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TO: Honorable Mayor and City Council

FROM: Gloria Molleda, Interim City Manager

BY: Dirk Lovett, City Engineer

DATE: September 9, 2024

SUBJECT: ADOPTION OF AN UPDATED POLICY ON THE UNDERGROUNDING PROJECT 

SELECTION PROCESS, TO BETTER EVALUATE AND PRIORITIZE FUTURE 

UNDERGOUNDING PROJECTS

BACKGROUND

The City’s utility undergrounding efforts started in 1968 when it adopted regulations and procedures to 

establish utility undergrounding districts (see Ordinance No. 68 – Attachment 1). Since that time the City 

has established the following areas as undergrounding utility districts:

 Long Valley Road between Round Meadow Road and Clear Valley Road

 Spring Valley Road between Long Valley Road and Tract 33095 (6055 Spring Valley Road)

 Road Meadow Road outside the security gate

The City’s interest in promoting undergrounding utilities is for several reasons including improving safety, 

reducing service interruptions, and aesthetics.  Since 1996, the city has taken a more active role by 

undergrounding poles on its own. This undergrounding has been paid for by a combination of City general 

funds, SCE Rule 20A (no longer available), and payments from residents. 

 In 1996 the City removed eleven (11) poles on Spring Valley Road (majority of the costs were paid 

by Rule 20A funds, the City paid a balance of approximately $100,000).

 In 2002 the City removed six (6) poles on Round Meadow Road when it widened the road outside 

the gate (majority of the costs were paid by Rule 20A funds, the City paid a balance of 

approximately $150,000).

 In 2011 seven (7) poles were removed in the vicinity of the Round Meadow/Long Valley Road 

intersection (one of the poles was paid for by an adjacent resident, the City paid a balance of 

approximately $800,000) .

 In 2018 two (2) poles were removed and paid for by the builder near the Long Valley/Lasher Road 

intersection.

UPDATED
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 In 2020 nine (9) poles were removed on Long Valley Road between the community center and Old 

Farm Road (2 of the poles were paid for by an adjacent resident, the City paid the balance of 

approximately $1,200,000). 

Prior to 1996, undergrounding projects were funded through a combination of City general funds 

(approximately 2,250,000), SCE Rule 20A, and payments from residents.  

Per the City of Hidden Hills’ Citywide Assessment of Overhead Utilities dated March 13, 2023, there are 

approximately 423 utility poles remaining within the city. It was further estimated that the cost to place all 

of these poles underground is approximately $81,000,000. For comparison, the City’s total General Fund 

for 2024/2025 Fiscal Year is 4.6 million. 

The City has adopted laws and policies that require and assist new residential construction and large 

renovation projects to underground overhead wires.  Out of the 659 homes in the city, there are 

approximately 170 residences that are served by overhead wires. With the exception of common 

distribution wires and poles, the City is not allowed to pay for undergrounding work on private property 

with general funds (taxpayers’ money).  Residents are required to pay for their own undergrounding of 

wires, replacement of electrical panels, and removal of any private service poles that may be on their 

properties, including private roads. 

City undergrounding projects must be added to annual budgets by the City Council and paid for by its 

limited general funds (there is currently $2,000,000 in the Capital Improvement Reserve) less any grants, 

restricted funds, or funds donated by residents. It is hoped that the city will also be receiving hazard 

mitigation grants from FEMA for future projects (a FEMA HMPG grant application has been submitted for 

the amount of $1,344,343.07). 

In 2023, the City also adopted procedures for overhead utility undergrounding assessment districts 

whereby the city created a pathway for property owners to self-finance the cost of undergrounding. The 

city could also subsidize some part of these costs, should it choose to do so (distribution wires, not private 

services).  To date, the city has not received an application from residents for an undergrounding 

assessment district. 

One of the challenges in undergrounding utilities is the requirement for easements. Easements are required 

by Southern California Edison (SCE) when any of their facilities are placed underground on either Hidden 

Hills Community Association (HHCA) or private property, on both City projects or when the undergrounding 

of overhead wires is required on private property.  These easements protect the rights of SCE, AT&T, 

Charter, and other communication companies to maintain and repair their facilities. Since almost all poles 

are located within HHCA trails and road rights of way, or on private property, easements are required for 

most existing overhead facilities and future undergrounding projects. SCE will not allow the 

undergrounding of their facilities without specific undergrounding easements. If the HHCA owns the streets 

in fee (not by easement), obtaining utility easements from the HHCA is a clear-cut process and the HHCA 

has always granted such easements. However, obtaining easements on privately owned property is quite 

often a laborious and often impossible process.    The HHCA has been unable to grant easements on roads 

and trails that they do not own outright (HHCA has easements on these), some property owners are 

skeptical of work being done on their properties, some feel that utilities on their properties may decrease 
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property values, some want to be paid for the easement, and some simply don’t want to be bothered. This 

results in delays, attorneys getting involved, extra costs or, unfortunately in some cases, undergrounding 

not getting done. 

City undergrounding projects may take several years to complete following the City Council selection of a 

project.  This is due to the time required for survey work, design by SCE, Charter, and AT&T, drafting and 

obtaining all the necessary easements, state mandated public bid and contract award procedures, getting 

encroachments permits, and construction scheduling. SCE being the final authority in both the design and 

construction process (design and specifications, preparation and recordation of easements, final 

inspection, installing wires and electronics, and removal of the poles).  

The City adopted a utility undergrounding project selection policy in 2021 (Undergrounding Policy 2021-

01, in Attachment 1). Previous undergrounding projects in Hidden Hills have been selected by the City 

Council based on various criteria: as recommended by the City Council’s Undergrounding Ad Hoc 

committee where it deemed to best benefit the City and based on project readiness, when requested by 

residents and per project readiness, when necessary for roadway improvements, and when funds were 

available.  

At its meeting of April 8, 2024, the City Council directed staff to update the City’s policy on the 

undergrounding project selection process, to better evaluate and prioritize future undergrounding 

projects.   

DISCUSSION 

City staff and the Interim City Attorney evaluated the 2021 utility undergrounding selection policy and 

contacted several other cities that are actively undergrounding utility poles, regarding their project 

selection procedures.  While these cities do have undergrounding procedures and requirements for new 

construction and undergrounding districts, they did not have formal project selection policies.  Neither do 

they utilize their general funds for undergrounding projects, as does the City of Hidden Hills.  Their 

undergrounding projects were generally undertaken by one or more of the following methods: 

 New developments, when required by the City, and paid for by the developer 

 With Rule 20A money (no longer available) on major roadways, as selected by the City Council 

 Undergrounding Assessment Districts, initiated and funded by residents 

 With undergrounding grants, on major roadways, as selected by the City Council 

 As required for road widening 

City staff and the Interim City Attorney have drafted proposed updates to Undergrounding Policy 2021-01 

(Undergrounding Policy 2024-01 - Attachment 2). Major updates include: 

 Statement that City will accept applications from property owners for City-financed 

undergrounding projects 

 Project eligibility requirements (inclusion of all properties withing the project area, all overhead 

services in the project area must have been undergrounded, receipt of or written commitment from 

all property owners to submit necessary easements)  
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 Project selection priority 

o In order applications are received (city reserves right to reprioritize based on the following) 

o safety (fire hazard zones, proximity to trees, other deemed hazards) 

o available funding (both City and commitment from applicants) 

o aesthetics (consideration of number of poles and equipment and overhead roadway 

crossings to be removed, view corridors, collector roads, willingness to place cabinets on 

private property rather than parkways and trails, etc.) 

 Project approval procedure 

 Information regarding the option for assessment districts (funded by property owners) 

 Project readiness is defined as either 

o All private service lines undergrounded and easements obtained, or 

o A commitment from all property owners  

FISCAL IMPACT 

There is no fiscal impact at this time to adopting the recommendation in this report. 

RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends that the City Council adopt the updated Undergrounding Project Selection Policy 

(Undergrounding Policy 2024-01).  

If the Council concurs, an appropriate motion would be: 

"I move to adopt the updated Undergrounding Project Selection Policy (Undergrounding Policy 2024-01).” 

ATTACHMENTS 

1. Ordinance No. 68 

2. Undergrounding Policy 2021-01 

3. Draft Updated Underground Policy 2024-01 
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UNDERGROUNDING POLICY 2021-01 

UNDERGROUNDING PROJECT SELECTION POLICY 

Goal 

It is the goal of the City Council to underground overhead utility lines. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this policy is to provide guidance on the selection, recommendation, and 
approval of future undergrounding projects in the City of Hidden Hills.  

Identification of Potential Projects 

The City will use the following criteria when considering a recommendation of an 
undergrounding project: 

Readiness 

The readiness of a project shall be reviewed and take into consideration how many 
residences in the proposed area  are currently undergrounded.  Those homes that are 
not undergrounded will be required to underground all onsite overhead services (wires 
and private service poles) before the commencement of a project as well as provide any 
easements as needed by the utility companies.  It is the policy of the City of Hidden Hills 
that public funds cannot be used to provide private underground service to a distribution 
or transmission pole.  Individual homeowners will bear that financial responsibility. 

Cost 

The City will use an estimated cost of $125,000 per pole to be removed when evaluating 
a project.  Availability of funding will be reviewed.   

Safety and Aesthetics 

The City will consider the safety and aesthetic impact of a proposed undergrounding 
project.  This will include number of poles to be removed, proximity of poles to trees, 
visual impact, number of lines crossing the street, removal of additional equipment 
(transformers, switch equipment, etc.). 

Impacts 

The City will consider the location and impact of new cabinets both above ground and 
underground.  Preference will be given to cabinets that could be located on private 
property rather than on parkways and/or equestrian trails.  Both the Hidden Hills 
Homeowner’s Association Equestrian Services Committee and the Hidden Hills 
Homeowner’s Association  Board of Directors will be consulted on the location of 
cabinets. 
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Poles on Private Property 

The City will consider removal of distribution or transmission poles on private property if 
the homeowner is already undergrounded to that pole.  Private service poles that serve 
residents via overhead service will not be considered for removal by the City.   

Project Approval Procedure 

Undergrounding Projects will go through a three-step approval process.   

Step 1 - The City will take into consideration all of the factors identified above prior to a 
recommendation to the City Council.  The full City Council will determine by majority vote 
whether to approve the undergrounding project area and initiate  the planning process 
with Southern California Edison.  If approved, the City will pay the $5,000 deposit to 
initiate the project.  

Step 2 - Once the project is planned and the design is complete, staff will bring the project 
back to the City Council for approval to proceed with issuing an RFP for constructions 
bids and/or incurrence of any additional fees.   

Step 3 - Upon receipt of bids, the City Council will select the lowest qualified bidder and 
consider an agreement for authorization and funding.  Upon approval by the City Council 
the project will commence.   
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UNDERGROUNDING POLICY 2024-01 

UNDERGROUNDING PROJECT SELECTION POLICY 

Goal 

It is the goal of the City to underground all overhead utility lines in the community. 

Purpose 

This policy governs the selection and approval of City-financed undergrounding projects 
in the City of Hidden Hills.  

Eligibility of Potential Projects 

The City accepts applications from property owners for City-financed undergrounding 
projects. Applications will be accepted only if the following minimum eligibility 
requirements are satisfied: 

1. The project encompasses all properties on a street segment (“the project area”). 

2. Onsite overhead services (including wires and private service poles) have been 
undergrounded on all properties in the project area at the time the application is filed. 

3. Affected residents in the project area have provided or committed in writing to 
provide all necessary easements required by the applicable utilities. 

Applications will be filed on a form provided by the City and include all information 
requested by the City. The City Council may by resolution establish an application fee to 
recover the cost of processing applications, in which case the fee must be filed 
concurrently with the application.  The City Engineer will determine whether applications 
are complete. Incomplete applications will be returned to the applicants for correction.  

Priority in the Selection of Projects 

Complete applications will be placed on a project list in the order in which they are filed. 
Projects will  generally be selected for City-financed projects in the order in which they 
appear in the project list; however, the City Council in its sole discretion may select 
projects on the list out of order only on the basis of the following criteria: 

Safety   

Projects where poles and equipment are in very high fire hazard severity zones and in 
close proximity to trees  or are otherwise deemed a hazard may take priority. 

Available Funding and Cost 

The City uses a cost estimate of $150,000 per pole to be removed when evaluating a 
project.  Availability of funding will be reviewed for each project.  If sufficient funding is not 
available for the next eligible project on the project list, smaller projects may be given 
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priority unless the applicants for the next eligible project agree to fund the difference 
between available City funds and project cost.  

Aesthetics 

Projects that have greater aesthetic benefits may be prioritized, as demonstrated by the 
number of poles and/or lines crossing the street to be removed, visual impact on view 
corridors and collector roads, and removal of additional equipment (transformers, switch 
equipment, etc.) and placement of cabinets on private property rather than on parkways 
and/or equestrian trails.   

Project Approval Procedure 

Undergrounding Projects will go through a three-step approval process.   

Step 1 - City staff will take into consideration the project selection criteria identified above 
and when sufficient funding is available, make  a recommendation to the City Council to 
approve a project from the list. Project selection will be in the order a project appears on 
the project list, unless one or more of the priority criteria set forth above apply. The City 
Council will consider the staff recommendation and select a project based on the project 
selection criteria above. The  City Council will determine by majority vote whether to 
approve an undergrounding project. When a project is approved, the City will pay a 
nonrefundable design deposit to SCE (currently $5,000) to initiate the project.  

Step 2 - Once the project is planned, design is complete, and all necessary easements  
are received, a bid package will be presented to the City Council for approval.   

Step 3 - Upon receipt of bids, the City Council will award the project to the lowest 
responsible and responsive bidder.   

Exclusion from Policy 

This policy does not apply to creation of property owner initiated and funded 
undergrounding assessment districts. Property owners may seek City collaboration in the 
creation of such districts at any time without regard to the project list referenced above. 
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