DPU Docket #11-85B
Written testimony by Patrick Mehr,

Massachusetts Alliance for Municipal Electric Choice
Note: All the documents to which URLs in this written testimony point are a full part of said written testimony.

I provide this written testimony in addition to my comments at the hearings held by DPU in Framingham on November 16, 2011 under docket #11-85B.

For the past 10 years we have worked on legislation (the “Muni Choice” Bill H869 in the current 2011-12 legislative session: see massmunichoice.org) to modernize the statute (Mass General Laws, chapter 164, section 43) that sets the process for forming a municipal electric utility. As a result, we have observed closely the performance of investor-owned and of municipal utilities in Massachusetts over the past decade.
NStar and National Grid spokespersons repeatedly told the press after tropical storm Irene or after the October 29, 2011 snow storm (“Snowtober”) that comparing the restoration of power by a large utility and by a municipal utility is "like comparing apples and oranges". We disagree, and here is why.

If a municipal utility serving 1 community has X resources available and a neighboring large utility serving 100 communities (of similar characteristics on average: population, square miles, miles of circuits, etc) has 100X resources available, restoration time by the municipal utility and by the large utility should be similar in adjoining communities similarly affected by the weather event. But the press reported that municipal utilities restored power much faster than investor-owned utilities after Irene and Snowtober (stories on massmunichoice.org /BostonGlobe.aspx and massmunichoice.org/OtherMassachusettsnewspapers.aspx since 8/29/11, in particular articles.boston.com/2011-09-04/news/30113323_1_outages-electric-grid-repair-crews, blogs.wickedlocal.com/massmarkets/2011/08/31/municipal-electric-departments-outperformed-nstar-and-national-grid-in-race-to-restore-power, heraldnews.com/news/hurricane-irene/x1413007358/Local-utilities-overpower-Irene, heraldnews.com/news/hurricane-irene/x1069107412/Customers-of-local-electric-utilities-pleased-with-response-following-storm, thesunchronicle.com/articles/2011/09/09/mansfield/10129380.txt, wellesley.patch.com/articles/mlp-restores-power-to-wellesley-in-under-24-hours, wickedlocal.com/shrewsbury/features/x213523629/Shrewsbury-rebounds-quickly-from-storm, myfoxboston.com/dpp/news/local/town-sees-advantages-in-managing-their-own-power-20111101), so it is likely that investor-owned utilities have less than 100X resources (investments in the infrastructure over time, staff available, etc), i.e. fewer resources than municipal utilities for a similar service territory. We suggest that DPU compare the resources deployed by municipal and investor-owned utilities along the appropriate metrics to determine whether differences exist, and if so, to identify lessons to be learned.

This written testimony provides information we have assembled over the past 10 years which may help DPU conduct such a comparison as part of this investigation.

Investor-owned utilities do too little to upgrade, maintain and strengthen their infrastructure

A January 2010 DOER report on municipal utilities (mass.gov/Eoeea/docs/doer/publications/doer-municipal-utility-rpt.pdf; our annotated summary is at massmunichoice.org/Documents/Annotated summary of DOER muni report.pdf, item #6 for distribution losses) found municipal utilities to have distribution losses of 3.5%-4% compared with 4.6%-5.2% at investor-owned utilities. Higher distribution losses at investor-owned utilities are an indication that distribution networks are not maintained properly, or not upgraded in a timely manner to keep up with the growing load. For example, many distribution circuits at investor-owned utilities remain at the less efficient 4 kV level, while municipal utilities have upgraded theirs to 13.8 kV.

At NStar's Substation 34 in the center of Lexington, a transformer overheated and exploded in July 2002, resulting in a fire and release of PCBs (massmunichoice.org/lm_070302.aspx). In 2011, NStar fitted a transformer at the same location with a garden hose and sprinklers which a homeowner could purchase at Home Depot or Lowe’s (massmunichoice.org/lm_111011.aspx) as a cooling mechanism. These facts suggest that NStar does not upgrade old transformers in time to allow them to handle the current, higher load safely, something DPU should further look into as part of this investigation – asking questions like: When were NStar’s transformers at Substation 34 installed? For what load were they originally designed? What is the current load? Why has NStar not looked into burying its equipment to get rid of Substation 34 altogether, so that this central location in a historic town can be put to better use?

We have observed that municipal utilities use spacer cable more frequently than investor-owned utilities. An IEEE presentation http://ewh.ieee.org/conf/tdc/IEEE_T&D_Spacer_Cable.pdf by James D. Bouford, a Vice President of Engineering at National Grid in Northborough MA (James.bouford@us.ngrid.com nationalgridus.com/oasis/non_html/orgchart/112906/FERC_OrgChart.pdf) who is knowledgeable about customer interruptions (grouper.ieee.org/groups/td/dist/sd/panels/2002-07-bouford.pdf), says that “Spacer Cable Reduces Tree Caused Customer Interruptions” (title slide) and confirms our observations: “Shunned by those utilities that emphasized lowest first cost construction, due to its 20 - 30% higher material cost over an open bare wire configuration, [spacer cable] has proven to be a long term benefit to many smaller municipal electric utilities in New England, where some of them have used this construction almost universally.” (slide 5) and “Utilizing data from one utility, spacer cable reduced tree caused customer interruptions by 90%, compared to bare open-wire construction” (slide 22).
These observations – high distribution losses; explosion and “cooling” of transformers with a garden hose and home sprinklers; less use of spacer cable – suggest that investor-owned utilities do not invest sufficiently in their infrastructure to make it capable to safely handle increased loads and to withstand severe weather events.
Number of linemen on staff

Various filings with DPU indicate that, per 10,000 residents served, NStar has 2.81 lineman on staff, National Grid has 2.56 and Unitil has 2.88. We interviewed nine municipal utilities in 2007 and found that they have an average of 3.94 linemen on staff per 10,000 residents served, or 47% more than the average investor-owned utility (massmunichoice.org/Documents/Linemen.pdf).

The Mansfield municipal utility, which serves 23,184 residents with 8 linemen (or 3.45 linemen per 10,000 residents, similar to the ratio of 3.94 in 2007), restored power in just 16 hours to 99% of the 75% of its 9,700 meters that had lost power during Irene (massmunichoice.org/Documents/Mansfield response to Hurricane Irene.doc).
Multiple press reports (stories on massmunichoice.org /BostonGlobe.aspx and massmunichoice.org/OtherMassachusettsnewspapers.aspx since 8/29/11) document how municipal utilities could restore power faster after Irene and after Snowtober fast because their linemen know the community well and can quickly reach the parts of the distribution network that require attention. In contrast, investor-owned utility crews serve multiple communities, so each crew is less familiar with the local infrastructure: this makes the significantly fewer linemen investor-owned utilities have compared with municipal utilities even less able to restore power fast.

Undergrounding

Half of Concord's distribution network is underground and the Concord municipal utility buries more wires each year (WBUR report massmunichoice.org/wbur_110411.aspx). As a result, Concord's linemen were able to focus after the storms on the half of the town’s network that is still overhead which, unlike the part that is underground and therefore protected from falling trees and limbs, suffered more. In short, moving wires underground as part of a multi-decade plan helps make the network more resistant to severe weather events. While the cost of burying overhead lines is high, if done as part of a well thought-out long-term plan, the effort is financially feasible, as the experience of Concord demonstrates.

In Concord, the municipal utility pays for the cost of undergrounding the network out of its revenues, which come from rates that are 30%-40% lower than NStar charges in nearby communities for the same electricity: effectively, moving wires underground is free of charge for Concord ratepayers.
DPU should consider requiring that investor-owned utilities develop and implement multi-decade plans to bury their infrastructure in a way that is not financially burdensome for ratepayers, as Concord and large European utilities do (per laviedesreseaux.fr/Consultez-nos-themes-reseaux/Electricite/Enfouissement-des-lignes-electriques, many electric distribution lines are underground in Europe: in Belgium, Holland and Luxembourg, almost 100%; in Germany, 75%; in France, 33%).
DPU should also disseminate correct facts about the costs of undergrounding electric lines, so that State officials, left to their own devices, do not simply repeat NStar’s inflated estimates, which the Worcester Business Journal finds to be 10 times too high: “[...] Gov. Deval Patrick and Richard K. Sullivan Jr., the secretary of Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs, said burying the state’s power lines could help prevent future outages, according to media reports, but the massive undertaking would cost a jaw-dropping $1 trillion. [...] The state has about 29,080 miles of distribution lines and approximately 1,700 miles of overhead transmission lines. Using the high end of the EEI price estimates, it would cost Massachusetts about $99.1 billion to bury all power lines, more than 10 times less than a trillion dollars.” (wbjournal.com/news50263.html).

Experience with NStar in Lexington after Snowtober
My home (31 Woodcliffe Rd, Lexington) and presumably my whole neighborhood, called Woodhaven, of some 120 single-family houses lost power on Saturday 10/29/11 at 9:53pm.

At about 9:54pm, I called NStar’s 800-592-2000 outage notification line to report my outage by pressing #1. An automated message informed me that outages were widespread across NStar's service territory. After a day of not seeing any NStar crew attending to the two wires down on both sides of my house, I called 800-592-2000 again, but this time pressed #2 to report those two wires down and I reached a live (female) operator. Since I did not know the precise address of the wires down, I asked the operator whether she had access to a live map on her computer so I could describe the location of the wires down using the names of cross streets. The NStar operator told me that she did not have access to any map. This is a problem DPU should look into.

Power was back on Tuesday 11/1/11 at 7:25pm, or about 3 days after it went out.

On Sunday and Monday (days 1 and 2 of the 3-day outage), I saw almost no NStar personnel across Lexington: on day 1, two light NStar vehicles were posted by wires down that were emitting smoke where they touched the asphalt to ensure that nobody would get hurt by accidentally touching the live wires; on day 2, I saw 3 or 4 NStar bucket trucks along the town’s main streets, for example on Massachusetts Avenue.

It is only late on day 3, Tuesday 11/1/11 at 5:45pm, that 3 NStar bucket trucks and 2 light NStar vehicles (including a supervisor) showed up at the massive downed wire and tree debris near my house at the intersection of Woodcliffe and Underwood Roads. Nobody (not NStar, therefore I suppose not the Town) had done anything about this downed wire in almost 3 days, which suggests that NStar simply doesn't have enough crews to cover Lexington adequately.

Once the 3 NStar bucket trucks and 2 light vehicles were in the Woodhaven area, they drove up and down Woodcliffe, Normandy and Munroe Roads with lights illuminating the circuits up on the poles, looking for problems; this tells me that NStar's network in Woodhaven is not “intelligent”, i.e. unable to report problems automatically to NStar's operations center, requiring instead manual visual checks to find problems: the NStar supervisor had a clipboard and was taking handwritten notes as he looked at the situation along every street in Woodhaven. Good news is that the power was back in just 1 hour 35 minutes after NStar, after almost 3 days, showed up with sufficient crews in Woodhaven. This illustrates why DPU must conduct a detailed comparative analysis of NStar’s staffing (excluding personnel assigned to NStar’s transmission lines, since municipal utilities have almost no transmission facilities) and of the staffing of municipal utilities, to determine by how much NStar is short given the size and structure of its service territory.

Suggestions to DPU

1. Investments and staffing at investor-owned vs. municipal utilities
As part of this investigation, DPU should compare the investments made over decades by investor-owned and by municipal utilities to maintain and upgrade their distribution networks to make them more resistant to major weather events, and the level of staffing in linemen (for distribution facilities only, excluding transmission, since municipal utilities operate almost no transmission lines) at both types of utilities.

For municipal utilities, DPU can use the “Return” each entity files annually with DPU (e.g. mass.gov/eea/docs/dpu/rates/2007-annual-returns/2007-ipswich-report.pdf) or interview senior staff at municipal utilities, which NEPPA (neppa.org) could perhaps help organize. DPU can ask investor-owned utilities directly about their investments and operations.

If, as our data suggest, investor-owned utilities invest less than municipal utilities and employ fewer linemen for similar size service territories, DPU should implement standards requiring investor-owned utilities to increase their investment and staffing and to improve their operating procedures to match municipal utilities.

2. Retrospective review of investments and staffing vis-à-vis rate cases

When DPU approves rates for an investor-owned utility, the utility commits to certain capital investments in its infrastructure and to certain operating methods, including levels of staffing. Both result in $ amounts allowed in the rates ratepayers then pay. If several years later, the investor-owned utility has not performed as promised, but has charged ratepayers the full DPU-allowed rates, some of what ratepayers paid did not fund the promised investments or staffing levels, but instead part of the compensation utility executives receive – regardless of performance: the average salary of the General Manager of a Massachusetts municipal utility was $133,205 in 2010, but many investor-owned utility executives earned millions of dollars, for example in the most recent fiscal year, at NStar, Tom May CEO $7.9 million; James Judge, CFO $5 million; Werner Schweiger, Senior VP Operations $4.1 million; Joseph Nolan, Senior VP, Customer & Corporate Relations $2.4 million ("Basic Compensation", mid-page down on the right on www.reuters.com/finance/stocks/companyOfficers?symbol=NST.N
www.reuters.com/finance/stocks/companyOfficers?symbol=UTL.N
www.reuters.com/finance/stocks/companyOfficers?symbol=NU.N
www.reuters.com/finance/stocks/companyOfficers?symbol=NGG.N).

This investigation is a good opportunity for DPU to conduct a retrospective review of the investor-owned utility's commitments versus its actual actions since the most recent rate case regarding investments in its infrastructure and staffing levels, especially for linemen.
3. Pending request by NStar to merge with Northeast Utilities

DPU should also use its findings from this investigation for the pending request by NStar to merge with Northeast Utilities: the President of Northeast Utilities’ subsidiary, Connecticut Light & Power, has resigned following that utility’s poor performance after Irene and Snowtober (hartfordbusiness.com/news21513.html?utm_source=enews&utm_medium=eNews+-+Banking+%26+Finance&utm_campaign=17+Nov+Thurs+B%26F), yet NStar’s CEO is still employed and is leading the effort to make his large utility – which has been less efficient than small municipal utilities – even larger by merging with another large utility. Is this really a good idea if electricity users are to not remain without power for long periods of time after future severe weather events?
4. Passage of the Muni Choice Bill H869

Possibly one of the best ways to get investor-owned utilities to improve their performance (and better control their rates, which are consistently and substantially higher than municipal utilities’: massmunichoice.org/Documents/Annotated summary of DOER muni report.pdf, item #1) so that ratepayers no longer suffer multi-day outages after storms is to make it possible for a city or town to acquire at the fair, DPU-set, price the incumbent utility’s infrastructure to form its own municipal utility. Because of a century-old statute whose language has now become obsolete, this is today impossible because the incumbent investor-owned utility can simply refuse to sell its assets at the DPU-set price – and investor-owned utilities enjoy a permanent monopoly. Passage of the Muni Choice Bill H869 would make new municipal utilities again possible in Massachusetts, eliminating the monopoly investor-owned utilities now enjoy. With this new form of competition, investor-owned utilities are likely to improve their performance. DPU should recommend to the Legislature that bill H869 be enacted without further delay.

I am available to answer any question DPU may have.

Respectfully submitted,

Patrick Mehr

31 Woodcliffe Rd, Lexington MA 02421-7833

781-367-2229  patrick.mehr@gmail.com
Lexington Electric Utility Ad-hoc Committee

Massachusetts Alliance for Municipal Electric Choice (massmunichoice.org)
