November 19, 2008
Councilmember Mary Cheh

Chair, Committee on Public Services and Consumer Affairs

Council of the District of Columbia

1350 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.

Suite 108

Washington, D.C.  20004 

RE:
Office of the People’s Counsel’s Report and Recommendations on the Report on 
“Recent Power Outages and the Reliability of the Electricity Distribution System”

Dear Councilmember Cheh:


The Office of the People’s Counsel thanks you for the opportunity to provide comments on the report on “Recent Power Outages and the Reliability of the Electricity Distribution System. This is an issue of vital importance to D.C. consumers that must be resolved in a manner that does not put an undue financial burden on residential ratepayers.
A.  Changes in Operations


1.  Vegetation management



As you are well aware, vegetation management, in particular trees, is a dominant theme in Pepco’s explanation for poor reliability in the District.  In addition, there is lack of direction from District agencies, as well as some resistance by residents who want their trees to be trimmed responsibly instead of resembling trunks with no branches.  OPC believes the vegetation management program approved by the Commission is thorough and comprehensive, which, if followed by Pepco, will be a workable way to handle the tree issue.  OPC also believes requiring the applicable District agencies to incorporate the existing plan will create much needed consistency in vegetation management.  However, the Office encourages the Council to designate one agency to take the lead, which includes working and planning with Pepco.  


Unfortunately, nothing mentioned thus far solves irresponsible and frequent tree trimming.  After some research, I discovered many utilities use certified line clearance trimmers or utility arborists. Requiring Pepco and even the relevant District agencies to use only certified trimmers lessens the risk of improper tree trimming, as well as reduces complaints to Councilmembers, ANCs, OPC and other entities.


2.  Undergrounding


OPC cannot support the undergrounding of existing aboveground wires until the independent evaluation focusing on the feasibility and reliability of undergrounding has been performed for the Commission.


At first glance, undergrounding the existing above ground lines appears to provide a quick solution to the tree (reliability) problem.  After further consideration, however, undergrounding is anything but a quick and simple fix. It is extremely costly no matter whose cost estimates you use.  To tack those additional costs onto the backs of already struggling ratepayers, there must be clear evidence reliability will improve drastically. The benefits must justify the costs.  Slight improvement in reliability overall or in a specific area does not justify the costs, particularly if Pepco is going to be permitted to collect those costs from all ratepayers and not all will benefit.


The call for undergrounding to improve safety or reliability often disguises the real desire to underground: aesthetics.  Requesting Pepco to underground for aesthetically pleasing purposes is permissible, and the Office does not take issue with such a request.  Recovery of the costs, however, is another story. Traditional tenets of ratemaking dictate that in this situation the cost-causer pays.  Recovery from those costs should not be passed onto the residential ratepayers and/or other customer classes who did not cause the costs.


Based on the outage reports I can say with confidence the number of outages that have occurred above ground versus underground in 2008 are roughly equal.  The length of the outages underground is significantly greater than those above ground. This is not uncommon as outages in underground systems are typically harder to detect and harder to repair, translating into a longer outages. The outages that occurred in Ward 1 on June 8 are a prime example.  As soon as one problem was isolated and “fixed” another problem arose.  In this instance, there were four separate problems, which resulted in residents not having power for more than 46 hours in the midst of a heat.  


Flooding, hurricanes, severe thunderstorms and the like must also be taken into consideration when considering undergrounding. Electricity and water do not mix.  While the wires are insulated and protected, they will not withstand prolonged inundation. The D.C. metropolitan area has been known to flood and occasionally suffer the effects of a hurricane.  The underground system in New Orleans had to be abandoned and rebuilt above ground after Hurricane Katrina.  Rehabilitation was not an option.


Another consideration to be weighed is the tree canopy. Often people advocate for undergrounding to avoid the issue of tree trimming. They may not want them trimmed for aesthetic reasons and/or reliability would improve if there are no wires on which trees can fall.  As you know, to underground,a tunnel has to be drilled and the proper infrastructure laid in the tunnel.  This means trees can be severely damaged and most likely killed by root damage from laying the tunnel.    

B.  Changes in Technology


This section misplaces the emphasis on what will best assure system reliability. First, it comingles improving the existing infrastructure with the deployment of unspecified new infrastructure and advanced technologies.  OPC suggests the first course of business is to ensure the existing infrastructure meets industry standards and is supported by appropriate investment.  Second, a determination must be made on which advanced technologies should be implemented, including hardware and software.  


The term smart grid encompasses many kinds and types of technology. While the concept of a smart grid is exciting, there is a wide array of issues to be addressed at this nascent stage.


There is no national standard at the moment, so each utility at the distribution level could put in different hardware/software. This would not only make it difficult, but likely impossible for the regional transmission organization or independent system operator to communicate with distribution utilities, vertically integrated utilities and merchant generators. One of the objectives of the smart grid technology is to foster better communication and to improve the efficiency of the transmission grid on a regional and national level. National standards are a necessity. This is an issue many are trying to address and hopefully NERC or FERC will set standards.


In addition, OPC believes it is premature to begin another smart meter pilot program before the current one ends and results are analyzed.  The utility having the ability to “sense” an outage will not improve the reliability of the system. That can only be done by upgrading the system/infrastructure itself.  

C.  Regulatory Changes


It is not clear if “financial incentives” are to be given to Pepco or ratepayers/consumers. OPC does not support them for Pepco. Pepco should not receive a “bonus” simply for doing its statutorily mandated function. The Office does, however, support the inclusion of penalties for failure to meet the Electric Quality of Service Standards (EQSS). The existing regulations must be modified to provide penalties when the standards are not met.  OPC does support financial incentives for residential consumers to encourage energy efficiency.


Enclosed is red-lined copy of the legislation with OPC’s comments.


Should you have any questions or need additional information, please call me.








Sincerely,








Elizabeth A, Noël








People’s Counsel
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