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STAFF REPORT
SAUSALITO CITY COUNCIL

MEETING DATE: June 23, 2020

AGENDA TITLE: Adopt Resolution Prioritizing and Incentivizing Battery 
Back-Up as an Alternative Power Source and 
Introduce and Waive First Reading of an Ordinance to 
Adopt Amendment to Chapter 12.16 for Use of 
Emergency Generators during Prolonged Power 
Outage or Emergency

LEAD DEPARTMENT: Community Development

RECOMMENDATION
Adopt Resolution Prioritizing and Incentivizing Battery Back-Up as an Alternative Power 
Source and Introduce and read by title only, an Ordinance of the City Council of the City 
of Sausalito to modify SMC Chapter 12.16 regarding Use of Emergency Generators 
during Prolonged Power Outage or Emergency and Continue the Public Hearing to July 
7, 2020 for Second Reading and Adoption

SUMMARY
In 2017-2019, Northern California experienced a series of catastrophic fires which were 
started due to failures in the PG&E power lines or towers. In February of 2019, PG&E 
implemented plans to preemptively de-energize high voltage transmission lines and 
distribution lines during certain climatic circumstances to help prevent destructive 
wildfires. Known as Public Safety Power Shutoffs (PSPS), these power outages can last 
from two days to over a week in some parts of Marin. To support the Sausalito 
community, including residents, critical service businesses, health care and utility 
providers’ needs for readily available emergency power during unexpected catastrophes 
or PSPS events, staff is recommending the following:

1. The City prioritize and incentive battery back-up as an alternative power source. 
2. The Council consider an Ordinance amendment which would:

a) Allows generators for commercial use to run 24 hours a day during prolonged 
power shutoffs (no less than four hours) or emergencies, with a limit of 75 dB 
at the property line, but recommends that they be shut off if practical to 
minimize the disturbance of neighbors.

b) Allows generators for residential use to run during prolonged power shutoffs 
(no less than four hours) or emergencies but requires that they comply with 
setback standards of the underlying zone, be placed in an area that is least 
disruptive to neighbors, are limited to 75 dB at the property line, and not be 
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operated during the hours of 10 pm to 7 am except as required for health or 
medical need.

c) Limits testing of emergency generators to the hours between 9 am and 5 pm. 

BACKGROUND 
In 2017, Northern California experienced 18 destructive wildfires, and in 2018, the 
Camp Fire in Butte County became the deadliest and most destructive fire in State 
history. All but the Tubbs Fire were traced back to failures in PG&E’s electrical grid. 
During investigation of the 2019 Kincade Fire in Sonoma County, it was determined the 
failure of a 230,000-volt PG&E transmission line may have contributed to, or caused the 
fire. In February of 2019, PG&E announced plans to preemptively de-energize high 
voltage transmission lines and distribution lines during certain circumstances, such as 
high wind events, to help prevent destructive wildfires. Known as Public Safety Power 
Shutoffs (PSPS), these power outages could last for over a week. During the 2019 
Kincade Fire, PG&E cut power to over 1,000,000 people including residents of Marin 
County and Sausalito.

During the 2019 power shut down, some residents relied on portable or permanently 
installed emergency generators, and interest in the installation of permanent emergency 
generators has since increased. 

However, noise limits established under Sausalito Municipal Code Chapter 12.16.130 
“Machinery, equipment, fans and air conditioning” do not specifically address or exempt 
generators:

12.16.130 Machinery, equipment, fans and air conditioning.
It is unlawful for any person to operate any machinery, equipment, pump, fan, air 
conditioning apparatus, or similar mechanical device in any manner so as to 
create any noise which would cause the noise level at the property line of any 
property to exceed the ambient base noise level by more than five decibels. 

There is not an “emergency” exemption from the noise limits. It is understood that 
residents of Sausalito rely on electrical power for much of their daily needs, and 
residents and critical service providers require a reliable power source to operate and
support medical equipment. However, the lack of an applicable exemption from the 
noise limits of SMC Chapter 12.16 have limited the City’s ability to authorize some 
installations, particularly in residential districts, unless a sound study is provided and/or 
extraordinary measures are implemented to demonstrate compliance with the 
applicable noise standard.

DISCUSSION

BACK-UP BATTERY AS AN ALTERNATIVE POWER SOURCE
Battery backup power offers many of the same backup power functions as conventional 
generators but without the need for refueling. A home battery backup system runs on 
electricity and can be charged either from the grid or from a rooftop solar panel system. 
A solar plus storage system can be designed for off-grid backup power, allowing 
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recharging when the grid goes down, which adds an extra layer of security for situations 
where having access to fuel for a generator may be compromised.

One major advantage of a battery backup system is that it operates quietly and doesn’t 
burn any fuel, unlike a conventional gas-powered generator. As a result, there are not 
any exhaust fumes or other polluting emissions. Generators powered by fossil fuels like 
natural gas or diesel can also have higher maintenance requirements than battery 
backup options. In addition to refueling, some generators need to be run and tested 
regularly to ensure that they’ll be operational.

For homes with a solar array, battery backup is a great option, although more expensive 
than using a generator. One 13.5 kWh Tesla Powerwall type battery will probably suffice 
for the average home, two would be more than adequate.  Solar panels will provide 
most of the home’s power needs during the day as well as keep the batteries charged 
for use at night. 

The Powerwall batteries can only be considered economical in a situation where they 
are not installed with a solar panel array if the batteries can be set to charge during the 
night (at a lower cost) and then be used during peak periods during the same day1.  
However, in this scenario they would then not necessarily be available at full charge in 
the event of a power outage. 

Cost is one of the major constraints to the battery backup system. There are many 
standby generator options available in the $2,000 to $5,000 range that can power a 
standard American home. By comparison, a home backup battery will start at around 
$6,000 before installation costs, and in many cases, a home will require multiple 
batteries to provide whole-home power. Altogether, one can expect to pay anywhere 
from $10,000 to $25,000 to install a battery backup system. 

The State of California offers substantial rebates for standby battery power, however, if 
the City wanted to encourage for this form of backup power, the City could consider the
following incentives for permits for backup battery installations (not associated with 
other work on the property):

• Easy to understand checklist of how to gain approval for a battery backup 
system with required materials, documents and plans clearly identified

• Reduction of building permit fee by 50%
• Prioritization of battery backup system permits in the building permit queue

                                                
1 According to the U.S. Energy Information Administration, the average American home consumes 901 
kilowatt-hours (kWh) per month, or approximately 30 kilowatt-hours per day.  The Tesla Powerwall is 
rated at 13.5 kWh.  It would take a minimum of two such batteries to power the home for just one day, or 
up to 7 to power the home thru a 3-day event.  A maximum of nine Powerwall batteries can be installed in 
parallel.  According to information on Tesla’s website, the Powerwall cannot be recharged with a 
generator.  LG’s RESU 10H storage battery is rated at 9.7 kWh and is limited to only two batteries in 
parallel, so would not seem to work well without a solar array.
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• Expedited, “over the counter” processing (most permits will not be sent out for 
outside plan check and will instead by reviewed and processed by the Building 
Inspector and Building Official)

o In-house plan check whenever feasible with plan check fees waived
o At-cost plan check for consultant plan check when necessary

• Whenever feasible, inspections will be conducted virtually to save time to the 
applicant 

The draft Resolution in Attachment 1 prioritizes permitting for backup standby battery 
systems in the manner described above.

EMERGENCY GENERATORS
Emergency generators fall into the following two categories:

• Stationary Generators
• Portable Generators

Stationary Generators
Stationary generator sound can be mitigated in many circumstances with various means 
which include acoustically attenuated enclosures (from the manufacturer), and site 
constructed sound walls. These can be challenging due to the requirements for heat 
dissipation, intake air supply, exhaust clearances, and required clearances for servicing.  
Most stationary generators use natural gas as their fuel source and are piped to the 
home’s gas system. Many have automatic transfer switches which convert the homes 
power supply to the generator in the event the utility provided electrical supply is 
interrupted. 

The installation of either a stationary generator or a transfer switch would require an 
electrical permit, as well as possibly a plumbing permit and building permit. If the 
emergency was an earthquake, and the utility provided gas piping system was 
compromised as well, then these devices would not operate to provide backup power.

Portable Generators 
Portable generators are a cheaper alternative to whole-house stationary generators, 
and many households will use them in conjunction with extension cords to run critical 
devices such as the refrigerator and some needed lighting, computers, etc.  A more 
sophisticated installation would employ the use of a manual transfer switch, which 
provides an interface between the portable generator and the home’s electrical circuits, 
whereby the generator can be used to energize selected circuits within the home’s 
electrical system, and eliminate the need to run many extension cords. 

Use of a portable generator does not require a permit. The installation a transfer switch 
would require an electrical permit. Portable generators use a variety of fuels, but the 
most common are gasoline and propane. The most popular newer generators are ‘dual 
fuel’ which can run on either gasoline or propane. In the event of an earthquake, and 
disruption of both electrical supply and natural gas, this type of generator could still be 
employed to provide backup power to the home.
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Generator Noise
Manufacturers are working to make quieter and quieter generators; however the current 
good quality fixed generators are ranging between 55-80 dB (decibels), measured at 23 
feet away. Typical noise ordinances prohibit machine generated noise in excess of 55 
or 60 dB, especially at night. In Sausalito it is not permitted to create any noise which 
would cause the noise level at the property line of any property to exceed the ambient 
base noise level2 by more than five decibels. SMC Section 12.16.040, “Ambient base 
noise level” indicates that where the ambient noise level is less than designated in the 
table below, the respective noise level in the table below shall govern.

Zone Time

Sound Level A, Decibels 
Community Environment 
Classification

R1 and R2 10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. 45

R1 and R2 7:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. 50

R1 and R2 7:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. 55

R3 10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. 50

R3 7:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. 55

CN, RC 10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. 55

CC, W, OA, and CW 7:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m. 60

CM Anytime 70

Therefore, to meet the sound levels as required by the SMC, one must either have an 
ultra-quiet generator, a very good sound proofing enclosure, or position the generator at 
a significant distance from the property line. Utilizing a mix or all of these strategies may 
not bring these generator to the appropriate level. Additionally, it would be problematic 
in terms of both permitting and enforcement to impose these restrictive noise 
regulations on emergency generators, which may render the majority of these devices 
non-compliant, depending on the ambient noise at the time of operation. 

Some examples of some common sound dB ratings are shown in the infographic below
in Figure 1:

                                                
2 SMC 12.16.020: “Ambient noise” is the all-encompassing noise associated with a given environment, being 
usually a composite of sounds from many sources near and far. For the purpose of this chapter, “ambient noise 
level” is the level obtained when the noise level is averaged over a period of 15 minutes without inclusion of 
noise from isolated identifiable sources, at the location and time of day near that at which a comparison is to be 
made.
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Figure 1: Examples of Noise Levels

All of the ratings above are taken while standing near the sound. Distance affects the 
intensity of sound -- if a person is farther away, the power is greatly diminished. Any 
sound above 85 dB can cause hearing loss, and the loss is related both to the power of 
the sound as well as the length of exposure. When it comes to damaging levels of 
sound, researchers have discovered that extended or repeated exposure to sounds of 
85 decibels or above can cause permanent hearing loss. All generators staff is aware of 
are below that level.

It is important to note that emergency generators would only be running (and a noise 
issue) in the event of an emergency where the normal electrical service was interrupted.  
In all other circumstances, this device would not be running, and not creating noise. 
There is one exception; most standby generator manufacturers require that their device 
be run for a 10-15-minute cycle at roughly 2-week intervals, year-round in order to 
maintain its operational capability. This cyclical testing cycle is usually programmed into 
the control panel and performed automatically at a given time. The testing cycle is also 
done with no “load”, which would mean the device is typically running at the lowest end 
of its noise range, essentially idling as it were. The test cycle is normally set to a time of 
day where ambient noise is usually at its highest and the devise may not even exceed 
that ambient level.

Marin County Jurisdictions
A recent survey of other Marin County jurisdiction’s regulations regarding emergency 
generators and if allowances were given to exceed noise ordinances during PSPS or 
emergency events found the following results in Table 1:
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Table 1: Marin County Jurisdiction’s Regulations Regarding Emergency 
Generators
Jurisdiction Permits Generators to Exceed Noise Ordinance During PSPS or 

Emergency Events
Yes/No Instrument

Belvedere No Requires Design Review and compliance 
with Noise Ordinance of 55 dba.

Corte 
Madera

Yes Noise regulations do not apply to standby 
equipment or machinery operated in an 
emergency situation as well as generators 
used in emergency periods, such as power 
outages.

Marin County Yes (only if deemed an 
emergency)

Only addresses construction related noises 
and noises generated by emergency 
work. Emergency is defined by the County 
as “A sudden, unexpected occurrence 
demanding immediate action to prevent or 
mitigate loss of, or damage to life, health, 
property, or essential public services.”

Fairfax No Fixed generators need to conform to the 
City’s noise regulations (50 dBA during the 
daytime and 40 dBA during the nighttime) 
unless the following exemptions apply:

Emergency repair work
Construction related activities during the 
hours of 8:00AM to 6:00PM Monday 
through Friday, and 9:00AM to 4:00PM on 
weekends.

Larkspur Yes Adopted Ordinance exempting emergency 
generators from the strict application of the 
noise standards,
subject to specific limitations and standards, 
when operated during unexpected 
catastrophe or
Public Safety Power Shutoff (PSPS) events 
by PG&E

Mill Valley Yes For prolonged Power outages, allows 
generators to operate 24-hours a day for 
commercial uses and allows generators for 
residential uses to be operable from 
7:00AM to 9:00PM unless a bona fide 
health or medical need requires the 
generator to operate 24-hour. 

Novato Yes Written policy to not enforce City’s Noise 
Ordinance- Not Codified
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Jurisdiction Permits Generators to Exceed Noise Ordinance During PSPS or 
Emergency Events
Yes/No Instrument

Ross No Council to review regulations in July 2020.

Current regulations:
Permanent generators require a mechanical 
permit and must be outside of setbacks.  
Must conform to the General Plan maximum 
of 55 dba at the property line.

San Anselmo Yes- Only if deemed an 
emergency. Otherwise, 
must comply with noise 
standards

Limited to 70 dba at property lines when 
used in emergency situations. Emergency 
situation is not defined. Codified.

San Rafael Yes- Only if deemed an 
emergency

Fixed generators need to conform to the 
City’s noise regulations (50 dBA constant 
during the daytime and 40 dBA constant 
during the nighttime) unless the following 
exemptions apply:
• Emergency vehicle responses and all 
necessary equipment utilized for the 
purpose of responding to an emergency, or 
necessary to restore, preserve, protect or 
save lives or property from imminent danger 
of loss or harm;
• Emergency repair work performed by, or 
at the request of, a property owner on his or 
her private property, where the delay 
required to obtain an exception permit 
under this chapter would result in 
substantial damage, personal injuries, or 
property loss to the owner, provided that 
such emergency work shall be subject to 
such reasonable conditions as may be 
imposed by authorized city employees to 
mitigate the noise level of the activity.

Portable generators are not permitted.
Sausalito No Must comply with noise regulations
Tiburon No Permanent generators require Design 

Review and conformance with General Plan 
Noise Element policy of a weighted sound 
level of no more than 55 dba 

Temporary/portable generators permitted.
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Overview of Amendments
To address the anticipated increase in permit requests for installation of emergency 
generators and support the community need for readily available emergency power 
during unexpected catastrophes or PSPS events, staff has prepared amendments to 
Chapter 12.16, “Noise Control.” These amendments are modeled after the Ordinance 
Mill Valley enacted in September of 2019 and provides for exemptions from SMC 
Chapter 12.16 during PSPS events or other emergencies. The amendments are slightly 
more restrictive than the Mill Valley Ordinance in that an upper limit on noise is 
established at 75 dB at the property line (similar to San Anselmo’s limits) and testing is 
limited to coincide with normal business hours (9am – 5pm instead of 9am – 8pm).

Staff reached out to the Planning and Building Director in Mill Valley regarding any 
noise complaints received in Mill Valley during the PSPS in 2019. He did not receive 
any complaints about noise during the PSPS and he was not able to suggest any 
modifications at this point that he would make to the Mill Valley Ordinance after 
experiencing the PSPS in 2019. 

The draft Ordinance does the following with regard to emergency generator use for 
commercial and residential properties:

1- Allows generators for commercial use to run 24 hours a day during prolonged 
power shutoffs (no less than four hours) or emergencies, with a limit of 75 dB at 
the property line, but recommends that they be shut off if practical to minimize 
the disturbance of neighbors.

2- Allows generators for residential use to run during prolonged power shutoffs (no 
less than four hours) or emergencies but requires that they comply with setback 
standards of the underlying zone, be placed in an area that is least disruptive to 
neighbors, are limited to 75 dB at the property line, and not be operated during 
the hours of 10 pm to 7 am except as required for health or medical need.

3- Limits testing of emergency generators to the hours between 9 am and 5 pm. 

In consideration of exceptions for medical needs, an exception for health or medical 
needs is included. If someone relies on electrical medical devices for their health, any 
power outage that lasts for more than a few hours can become a life-threatening 
emergency. These medical devices can range from electrical oxygen concentrators to 
ventilators to home dialysis machines, all of which are necessary for a lot of people –
particularly the elderly and chronically ill – to survive. In addition, even non-electrical 
medical items may rely on having other electrical appliances around. For example, 
insulin and other medications needs to remain refrigerated, but that can be a major 
issue in the event of a power outage.

If an individual has a medical need to have an emergency power supply, the reasonable 
accommodation section of the SMC (Chapter 12.36) can be used to process and file a 
waiver from the residential operation hours during the nighttime. Even though 
exceptions may be granted to hours of operation as result of a reasonable 
accommodation finding, all building, electrical, plumbing and mechanical code 
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requirements will still have to be met to ensure a safe installation, and the unit will have 
to be installed per the manufacturer’s recommendations as well.

Staff recommends the following amendment to Sausalito Municipal Code Chapter 
12.16, the addition of Section 12.16.135 as follows:

The use of backup emergency generators is allowed during a prolonged power 
outage or emergency, as declared by the City of Sausalito, state or federal 
government, or when otherwise warranted by conditions that the City deems to 
constitute an emergency or a necessity, if the generator complies with current fire 
and building codes, and complies with the following standards and regulations:

A. Generators for Commercial Use. During a prolonged power outage period, 
generators for commercial uses may be operational 24 hours per day, are 
limited to 75 dB at the property line and should be shut off when not critically 
needed to minimize the disturbance of neighbors. 

B. Generators for Residential Use. During a prolonged power outage period, 
generators for residential uses shall comply with setback standards of the 
underlying zoning district, are limited to 75 dB at the property line and be 
placed in an area that is reasonably practical for the homeowner that is least 
disruptive to neighbors. Generators supporting residential uses shall not be 
operated during the hours of 10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m., except as required for a 
bonafide health or medical need. In such cases of a health or medical need, a 
reasonable accommodations request shall be approved by and filed with the 
City for use of the generator during the nighttime hours. 

C. Generators for Essential Emergency Services. Generators serving public 
safety facilities, public utility facilities and public or private facilities providing 
emergency services may be operational 24 hours per day during any power 
outage period or emergency.

D. Testing of Generators. Testing of emergency generators shall be limited to 
the hours between 9:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. on any day, and shall be limited in 
duration to that specified by manufactures specifications. 

E. Permits Required. Appropriate Building and Planning Permits from the City’s 
Community Development Department are required for generator installations. 

F. Definition of Prolonged Power Outage. For the purpose of this section a 
"prolonged power outage" means a power outage that is no less than 4 hours 
in duration.

COMPLIANCE WITH THE GENERAL PLAN
Staff has reviewed the existing General Plan and identifies the following in the Health and 
Safety Element as most relevant policies with regard to this topic:

HS-2.1: Emergency Preparedness. Ensure that the City, its citizens, businesses and 
services are prepared for an effective response and recovery in the event of emergencies 
or disasters.
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Staff Comment: The proposed text amendments would allow citizens, business and 
services to be prepared in the event of emergencies or prolonged power shut-offs

HS-3.2: Impacts on Existing Developed Areas. Prohibit unnecessary, excessive and 
annoying noise in existing developed areas

Staff Comment: The proposed text amendments would only allow emergency generator 
use, and only under certain conditions, during emergency situations on a temporary basis.

ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW
The proposed text amendments to Chapter 12.16, “Noise Control” to allow the operation 
of emergency generators for short durations is exempt from environmental review under 
the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Guidelines per Section 15269 c., as this 
action would allow a specific, short-term action or activity that is to be undertaken or 
deemed necessary to prevent or mitigate an emergency. 

FISCAL IMPACT
The fiscal impacts associated with the Ordinance are the costs associated with staff time 
to prepare the Ordinance and staff report. Once the Ordinance is adopted, applicable 
building permit fees for emergency generators would partially cover the costs of staff time 
to review permit applications and corresponding inspections.

The fiscal impacts associated with the incentivizing backup battery installations are 
summarized in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Fiscal Impact of Incentivizing Backup Battery Installations
Incentive Fiscal Impact of One 

Permit
Anticipated Total Fiscal 
Impact (based on 10 
Permits)

Easy to understand 
checklist of how to gain 
approval for a battery 
backup system with 
required materials, 
documents and plans 
clearly identified

Staff time to create and 
update

Staff time to create and 
update

Reduction of Building 
Permit fee by 50%

Approximately $200 per 
permit3

$1,000

                                                
3 The approximate Building Permit Fee for a PowerWall installation with a valuation of $10,000 is $393
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Incentive Fiscal Impact of One 
Permit

Anticipated Total Fiscal 
Impact (based on 10 
Permits)

Prioritization of battery 
backup system permits in 
the building permit queue

None None

In-house plan check 
whenever feasible with 
plan check fees waived

$1504 $1,500

At-cost plan check for 
consultant plan check 
when necessary (City fee 
waived)

$235 $230

Whenever feasible, 
inspections will be 
conducted virtually to save 
time to the applicant

None None

RECOMMENDATION 
Adopt Resolution Prioritizing and Incentivizing Battery Back-Up as an Alternative Power 
Source and Introduce and read by title only, an Ordinance of the City Council of the City 
of Sausalito to modify SMC Chapter 12.16 regarding Use of Emergency Generators 
during Prolonged Power Outage or Emergency and Continue the Public Hearing to July 
7, 2020 for Second Reading and Adoption

PREPARED BY: Lilly Whalen, Community Development Director
REVIEWED BY: Thomas Ahrens, Contract Building Official
REVIEWED BY: Kevin McGowan, Public Works Director
REVIEWED BY: Christopher Tubbs, Fire Chief
REVIEWED BY: Mary Wagner, City Attorney
REVIEWED BY: Yulia Carter, Assistant City Manager/Administrative Services 
Director
SUBMITTED BY: Adam W. Politzer, City Manager

ATTACHMENTS
1- Resolution Prioritizing and Incentivizing Standby Backup Battery Systems

                                                
4 Based on a two hour review with Administrative time
5 City fee waived



13

2- Draft Ordinance to Adopt Amendment to Chapter 12.16 for Use of Emergency 
Generators During Prolonged Power Outage or Emergency


