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NERC works closely with utilities to establish standards. 
Its standards authorizing committee consists of a wide range 
of utility executives who recommend experts to populate 
committees and establish standards. “We partner with 
utilities. We manage the process on behalf of the industry 
for FERC,” Sergel noted.

NERC has been developing standards for nearly 40 
years. After being named ERO, it started developing 
Version 0 standards, the aim of which is to formalize and 
update existing standards.

Version 0 currently includes 115 standards, covering 
14 different specialties including emergency preparedness, 
personnel performance, critical infrastructure protection, 
and resource and demand balancing. “We expect a signif-
icant number of NERC’s existing 115 electric reliability 
standards to be approved to become mandatory and 
enforceable by June 1, under the federal power act. This 

means that a violation of the standard and its requirements 
will be a violation of federal law,” Sergel noted.

Asked which of these 115 standards are most 
noteworthy, Cauley pointed to demand balancing as one 
critical element in helping to prevent any future blackouts. 
One standard refers to utilities making sure that they have 
enough generation online to meet all power demands in 
real time, preventing any power shortages, and possessing 
enough electricity to meet customer demands, balanced 
with the needs of the electric grid. Balancing the electric 
grid is critical to preventing system collapse, he added.

But weren’t these balancing demands operating prior to 
their inclusion as Version 0 standards? Cauley acknowledged 
that for the most part they were in place. The difference is 
the new standards are mandatory. “We’ve gotten rid of fluff 
and lengthy explanations. Now the emphasis is on, what am 
I being held accountable for.” he said.

After 9/11, security standards were enhanced to protect 
power systems from possible terrorist attack. Cauley noted 
that recent standards have continued to strengthen security 
regulations for utilities. For example, one new standard 
requires that utilities put firewall protection around the 
critical computer systems for all of the 140 control centers 
across the United States. Prior to these new regulations, 
the previous guidelines pertained to only the four major 
control centers that helped generate power, he added.

Other new standards that Cauley deemed most signif-
icant were personnel performance, which demands that all 
utility personnel who operate the control center must be 
trained operators who have passed a certification test.

Sergel pointed to standards concerning vegetation 
management as a critical requirement because the blackout 
of 2003 was triggered by excess vegetation from trees. 
NERC’s committee, which consisted of transmission 
operators and arborists, created these new standards to 
address the problems that led to the 2003 blackout.

But aren’t NERC’s many standards missing some of the 
most vexing and timely issues, such as utilities still building 
coal-powered plants and the need to reduce carbon dioxide 
emissions, contributing to pollution and global warming? 
Sergel replied that the “concept of ERO was strictly limited 
by law to look at the reliable power system and to ensure that 
standards were being set and dealt with. Our mission wasn’t 
to deal with which fuels to select, environmental issues, or 
having the authority to order construction of new power 
plants.”

Yet Sergel noted that NERC can play a role in helping to 

set the agenda for meeting future power needs, and can do so 
without ordering utilities to build new power plants. “Our 
part is to make sure everyone knows what the demand is for 
a new product, how fast it’s growing and whether there’s a 
requirement for new facilities. We can recommend different 
ways of accomplishing the goal of increasing the capacity of 
the system. For example, in a recent report, we noted that 
alternative energies, power plants, and transmission lines, 
were all necessary,” he noted. This issue of meeting future 
power needs is timely because NERC forecasted that the 
demand for electricity in the United States over the next ten 
years will increase by 19 percent, but new power capacity 
will only grow by 6 percent.

Cauley also added that NERC stipulates that utilities 
evaluate future power needs and conduct studies and 
submit plans to demonstrate that they can meet demand 
one year in the future, three years in the future, and five 
years in the future. If NERC thinks the plans fall short 
of meeting increasing needs, “We can’t tell the utility you 
need to build a 1,000-megawatt generator. Our authority 
ends, and it becomes a state regulatory issue,” Cauley said. 
NERC’s responsibility is “to shine a bright line on it” and 
then let FERC and state regulatory commissions handle 
future power generation needs.

What can utilities expect from NERC in the coming 
years? Sergel replied, “Our most important role is ensuring 
compliance. It’s not a ‘gotcha’ role. To meet those compliance 
goals, we conduct readiness exercises, offer training 
programs, and evaluate incidents to determine root causes 
to help everyone understand their role in compliance.” 

We manage the process on behalf of the industry for FERC.
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With a closed loop cooling system, no need for process water, no
wastewater treatment and no disposal, Wärtsilä Technology makes
water worries a thing of the past. It also limits NOx levels to single
digits that meet even California’s stringent standards, and has the
highest simple cycle efficiency in the industry. Today, with over 36,000
MW installed, Wärtsilä is making a difference for customers around
the globe. Get to know the difference
we can make for you.
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