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Introduction 

Prior to August 14th, the year of 2003 would have been 

remembered mainly for the significant progress made toward many 

milestones important for “Planning a Reliable Future”: 

 

o The successful startup of the New England competitive 

electricity marketplace; 

o The continuing efforts underway to eliminate the “seams” 

within the NPCC Common Market;  

o Regional State Committee development within NPCC, as 

envisioned by FERC’s Standard Market Design; 

o Progress toward passing U.S. reliability legislation. 

 

These considerations become even more crucial when “Planning a 

Reliable System Post Blackout 2003.” 

 

As you all know, the Northeast Power Coordinating Council is the 

international electric regional reliability council that was formed in 

January 1966 shortly after the 1965 Northeast Blackout to promote 

the reliability and efficiency of the interconnected power systems 
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within its geographic area through the coordination of their system 

planning and operating procedures. 

 

A major lesson learned from the 1965 Northeast Blackout was that 

Region-wide coordination is required for reliability.  The resulting 

adoption of NPCC Criteria, Guides, and Procedures has been 

aimed at reducing the likelihood of a cascading type of power 

failure. 

 

On July 13, 1977 New York City experienced a major blackout.  

As concluded by FERC in the June 1978 final staff report, the 

power failure was not due to a failure in system planning, but a 

failure of control and operation.  The 1977 New York City 

Blackout demonstrated that reliability requires the system to be 

operated consistent with its design. 

 

While much investigation and analysis remains, it appears that the 

fundamental obligation of each interconnected system to operate 

their system in an analyzed state was not complied with on August 

14th. 
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NPCC uses a design-basis approach, including a compliance 

monitoring and enforcement program, for assuring the reliability of 

the bulk power system; i.e., to require that the system be designed 

and operated to withstand representative contingencies as specified 

in its criteria.  Parameters for assessing system design and 

operation for normal transfers, emergency transfers and extreme 

contingency assessment are defined in the NPCC criteria. 

 

Within NPCC compliance has been attained through a combination 

of non-monetary sanctions and well-designed markets.  The 

markets have clearly demonstrated the effectiveness of using 

market mechanisms to achieve reliability objectives. 

So What Happened on August 14th? 

The sequence of events experienced in the NPCC region on August 

14th happened in a very short time period  (seconds) and was 

initiated by events outside its boundary. A full understanding of 

the events will come from careful review of all the data, on a 

consistent basis. 
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What we know at the present time comes from information 

supplied by the operating entities within the affected areas and the 

U.S./Canada Power Outage Task Force.  This information is still in 

the process of being reviewed and revised by NPCC and NERC as 

the disturbance analysis continues. 

 

The immediate electrical events observed in NPCC, prior to the 

blackout, occurred starting at approximately 16:10 p.m. EDT with 

the sudden reversal of power flow between Ontario and Michigan.  

This reversal was due to approximately 1000 megawatts of power 

flowing from south of Cleveland through New York and Ontario to 

Detroit.  At this time there was also a large amount of additional 

power, approximately 2000 megawatts, flowing from south of 

Cleveland, up to western Michigan and across Michigan to Detroit.   

The NPCC system appears to have remained stable during this 

initial power surge. 
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Within a minute or so, the NPCC region observed large onrushing 

power flows, and severe frequency and load oscillations.  This 

power swing resulted from the loss of the transmission path across 

Michigan and caused the tripping of inter-regional tie lines.  

Subsequent power swings islanded portions of the NPCC region 

from the eastern interconnection.  As a result: 

 
• Most of New England and the Maritimes Area 

successfully islanded from the rest of the eastern 

interconnection; 

 
• The Quebec Area, because of its HVDC ties, was not 

affected; 

 

• New York divided into two islands, northwest and 

southeast.  The northwest island, also connected to 

eastern Ontario and northern New York continued to 

serve load; the southeast island, also connected to 
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southwest Connecticut, northern New Jersey and Long 

Island, had insufficient generation to meet its load and 

blacked out. 

 

• Northwest Ontario (west of Wawa, Ontario) separated 

from the rest of the Ontario system, but remained 

connected to the Manitoba and Minnesota systems and 

was not affected.  Eastern Ontario separated from the 

rest of Ontario, but remained connected to the 

northwest New York island, which continued to serve 

load.  The remaining portion of Ontario, which had 

separated from Michigan, had insufficient generation to 

meet its load and blacked out. 

 

Status Of Present Analysis 

On August 15th, NPCC announced it was assembling an 

assessment team of regional experts to perform a detailed analysis 

of events within the Region.  This activity, which will require 

significant effort, will be coordinated with NERC, the DOE, 

Provinces and States.  The analysis is expected to require extensive 

investigative work to determine the factors within NPCC that 



 
NPCC 2003 General Meeting 

Chairman’s Remarks 
 

NPCC 7 September 17, 2003 

contributed to the wide spread blackout.   It is anticipated that it 

will take several months to complete. 

 

NPCC has adopted an aggressive three-phase approach in its 

internal analysis of the blackout; first, to develop a detailed 

sequence of events within NPCC; and second, to conduct a 

detailed analysis of the events that resulted in the cascading 

collapse of a major portion of the NPCC region and identify areas 

for analysis.  Included in this analysis will be a review of the 

sequence of the restoration.  The third phase of the analysis will 

develop findings, conclusions and recommendations for further 

study. 

 

NPCC Systems Operated As Designed 

Early indications are that systems in NPCC designed to protect 

power system equipment operated as expected.  Very little power 

system equipment was damaged by the power surges that came 

crashing in over the NPCC tie lines. 

 
In an occurrence such as this, one of the greatest dangers to the 

restoration of electric service is the potential for damage to the 

system itself – the power plants and the transmission lines, and 
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related equipment.  If damage of this nature occurs, it potentially 

could take days, weeks, or months to complete restoration.  The 

complex protective mechanisms installed on the NPCC system, its 

power plants and related equipment worked as intended and no 

serious equipment damage was reported. 

 

Lessons Learned 

The events of August 14th have focused attention on the reliability 

interdependency of systems within the eastern interconnection.  

This interdependency is by design.  The resources of the 

interconnected systems have throughout the years successfully 

supported individual utilities during times of capacity shortages 

and following sudden contingencies.  As a result of this support, 

blackouts have been avoided. 

   

However, this interdependency also carries risk and specific 

responsibilities.  The system must be operated consistent with its 

design in order to reap the economic and reliability benefits 

associated with interconnections.  One primary responsibility is 
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that local actions must be taken to keep local problems from 

spreading.  

 

This appears to not have happened in this case.  Speaking from an 

NPCC perspective, by the time the systems in New York and 

Ontario saw indications of a serious problem, it was already too 

late. 

 

Avoiding Blackouts 

With regard to actions that can be taken to reduce the potential for 

future blackouts, it is to early to speculate until the investigations 

currently underway are completed.  Some of these possible actions 

can be extremely costly. 

 

However, in the meantime, NPCC has indicated its support for 

enactment of U.S. electric reliability legislation and its preference 

for section 16031 of H.R. 6 as previously passed by the House of 

Representatives.  NPCC supports the provisions within this 

legislation, which authorize the establishment of industry-based 

reliability organizations, and advance NPCC’s international 

reliability assurance efforts.  NPCC prefers the language in section 

16031, because it contains express acknowledgement of the 
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necessity for more stringent criteria to address the unique 

reliability needs within New York. 

 

The passage of reliability legislation will start a process that will 

bring significant change to the industry’s reliability structure.  

NPCC will be fully involved in this process and will strive to 

develop an efficient, performance based, structure. 

 
Summary 
 
In closing, I thank you all for your tremendous efforts provided in 

response to the events of August 14th.  The restoration process 

followed an orderly and pre-arranged plan, in accordance with 

NPCC emergency operations criteria.  The affected plant owners 

and workers deserve praise for their performance, as do the men 

and women of the utility companies who worked non-stop to 

restore service.  Within about three hours a major tie to the Eastern 

interconnection was restored.  The first major power plant was 

returned to service in just under an hour after that, followed by the 

re-establishment of a transmission path to New York City.  

Throughout the next day there was a painstaking process of 

bringing generators back to the system and re-energizing lines.  
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New York statewide service was restored by 10:30 p.m. Friday, 

August 15th. 

NPCC’s paramount function continues to be safeguarding the 

security, reliability and integrity of the integrated, international 

bulk power system at all times. 
 




