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Cost-effective operation of power grid is at stake  
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Special to The Seattle Times 

Imagine flying Southwest Airlines when you know the air-traffic controllers are on 

United Airlines' payroll. Would you be surprised when United flights landed and took off before yours? Of course you wouldn't. 

While patently unfair, this practice is commonplace in how power plants and dams account for the electrons they deliver to retail utilities, like Seattle City Light and Puget Sound Energy, that in turn deliver electricity to us. The result is that the high-voltage transmission system is plagued by inefficiencies that madly frustrate the utilities and generators across seven states and one Canadian province that tie into the same interconnected transmission grid that serves Seattle. 

Among the nine utilities that own high-voltage transmission lines, the Bonneville Power Administration is responsible for 35 percent of the Northwest and Intermountain West grid. In part because of its shrinking authority to borrow from the federal treasury, Bonneville lacks funds to invest in much-needed, new transmission infrastructure. 

Meanwhile, excessive engineering conservatism, inadequate computer software programs and the inflexibility of many of its customers keep BPA from extracting more efficiency from its current system. 

Over the past 10 years, Bonneville has joined investor-owned utilities, independent generators, regulators, tribes, environmentalists, consumer groups and others in a concerted effort to create a new organization that would do for electric transmission what air-traffic controllers do for aviation. This new entity would manage the transmission grid to ensure it is reliable while increasing the efficiency of its use. It would guide planning and new infrastructure investment, and complete all these tasks without bias. 

This proposed nonprofit, public-benefit corporation with an elected board of directors has come to be known as "Grid West." Grid West is intended to make the cost-effective operation of the grid its sole mission. 

Nearly all the stakeholders who crafted Grid West agree that once Grid West goes operational, the risks of blackouts would decrease, service curtailments will become far less frequent, while enhancements to the grid that are truly necessary would move ahead, allowing for the development of remote, low-cost power resources such as wind energy 

Opposition to Grid West is centered among Washington state public-power utilities that organized the Transmission Issues Group (TIG), where they spearheaded the design of a counter proposal to Grid West. The TIG proposal assumes existing institutions will step up to design and implement transmission solutions. 

But these institutions have failed to date and under TIG would lack the heft needed to force action. Meanwhile, contrary to "Northwest values," TIG shoves other stakeholders  — tribes and conservation advocates, renewable- and independent-power developers and others — to the sidelines. 

 The TIG proposal must rely on the hope that transmission owners will sign bilateral agreements that will lead, in time, to system wide solutions. TIG handcuffs itself this way in order to avoid oversight by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC). 

When it comes to FERC, the only thing TIG has to fear is fear itself. A recent order released by the federal agency and a decision by the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals demonstrate that the federal agency's jurisdiction over BPA, and public power in general, has been diminished. Meanwhile, ironically, TIG's construct would lead the region into greater FERC intervention rather than lessening it. 

The stakes are immense. If Grid West fails, wind-power resources will remain stranded for lack of transmission capacity to deliver to communities like Seattle that want it. 

PacifiCorp — BPA's partner in Grid West — would be forced to turn to a Plan B, an out-of-state transmission provider organized to help PacifiCorp and others deliver coal- fired generation into the voracious power markets of Southern Nevada and California.

With shrinking opportunities to sell to Southern California, BPA rates will rise as a consequence. And with crippling transmission congestion worsening by the month, the region can look forward to increased acrimony and litigation. 

The physics are simple: The electric system that serves Puget Sound also serves consumers throughout the Northwest and Intermountain West. Grid West recognizes this reality and is organized to make the transmission system the best it can be for all the interests it serves. Anything less is 10 steps — representing 10 wasted years — in the wrong direction. 

Robert Kahn is an independent energy consultant. Kahn formerly served as the 

Northwest representative of the American Wind Energy Association and currently heads the Northwest Independent Power Producers Coalition.  
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