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As Utilities Act on Plans to Add More Resources, Northwest Power Supply Should be Adequate


In 2000-2001, the West Coast experienced an energy meltdown that brought the Northwest to the brink of blackouts and caused electricity prices to soar. One of the causes behind the crisis was a pattern of lagging resource development during a period of growing demand. Another factor was a lack of forward planning to ensure that power resources would be adequate on a regionwide basis.

In order to prevent a repeat of this event, the Council and the Bonneville Power Administration created the Northwest Resource Adequacy Forum to develop and apply a standard metric to assess the adequacy of the region’s power supply. The forum, which is open to the public, includes utility planners, state utility commission staff, and other interested parties.

Every year, the Council uses the standard to look five years into the future at the region’s power supply. In its latest assessment, the forum concluded that there is a good chance the region will need to add new resources, in addition to expected energy efficiency savings, by 2017 to maintain an acceptable level of system adequacy.

Adequacy is measured by the probability that power resources will not meet electricity loads.  This measure is referred to as a loss of load probability, and the Council has set a maximum limit on that probability of 5 percent. Recent analysis shows that for 2017 the loss of load probability is expected to be 6.6 percent.  

One of the reasons the Northwest will need additional resources is the uncertainty arising from changes in California’s energy market. As that state attempts to meet more of its growing summer loads with solar generation and demand response--customers willing to reduce their energy use during peak periods--there may be less power available for export to the Northwest in the winter.

A number of actions by utilities could bring adequacy to the minimum acceptable level by 2017, including adding 350 megawatts of generation capacity or 300 average megawatts of additional energy efficiency. Demand response is also an option. The Council anticipates that investments in these areas, determined through integrated resource plans and the Council’s power plan, will ensure adequate resources five years from now.
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