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As Sandy Nears, Utility System Gears Up 
  

Weather reports concerning the impending storm continue to astound: schools and 
universities are shut down, New York’s public transit system is going into hibernation, 
and 60 million people across the eastern US may be affected.  A 1000 mile radius of high 
and sustained winds is forecast to wallop the area, and the populace is hunkering down 
and bracing for impact.  Meanwhile, every TV network shows utility trucks streaming 
north and east by the hundreds in reassuring convoys.  What will they do when they get 
here? 

As mentioned in a previous post, US and some Canadian utilities are formed into 
voluntary regional Mutual Assistance groups that serve as a broad insurance policy. 
 Those utilities who are not in harm’s way in a particular event commit to helping those 
who are affected, in this case coordinating and mobilizing prior to Sandy’s landfall. 
 Contractors also take part, especially thousands of tree trimmers – it’s the falling trees 
and downed limbs that often cause the greatest problem.  As we speak, for example, 200 
Hydro-Quebec units have deployed into Vermont, and 31 employees from Jacksonville‘s 
local utility are making the long drive north from Florida to assist in Baltimore. 
 Thousands of  crews have already arrived to coordinate with their sister utilities, and 
together they will work a procedure which is prioritized into a number of clear steps that 
resemble somewhat those that an EMT follows when working on an accident victim. 
 They move from the most critical elements to the least.  The Edison Electric Institute 
lists the steps as follows. 



1) check power plants for associated damage – this is where the potential for large-scale 
danger lies, and it’s not unthinkable.  Fukushima would be an extreme example of 
something that can and did go wrong after a natural disaster. 

2) repair high voltage lines – these are the main arteries from the power plant that feed 
electrons into the system. 

3) bring substations back on line – these serve to connect the high voltage lines to the 
local distribution systems. 

4) restore power to society’s most critical facilities and assets: hospitals, police and fire 
stations, water treatment plants, and communications centers. 

5) bring electricity to the largest number of customers in concentrated areas. 

6) restore power to individual homes. 

By this time tomorrow, the country will be suffering the brunt of this potentially historic 
event.  The following day, we should begin to get an idea of the damage.  In most areas, 
utility crews will already be hard at work by Tuesday working to restore power to the 
most people in the shortest possible time.  They will run long shifts, moving heavy 
equipment on little sleep, in tough weather, and they will bring power up quickly in some 
areas.  For some folks, this storm will have proved to be no more than a minor 
inconvenience.  For others, it will be a harrowing time.  But for those who live in isolated 
homes far from population centers, they may truly understand what it means to be at the 
end of the line, without critical electrons for perhaps days and weeks to come. 

 


