
April 07, 2021

The Honorable Bob Blumenfield, Chair
Public Works Committee
Los Angeles, City Council

c/o Keyonna Kidd
Legislative Analyst
Office of the City Clerk
City Hall, Room 350

COUNCIL FILE NO. 19-0600-S154: UPDATE AND RECOMMENDATIONS ON BUREAU OF
STREET LIGHTING’S COPPER WIRE THEFT PROGRAM

The Bureau of Street Lighting (BSL) is responsible for the management of over 220,000 street
lights throughout Los Angeles with its operations primarily funded by assessments from
benefiting property owners. Copper Wire and Power Theft (CWPT), along with vandalism, have
been growing issues for LA’s lighting system and have resulted in more intensive, costly repairs
above and beyond the bureau’s normal scope of assessed maintenance or the additional Gas
Tax resources recently brought to bear. An analysis of BSL data and work around CWPT has
led to four key insights:

● CWPT has been a slowly growing issue over the past decade but has seen dramatic
increases in recent years and rose 338% between fiscal years FY17/18 and FY19/20.

● While this fiscal year’s incidents year-to-date trends downward from the FY19/20 peak,
the magnitude of growth and persistent problem areas of CWPT are more indicative of a
new baseline of the issue.

● The COVID pandemic has temporarily impacted some of the actions taken to ameliorate
CWPT due to re-deployment and operational changes causing fluctuations in the
Bureau’s incident count and response metrics.

● CWPT’s evolving nature and sheer size has highlighted resource constraints and the
need to reassess BSL’s approach.



Examples of Copper Wire Theft Damage

Examples of Power Theft Damage



Significant Growth of Copper Wire and Power Theft in Recent Fiscal Years
The City has seen a substantial increase in the theft of copper wire, especially prominent over
the last three fiscal years, which has seen a 338% increase in total amount of closed incidents
from FY17/18 to FY19/20.

Chart-1
A number of measures have been taken by BSL to combat this dilemma and has helped
increase the average monthly closures of tickets by BSL maintenance crews by 467% from
FY17/18 to FY19/20. Despite the increased output from field crews, the sheer rise in the number
of incidents caused response times for both vandalism and regular maintenance to steadily
increase and leave areas affected without light for months -- average response times for Copper
Wire Theft rose from 28 days per incident in FY17/18 to 63 days per incident as of FY19/20.
The City saw a 238% increase in lights affected by CWT incidents during the same time. One
peculiarity of note is that pandemic-related factors (e.g: mandated lockdown; Covid case spikes)
likely led to brief decreases in reported wire theft incidents in both FY19/20 and FY20/21.
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Monthly comparison between FY19/20 and FY20/21 - Table 1

Month FY19-20 Reported
Incidents

FY19-20 Closed
Incidents

FY20-21 Reported
Incidents

FY20-21 Closed
Incidents

July 238 149 178 184
August 247 262 230 219
September 254 271 262 219
October 218 212 258 228
November 225 192 230 172
December 244 236 198 200
January 252 228 146 166
February 241 245 147 166
March 218 268 109 177
April 154 281 -- --
May 178 257 -- --
June 165 258 -- --

Total 2634 2859 1758 1731

FY20/21’s YTD reported and closed incidents are down by 17.74% and 16.09%, respectively, in
comparison to last FYTD. While Chart-2 and Table-1 seems to indicate a drop in incidents when
comparing year over year, it should be noted that there tends to be delays in incident
classification and closure which may artificially lower total numbers until fiscal year end.

New Copper Wire Task Force Structure for Increased Focus
As the severity of CWPT has increased to new levels, BSL has also reorganized its internal
operations to focus on driving down incidents and meet the evolving challenge. Over the past
few fiscal years two CWPT field districts (north; central), and an additional maintenance district
were created to concentrate on recurring problem areas with dedicated resources. Just this past
March, a new management structure was instituted, which elevates the CWPT program to the
division level with the newly appointed lead Engineer’s sole responsibility being the elimination
of CWPT. Previously, multiple divisions were partially responsible, making tracking and
accountability more difficult. Internal reviews of data have been established to glean insights
from information collected from the field and the division’s future work plan includes regular
updates to council offices trends and solutions implemented by the Bureau.

Current Resource Deployment
The FY20/21 budget continues the same number of resources given to BSL from previous fiscal
years of eight positions (listed below) with $1.3M budgeted from Gas Tax to pay for personnel
and necessary materials. Outside of Gas Tax, BSL deployment for CWPT is limited due to
limitations around the use of assessments.

Budgeted Positions for CWPT (8)
1  Street Lighting Electrician Supervisor 2  Street Lighting Electrician
1  Assistant Street Lighting Electrician 1  Electrical Craft Helper
2  Welders 1  Cement Finisher Worker



To address the increased incidents and demand for repairs, additional materials and staff (listed
below) have been redeployed to CWPT by BSL, resulting in a projected over-expenditure of
$4.1M in Gas Tax this fiscal year (FY19/20 saw an over-expenditure of $4.5M).

Additional Deployed Resources for CWPT (21)
1  Street Lighting Electrician Supervisor
3  Street Lighting Electricians

13  Electrical Craft Helper
3  Cement Workers
1 Welder

Additional Resources Needed
The data above underscores that the issue of CWPT has grown threefold in recent years and
BSL can easily find itself needing a proportional magnitude of resources to meet the challenge.
The Bureau intends to use data, focused management, and innovation to approach this
challenge in the most efficient and effective way, which is why we are testing new equipment,
like “Vandal-proof lids” for pull boxes that have shown promise in withstanding prolonged
break-in attempts, and reorganized the management structure of the program to increase
accountability and improve communication. However, there remains a need for some
investment now to fix the infrastructure already damaged and allow for the piloting of new ideas.
The Bureau respectfully requests the following be considered if there is an opportunity to fund.

Resources: Cost:
1 Street Lighting Engineer $144,746
1 Street Lighting Engineering Associate II $108,830
1 Management Analyst $88,500
4 Street Lighting Electricians $456,028
1 Assistant Street Lighting Electrician $92,426
4 Electrical Craft Helpers $280,232
2 Welders $188,430
2 Cement Finisher Workers $142,350
Hiring Hall Salaries (4 Elec, 2 Elec Craft Helpers, 2 Cement Finishers) $667,561
Hiring Hall Benefits (positions same as above) $446,012
Overtime $800,000
Materials $900,000
TOTAL $4,315,115

Sincerely,

Miguel Sangalang, Interim Executive Director
Bureau of Street Lighting




