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PUC Adopts Tighter Reliability Standards for Electric Companies

HARRISBURG – The Public Utility Commission (PUC) today approved regulations to tighten reliability standards and reporting requirements for electric utilities. The new standards are geared toward ensuring that electric utility performance with regard to the number and duration of power outages does not decline and toward making it easier for regulators to spot areas where service may be slipping.
Under the new rules, large electric companies will have to stay within 10 percent of a PUC-established benchmark for a rolling three-year period and within 20 percent of the benchmark during a rolling 12-month period. Four smaller electric companies – UGI, Citizens’, Pike County and Wellsboro – also must stay within 10 percent of their benchmark for a rolling three-year period, but will be allowed to go up to 35 percent of the benchmark for the rolling 12-month period. 

Benchmarks are the Commission’s goals for each utility on the number and duration of outages. Reliability is considered reasonable when the numbers fall between the benchmark and the percentage standards described above.
The proposed two-tiered system allows for some degree of variability to account for weather conditions and other natural factors that influence reliability, but are largely outside the company’s control, like car accidents. Smaller electric companies receive a greater degree of short-term latitude because with fewer customers and circuits, a single outage would have a more significant statistical impact on the reliability calculations. 

Under the old regulations, some reliability averages could be 40 percent greater than the benchmark but could still be considered reasonable. Companies that fail to meet their established reliability standards will face additional reviews by the Commission and possible fines.

Also today, the PUC adopted several changes to reliability reports that electric companies submit each year. Companies must submit their annual reliability report by April 30 of the following year, one month earlier than before. This will allow the PUC to more quickly determine whether a company’s reliability performance for the previous calendar year had deteriorated and, if so, to ensure that the utility takes immediate corrective actions.

Companies must also submit new quarterly reliability reports showing the 12-month rolling averages for the reliability indices, and listing a company’s 5 percent worst-performing circuits and its plans for fixing the circuits. 

In order to ensure that companies are devoting sufficient resources to maintaining reliability, the Commission is requiring them to provide quarterly updates on staffing levels, their progress in meeting line inspection and maintenance goals, and the amount of money spent on reliability maintenance activities compared to the amount budgeted.

Once the PUC has received all of the reliability data for a calendar year, it will issue an annual public reliability report so that customers can see how their electric company is performing. The report will be made available on the Commission’s website.

The Commission also adopted a motion by Chairman Terrance J. Fitzpatrick seeking input on whether it should adopt specific standards for inspecting and maintaining the transmission and distribution system.

Reliability performance is measured annually by three primary indices typically used by the electric industry. The indices show the average number of interruptions per customer; the average amount of time, in minutes, that a utility took to restore power to a customer affected by an interruption; and the average outage time, in minutes, per customer. The indices are compared against PUC-established benchmarks for each company. Since the indices reflect the number and duration of power outages, increases in the values from year to year would mean that a company’s reliability was decreasing.

The Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission ensures safe, reliable and reasonably priced electric, natural gas, water, telephone and transportation service for Pennsylvania consumers, by regulating public utilities and by serving as responsible stewards of competition.
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