Introduction

On October 7, 2010, NERC issued an Alert, Recommendation to the Industry titled Consideration of Actual Field Conditions in Determination of Facility Ratings. In the recommendation, NERC stated that entities should determine if their facility ratings methodology will produce appropriate ratings, even when considering differences between design and actual field conditions. Although no specific technology was identified or mandated in the alert, there was subsequent discussion regarding utilizing LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) as part of the assessment process.   NERC also recognized that the alert is broader in scope than the NERC Reliability Standards and should include all transmission lines. 
 On November 30, 2010, NERC amended its original six month deadline plan that extended the assessment due date over a period of three years. Entities were encouraged to prioritize the lines using the high, medium and low categories, and were to complete the assessment for the highest category by the end of 2011, the medium category in 2012, and the low category in 2013. Any remediation necessary was to be completed within one-year of identifying the issue. 
 
The original NERC Alert was issued following a vegetation contact with power lines. The investigation led the company to LiDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) the lines over an extended period of time and additional issues were then identified. 

Challenges of the Current NERC Alert

The magnitude of the implications to the industry is enormous. In a press release, NERC claims that there are a total of 450,000
 miles of lines affected by this Alert that must have complete the assessment no later than December 31, 2013. Entities that require additional time will have to explain why a longer assessment period needed in their original plan submittal.
 

Logistically completing the LiDAR efforts is a challenge. One LiDAR company estimated it could complete 50-75 miles of data gathering per day, others contend they could gather more data in a shorter time. The processing and analysis rate is estimated at only twenty percent of the collection rate. 
Transmission Owners in the northern portion of North America faces additional challenges of meeting the deadline. The data gathering effort to fully assess “actual field conditions” will have to take into account that portions of North America will be covered in snow during the winter season. As the snow accumulates, the ground to conductor distances change as well. These companies will need to concentrate their data gathering efforts during times of the year when there is no snow accumulation. 

The cost to the industry is also enormous. In order to assess all transmission with LiDAR technology, the industry would pay between $665 million to $1.8 billion
. Transmission owners will have to decide how to store the terabytes of data associated with the review. While data storage costs have decreased over the decade, the implications is that the data storage will add millions of dollars to further increase the cost to the industry. 

Potential ERCOT and Market Impact

For ERCOT and the companies within Texas, this NERC Alert affects all 40,000 miles of line. If every company had to assess their lines in accordance with the NERC Alert, the costs would be anywhere between $60 million to $160 million
 depending on the amount of data gathered during the assessment. The cost of the Alert is just one aspect; there are also potential reliability and market impacts as well. 

As the companies go through the process, it is feasible that lines may have to be de-rated. This could lead to congestion in areas where issues are identified, and it could identify new System Operating Limits (SOLs) and Interconnected Reliability Operating Limits (IROLs) that could limit loading of transmission lines and transfers in and out of different areas. If this happens, and depending on the area of the state where this occurs, market participants are likely to see an increase in their cost to get their generation to the market and ultimately the end-user will likely feel the burden of these costs. 

Transmission Owners will look for ways to mitigate the fast changing transmission network in order to maintain a normal N minus one reliability level. Companies could transfer load off the newly constrained lines onto other lines either through transmission or distribution system switching. If they foresee an issue, they could ask the Reliability Coordinator to re-dispatch generation which has direct cost implications to the market.
Possible Violations Relating to NERC Alert

The NERC Alert instructs Transmission Owners and Generator Owners to notify not only the Reliability Coordinator, but also the Regional Entity that could have additional NERC Reliability Standards implications. On January 7, 2011, NERC issued a Compliance Application Notice that gave the industry guidance as to how they would recognize this as a Possible Violation of FAC-009. Some in the industry felt that the Alert went outside the scope of FAC-009 as currently written. In January, NERC issued a Compliance Application Notice that indicated a Possible Violation could exist if an entity states that its Facility Ratings Methodology requires that its facilities are to be constructed in order to maintain conductor clearances above NESC standards, or if the methodology provides actual minimal ground clearances, NERC also stated it would strongly consider a zero fine amount for those entities with strong Facility Ratings Methodology, that attempted to identify lapses of the methodology in a timely manner, and that all such violations were mitigated within a timely manner.

Summary

NERC’s issuance of this alert challenges Transmission Owners and Generation Owners to complete a comprehensive assessment that desires analysis of “actual field conditions” at a cost exceeding $1.0B for the industry.  The complexity of a potential implementation plan along with the potential negative implications on the market and evolving reliability challenges has caught the industries attention.  
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