated outreach and
delivery, high transaction costs, slow rebate disbursals)

•

For multi-family buildings, a lack of awareness about whole-building usage /
the potential for energy programs and upgrades
Data limitations impede innovative and adaptive approaches to reaching lowincome residents and stymie collaborative efforts

•
•

Program integration challenges (barriers to collaboration, leveraging
opportunities, and insecure / inadequate / inequitable funding)

•

Unrecognized non-energy benefits (NEB) – excluded from cost-effectiveness
tests, critical factors that motivate investment in clean energy are
consequently devalued (family health, comfort, tenant retention)

Source: SB 350 Barriers Study, Part A
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Barriers Study, Part A, Principal Recommendations by CEC
5 Principal Recommendations (12 total)
see: SB 350 Barriers Study

The state should...
1

Establish a task force to facilitate coordination of all state agencies administering energy, water, resilience, housing and lowemission transportation infrastructure programs for low-income and disadvantaged populations – goals are collaboration,
standardization, streamlining, integration, and co-funding opportunities with fed, state and local agencies

2

Enable the economic advantages of community solar to be readily accessible to low-income and disadvantaged populations
across CA (for IOUs, POUs and other load-serving entities)

3

Create partnerships through state agencies with colleges, employers, work unions, CBOs, etc. to strategize and track progress
of workforce development and clean energy goals (establish a "green workforce fund")

4

Continue developing a series of energy upgrade financing pilot programs (tariffed on-bill pilot for EE investments targeting lowincome customers, pilot allowing CARE subsidy to purchase community solar shares, credit enhancement pilot program)

5

Require collaboration among all program delivery agencies to establish common metrics and collect / use data systematically
across programs to increase performance in low-income and disadvantaged communities

Source: SB 350 Barriers Study, Part A
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Barriers Study, Part B, by CARB
Pursuant to SB 350, CARB shared its findings on the
barriers that low-income and disadvantaged populations
face to access zero-emission and near zero-emission
transportation and mobility options, and also
presented recommendations to increase access

CARB notes that CA residents statewide may experience
similar barriers to access clean transportation and mobility
options (safety, convenience, affordability, funding,
awareness / education), but barriers low-income residents
and disadvantaged communities face are exacerbated by a
lack of permanent, long-term funding

Source: SB 350 Barriers Study, Part B
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Barriers Study, Investigation & Public Process, by CARB
Extensive Public Process to
To understand the barriers faced by low-income residents, CARB conducted the
following public process...
• Information gathering sessions and public roundtable meetings
• One-on-one meetings with stakeholders
• Community visits, directly engaging with community members and residents
• Case study developments to capture unique barriers in low-income
communities across various regions
Additionally, CARB...
• Reviewed existing transportation literature and sponsored research projects
• Ongoing consults with the CEC and other State and local agencies

Source: SB 350 Barriers Study, Part B
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Barriers Study, Part B, Priority Recommendations, by CARB
Recommendations relative to low-income residents and transportation...
(see Study for greater detail and who is responsible for execution)
1

Expand assessments of low-income resident transportation & mobility needs to ensure feedback
is incorporated in planning effort (direct engagement with CBOs, leverage knowledge, build trust)

2

Develop an outreach plan targeting low-income residents across California to increase residents’
awareness of clean transportation and mobility option

3

Develop regional one-stop-shops to increase consumer awareness and provide technical
assistance

4

Develop guiding principles for grant and incentive solutions to increase program access and
maximize low-income resident participation

5

Maximize economic opportunities and benefits for low-income residents from investments in
clean transportation and mobility options by expanding workforce training and development

“Because of the unique nature of
community transportation needs
and the magnitude of potential
solutions across the State, CARB
and the Energy Commission
prioritized recommendations
through the Task Force and in
consultation with communities that
can make the most significant
difference in low-income and
disadvantaged communities over
the next two years …”
Source: SB 350 Barriers Study, Part B
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Contact
Cindy O’Dwyer, DEFG
codwyer@defgllc.com
DEFG is a customer insights and
advisory firm in the utility space.
Through collaborative research, data
analysis and peer-to-peer
networking, we help our clients
achieve ways to better serve their
customers.
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