
No one doubts that the electric transmission
infrastructure in the United States is antiquated
and needs substantial improvements. Neverthe-
less, getting new poles and wires in the ground
continues to frustrate utility executives, largely
due to organized public and regulatory opposi-
tion. The “backstop” authority and streamlined
procedures for new transmission provided by
the Energy Policy Act of 2005 (EPAct 2005)
have yet to be tested. State regulators have grown
tired of serving as the referees in disputes be-
tween utilities and various interest groups. How-
ever, EPAct 2005 likely will make regulators
even more anxious to exercise control over their
own territories, rather than seeing their jurisdic-
tion usurped by the Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission (FERC).

EPAct 2005 likely will make regulators even more
anxious to exercise control over their own territo-
ries, rather than seeing their jurisdiction usurped
by FERC.

Getting new infrastructure built does not
have to be a win-lose or lose-lose proposition.
Several utilities have employed a new approach
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to community participation that has helped
them forge new, positive relationships with af-
fected communities. The result: controversial-
but-necessary transmission projects have been
embraced by regulators and the public.

NEED FOR NEW INVESTMENT
Transmission assets are critical to the overall

reliability and economic efficiency of the electric
system. However, in the 1990s investment in
this sector of the power business lagged even as
electric demand grew. The Edison Electric Insti-
tute (EEI) estimates that while load grew at an
average rate of more than 2 percent a year, trans-
mission infrastructure improvements had a mea-
ger growth rate of only 0.5 percent a year. 

Calls for new transmission investment are
not new and were only made stronger in the
wake of the August 2003 New England Black-
out. Indeed, a recent research report says that
grid spending is on the upswing around the
world, with plans for billions of pounds, euros,
and local-denomination dollars in new trans-
mission construction spanning the globe.

According to the EEI, actual spending on
new transmission was more than $4 billion in
2003, with total expenditures on grid improve-
ments forecasted to reach $28.5 billion in
2004–08. The majority of this new spending
“will support the integration of new generation
additions through network upgrades, improve
transfer capability between regions, improve
grid reliability, and enhance local, regional and
inter-regional markets.”

EPACT 2005
The EEI’s analysis certainly is in keeping

with the intent of federal policymakers, who
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purposely wrote into EPAct 2005 several provi-
sions to encourage more transmission infra-
structure via incentive rate-making, federal sit-
ing “backstop” authority, and a Department of
Energy effort to identify “National Interest En-
ergy Corridors.”

Another element of the federal push for steel
in the ground was released in the form of the
Department of Energy’s National Electric Trans-
mission Congestion Study. That report identi-
fied areas of critical congestion in Southern Cal-
ifornia and along the New York-to-Virginia
megalopolis corridor. Lesser but still problem-
atic areas of concern were noted in the San Fran-
cisco Bay area, in Phoenix-Tucson, in Seattle-
Portland, and through New England to Boston.
For all these reasons, state policymakers are be-
ginning to accept the need for new transmis-
sion, though they remain very suspicious of
FERC’s new authority. 

The reaction from media and environmental
groups has been to treat these developments
with suspicion and hostility. For example,
DOE’s congestion study was immediately
blasted as a forerunner to the energy corridor
process, which in turn was viewed as a not-so-
veiled opportunity for the federal government
to exercise eminent domain over private prop-
erty and to invoke the Supremacy Clause to
override state-level decisions.

The reaction from media and environmental
groups has been to treat these developments with
suspicion and hostility.

THE TYPICAL APPROACH
Traditionally, utilities employ a public en-

gagement process for major projects that looks
something like this: The utility performs the
necessary studies to determine what facility up-
grades are necessary and where the new facilities
should be sited. Once an internal decision is
made, the utility engages the public through a
series of town hall meetings to solicit reactions
from affected communities. 

In most cases, the utility receives a strong
negative reaction, leaving the utility to battle the
public in the regulatory arena or in court. In

many cases, the utility also is forced to litigate
the project in the court of public opinion, which
condemns the utility for its “overreaching” and
“high-handed” tactics. Worse yet, the utility
might choose to cancel the project altogether. 

OLD WAY CLEARLY DOES NOT WORK
Why does the community often react so neg-

atively to the projects? Certainly, there is a vis-
ceral, NIMBY (“not in my backyard”) reaction.
However, there are fundamental flaws in the
process itself. The utility often engages the pub-
lic after having made the major decisions that
will affect the community, such as having the
path for the transmission line already secured.
Another problem is the town hall meeting for-
mat: it often draws those who are most in oppo-
sition to the utility, rather than those (such as
hospitals, police, business leaders, and economic
development professionals) who have a strong
interest in reliable energy. 

Finally, the public has a limited knowledge of
how a utility system works. Some people liter-
ally think their house meter generates the elec-
tricity powering their home. A two-hour town
hall or open house (or even a series of these) is
just not enough time to educate the public on
the realities of utility operations and to build the
case for the project.

As one senior utility executive succinctly put
it, “The old way clearly doesn’t work.”

AN EFFECTIVE NEW APPROACH
To overcome these and other problems with

the traditional public outreach approach,
STAR Group, a consulting firm that specializes
in the design and application of effective stake-
holder involvement methods for the utility in-
dustry, has developed a new, collaborative ap-
proach to community involvement on utility
infrastructure projects that has achieved excep-
tional results in several regions across the
United States.

STAR Group’s Utility Search Conference
(USC) process is based on two fundamental re-
alities: first, community leaders with widely di-
vergent viewpoints can and will help identify
feasible solutions to utility infrastructure chal-
lenges when given a meaningful opportunity.
Second, engaging these leaders early on actually
provides the utility far more control and likeli-
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hood of success than more traditional ap-
proaches to public involvement.

How It Works
The process begins by establishing the utility

project team, which consists of utility personnel
familiar with the technical, political, and regula-
tory issues involved in the infrastructure issue.
The project team identifies and invites leaders
to join a leadership team that will consist of two
utility representatives as well as high-profile
community leaders who represent key stake-
holder groups. 

The leadership team performs several tasks.
First, the team reviews the utility’s analysis of
the problem to gain an understanding of the is-
sues involved. Then the team creates a “Focus
Statement” concerning the situation to be used
with the general public. This statement is one
that is not filled with engineering jargon, but
rather is one that the public can understand
clearly. A paraphrased example of a recent Focus
Statement is: “The regional transmission system
has become increasingly constrained and is be-
ginning to jeopardize electric reliability.” 

The leadership team then identifies the
stakeholder groups that could potentially be in-
volved in a public meeting concerning the prob-
lem. Typically, these stakeholder groups include
city, county, and state lawmakers and regulators;
environmental interests; emergency response;
commercial and industrial users; and neighbor-
hood associations.

Utility Search Conference Event
About 50 to 64 individuals are ultimately se-

lected to participate in a two-day Utility Search
Conference. All participants are advised that the
purpose of the event is to develop nonbinding
recommendations for solving the Focus State-
ment and that it remains the utility’s prerogative
to accept or reject the recommendations devel-
oped at the conference.

Participants convene at a neutral site. In
some cases, the conference may begin with an
evening event hosted by the utility at which a
guest speaker addresses the audience on an in-
dustry topic of general interest. From there, par-
ticipants are asked to talk about more regional
and local issues that may not—but often do—
relate directly to the Focus Statement. The

group also develops an historical timeline of key
events that have given rise to the Focus State-
ment. These exercises enable participants to see
the Focus Statement in the broader context of
historical and regional trends, rather than sim-
ply within their own perspectives.

Participants are organized into a series of
small and large “mixed” groups, meaning that
each group contains no more than one individ-
ual from each stakeholder interest. Groups are
challenged to develop two alternative statements
concerning their community’s future. The first,
the “Probable Future Statement,” describes
what participants feel might happen if nothing
were done to address the Focus Statement. A re-
cent example is: “An increase in blackouts, along
with mandated and natural limits on electrical
use, have led to increased threats to public safety,
the environment and the regional economy,
with vulnerable populations most at risk.”

Similarly, they develop a “Possible Future
Statement,” which the entire group feels would
reflect the impact on their community if the
Focus Statement were resolved satisfactorily.
The Possible Future Statement developed as the
corollary to the Probable Future Statement ex-
ample above read as follows: “We have an af-
fordable, efficient, and reliable power supply
and transmission system that is environmentally
and socially responsible and supports and pro-
vides for a vibrant local economy. This system is
supported by a transparent and effective plan-
ning and permitting process that fosters innova-
tion.”

Both of these statements reflect community-
wide values and recognize that solutions to the
Focus Statement cannot be isolated to one stake-
holder group’s perspective. More important, the
Possible Future Statement—which becomes the
focus for the remainder of the conference—rep-
resents a shared vision that each participant is
motivated to achieve. As a result, all stakehold-
ers are fully engaged and willing to take part in
developing recommendations that will move the
community forward.

For the remainder of the conference, partici-
pants explore and develop feasible options for
resolving their energy system situation. Because
the utility is an active participant in each step
along the way, the term feasible necessarily takes
into consideration the regulatory, financial, and
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ratepayer impacts that each considered alterna-
tive requires for implementation. Alternative
ideas are considered, debated, and moved for-
ward or tabled. In the final step, participants
consolidate their ideas into four or five recom-
mendations for the utility’s consideration. 

At the conclusion of the conference, a senior
utility executive as well as members of the lead-
ership team gather to hear the recommendations
and to ask questions. The utility executive then
has the opportunity to state the degree to which
the utility will support all, some, or none of the
options presented. This exercise is extremely
powerful because it reinforces the value each
participant feels in giving up two days to attend
the conference and also underscores the utility’s
commitment to the process. 

Community Working Group
Once the participants are aware of which rec-

ommendations the utility is willing to pursue
(or at least investigate further), a 20-person
Community Working Group (CWG) is formed.
The CWG meets monthly for approximately six
months to pursue each of the recommendations
developed. The group often requests additional
information, including presentations by inde-
pendent experts, so that they feel they have re-
ceived unbiased information. This information
is gathered and distributed to CWG partici-
pants prior to each meeting. 

Finally, the CWG hosts a number of open
house meetings in potentially affected commu-
nities in order to obtain additional input from
the broader community. After gathering this ad-
ditional input, the CWG meets to evaluate the
information received and to make its final rec-
ommendations to the utility. 

Exhibit 1 is a flow diagram of the overall
process.

CASE STUDIES
The Utility Search Conference approach has

been used where older approaches have failed.

PNM’s “Project Power”
Public Service Company of New Mexico

(PNM) faced a significant challenge: the load
growth near the north-central New Mexico
communities of Santa Fe and Las Vegas had
reached a point that capacity would be neces-

sary. Following its traditional approach to such
issues, PNM conducted the necessary assess-
ments, hired an engineering firm, and con-
ducted a National Energy Policy Act–style ap-
proach to outreach. Feeling that it had done
what was necessary, PNM even began con-
structing the line.

Unfortunately, PNM’s approach had actually
galvanized opposition to the new line. One
landowner sued PNM and, after years of litiga-
tion, stopped the project in its tracks. PNM had
spent 12 years and $15 million, with no line to
show for the company’s efforts.

With power demand continuing to mount in
northern New Mexico, PNM turned to STAR
Group. Bill Moye, STAR Group’s president,
said, “While I assured PNM that the process
could not guarantee a specific outcome, it was
highly probable that, assuming PNM had cor-
rectly identified the capacity shortage and the
related need to build a new transmission line,
this would be reflected in at least one of the rec-
ommendations.”

The recommendations included upgrading
the existing transmission lines, conservation,
and developing new distributed generation
sources. Significantly, STAR Group’s process
was so effective that the recommended trans-
mission line project received unanimous ap-
proval from each of seven regulatory bodies—a
result that was unprecedented in PNM’s experi-
ence. Project Power is now fully operational.

Roger Flynn, then-COO of PNM, credits
STAR Group’s approach with the project’s suc-
cess: “STAR Group provided a new medium for
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exchanging information and ideas. The end re-
sult was a better set of alternatives for transmis-
sion-line routing that both PNM and the public
were willing to accept. Also, we got a better un-
derstanding of long-range possibilities for alter-
native energy sources and conservation.”

Vermont’s “Southern Loop”
In Vermont, a section of transmission line

known as the “Southern Loop” spans 66 miles
between the towns of Bennington and Brattle-
boro. Central Vermont Public Service (CVPS)
engineering models indicate that if no addi-
tional investments are made to improve the
Southern Loop, as little as 5 percent growth in
electric demand may exceed the physical capa-
bility of the Southern Loop to deliver power to
all customers during times of peak demand.

Following a nomination process that iden-
tified over 200 qualified stakeholder represen-
tatives from across the region, the Southern
Loop Utility Search Conference was convened
in January 2006 for the purpose of identifying
recommendations to the following Focus
Statement: 

Southern Vermont electrical transmission
facilities have limited ability to support in-
creased electrical demand and are unable to
withstand failures of, or to have preventive
maintenance conducted on, key compo-
nents at present demand levels. The reliabil-
ity of the regional bulk transmission system
that connects southern Vermont, south-
western New Hampshire and northwest
Massachusetts is at risk at existing demand
levels, with increasing reliability risk as re-
gional electrical demand levels increase.

The participating stakeholder representatives
developed several nonbinding recommenda-
tions, including agreement that a synchronous
condenser (CVPS’s proposed interim solution)
should be installed as soon as possible and that
one of two possible transmission lines (Vermont
Electric Power Company’s [VELCO’s] proposed
solution) should be installed to help stabilize
Vermont’s electrical grid. Additionally, the
group recommended that demand-side manage-
ment and distributed generation opportunities
be explored in much more detail and that steps

be taken to improve the statewide electric trans-
mission planning and policy process.

Twenty individuals signed up to serve on
the Southern Loop Community Working
Group. With STAR Group’s assistance, the
CWG met on seven separate occasions to ex-
amine in more detail the recommendations
and alternatives developed at the conference.
With additional input from several town hall
meetings conducted throughout southern Ver-
mont, the CWG recommended that a new
transmission line should be built along
VELCO’s existing right of way to shore up the
Southern Loop, that CVPS and VELCO
should live up to their stated commitment to
pursue all economically feasible distributed re-
sources in southern Vermont, and that CVPS
and VELCO should continue to pursue finan-
cial incentives for nontransmission solutions
to energy issues. 

CVPS has already filed a permit application
for the recommended synchronous condenser,
well ahead of the schedule that it anticipated be-
fore embarking on STAR Group’s process. The
other recommendations identified in the South-
ern Loop outreach process are in various stages
of development. However, as one state regulator
noted in private, any of the recommendations
that ultimately are sent forward for approval al-
ready have so much momentum that regulators
will be “hard-pressed” to reject them.

Any of the recommendations that ultimately are
sent forward for approval already have so much
momentum that regulators will be hard-pressed to
reject them.

CONCLUSION
If a utility approaches the public with respect

and takes the time to educate and work with the
public it can achieve a balanced outcome and
stronger community ties. Additionally, while a
Utility Search Conference may not be appropri-
ate in all circumstances, it is an extremely effec-
tive approach. Indeed, in every case where the
Utility Search Conference method has been
used, at least one of the stakeholder-developed
recommendations has included the utility’s de-
sired solution.
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