Vermont Electric Power Co., Inc. (VELCO)

Northwest Vermont Reliability Project - CASE PAPER
WHO IS VELCO?

VELCO is the Vermont Electric Power Co., Inc., the Rutland-based company that builds, owns and operates the state’s high-voltage electric transmission system. The company does not own any electric generating plants or the distribution lines that bring power to individual homes and businesses.  That is done by VELCO’s owners: the municipal, cooperative, and investor-owned electric companies throughout Vermont.

WHAT ARE YOU DOING?

VELCO is upgrading the state’s transmission system in certain areas. These improvements include building new transmission lines and substations.  One of the upgrade areas is between West Rutland and South Burlington in the northwestern part of the state.  VELCO’S Northwest Vermont Reliability Project will involve the construction of almost 36 miles of new 345-kilovolt electric line between West Rutland and New Haven, and the replacement of approximately 27 miles of electric lines between New Haven and South Burlington with a new-115 kilovolt line.  In addition, 13 substations will be upgraded, and roughly 6 miles of line between Williamstown and Barre will be replaced with new electric wire. VELCO has been granted permission to proceed with the project by the Vermont Public Service Board, which is the Vermont regulatory body that oversees such projects.

WHY ARE YOU DOING IT?

There are three overriding reasons for this project:  1) To improve the reliability of the entire electric system, especially in the northwestern part of the state, 2)  To preserve Vermont’s future energy options, and 3) To contribute significantly to the economic stability of the area.


1)  A MORE RELIABLE TRANMISSION SYSTEM
            The demand for electricity in the northwestern region, as well as other regions of Vermont, has increased steadily over the past 20 years.  (Peak electricity demand grew 9 percent statewide between 1999 and 2002 alone.)  During this same 20-year period, the high voltage electric system in the northwestern region has not had a major upgrade.  This system is at a point where there is real danger of  potentially devastating power failures.  With the completion of the Northwest Reliability Project, the region will have a vastly improved and more stable electric supply system.

2)  PRESERVE VERMONT’S FUTURE ENERGY OPTIONS 

Vermont state and local leaders, along with energy planners, have begun the challenging task of determining how Vermont will meet its energy needs in the decades to come. The upgrades of the current electric transmission system will give these planners the flexibility they need to consider a multitude of options.  Without these transmission system upgrades such as the Northwest Reliability Project, the long-term options will be severely limited.



3)  PRESERVE ECONOMIC STABILITY OF THE REGION



VELCO’s improvements to the transmission system will contribute directly to the economic stability and vitality of Vermont.  The system improvements will provide the secure electric energy base upon which local communities can build their economic future.  Without this stable electric energy base, communities would face the grim prospect of a stagnant economy and the subsequent loss of jobs and business opportunities. 

The area will also enjoy the economic boost that comes from the construction of the power lines and substations.  VELCO estimates that over the three years of construction, hundreds of workers will purchase goods and services from local merchants.  Local workers will be utilized as part of the construction team, further aiding the area economy.  And long-term economic stimulation will result from the estimated $5 million per year VELCO will pay in local property taxes.  Short-term and long-range, the project will be a needed economic boost for Vermont.

HOW MUCH IT WILL COST?

The cost of the project will be determined by the ongoing post-certification process set out by the Vermont Public Service Board.  The Board has required VELCO to continue to address specific areas of the construction project as the building process unfolds.  VELCO is committed to providing the public and the Public Service Board with timely and accurate cost information as it becomes available.  The most up-to-date cost estimate for the project is $198 million – plus a 15 percent contingency fund – as of June 2005.  Again, this estimate will fluctuate as the project progresses and will be influenced by the cost of labor, cost of materials (especially foreign-made materials), the value of the U.S. dollar, the amount of changes required to meet the conditions set out by the Vermont Public Service Board and any additional time added to the construction schedule due to anticipated legal or regulatory proceedings.  One thing is certain: VELCO is dedicated to keeping the cost of this project to Vermont’s ratepayers as low as possible without sacrificing safety, reliability, or quality.

WHAT IS BEING DONE TO MINIMIZE THE IMPACT ON THE ENVIRONMENT?

This project will be required to meet all applicable state and federal environmental laws. VELCO is investing millions to minimize the impact on the physical and visual environment.  This represents a major commitment on the part of VELCO and the Public Service Board, and includes the absolute best efforts to preserve the aesthetics, historic resources, soil and water resources, wildlife and other natural resources that are such an important part of Vermont’s heritage.  In addition, the Board has ordered VELCO to monitor the project’s environmental impact for at least the first five years of operation and report the results back to the Board and other interested parties.  

While VELCO recognizes that all infrastructure projects have some impact on the environment, we are committed to taking every reasonable step to minimize this project’s long-term impact on Vermont’s environment. 

