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WIRAB Comments on WECC Reliability Challenges White Paper, October 2, 2014 

 

WIRAB supports the implementation of the WECC Integration Reliability Assurance Model 

(IRAM) and offers the following comments which are organized into broadly applicable comments and 

challenge-specific comments. 

Broadly Applicable Comments 

1. The White Paper accurately covers the range of current challenges.   
 

2. WECC should prioritize its most important challenges (e.g. 3-5) and focus new work on those 
priority actions.  WIRAB’s proposed ranking is: (a) Changing Resource Mix; (b) Operational 
Challenges; and (c) Security Challenges. 
 

3. WIRAB recommends that WECC drop Policy and Regulatory Challenges as a challenge and fold 
the specific issues into one of the other challenges.  For example, 111d raises issues about 
changing resource mix, coal plant retirements, and increasing variable generation penetration 
already discussed in other challenges. 

 
4. WECC should make explicit the link between a specific challenge (e.g., state RPS policies) and 

the specific reliability issues of concern (e.g., frequency response). 
 

5. In combination with identifying its priority challenges, WECC should establish Technical Advisory 
Groups on those priority challenges.  These Technical Advisory Groups should draw on expertise 
within and outside the Western Interconnection.  The establishment of Technical Advisory 
Groups should be reflected in the IRAM flow chart.  Working with the Technical Advisory 
Groups, WECC should identify and evaluate actions that it should take and others should take to 
resolve the challenge. 
 

6. WIRAB offers no specific recommendations for WECC actions in these comments.  If WECC 
decides not to set up Technical Advisory Groups to identify specific actions, WIRAB will offer 
specific recommendations to WECC on actions it should take to address priority challenges.     

   
7. To the maximum extent possible, WECC analyses should be based on transparent the data, 

modeling and analysis of reliability challenges and solutions.  The greater the transparency, the 

more likely decision-makers, including states and provinces, are to act on WECC’s findings and 

recommendations. 

 

8. Analyses of many of the challenges outlined in the White paper will require coordinated 

analyses that cut across WECC organizational silos. WIRAB recommends that WECC establish an 

internal staff structure that is capable of efficiently executing IRAM analysis with expert and 

stakeholder input.  This structure should build on the successful elements of WECC transmission 

expansion planning process, including effective stakeholder input, transparent data and analytic 

processes, and responsiveness to the needs of regulators and policy makers, as well as 

registered entities.  WECC should have a well-defined accountability structure that crosses staff 

assignment silos. 
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Challenge-Specific Comments 

Resource and Load Challenges 

 Identifying and addressing reliability changes and opportunities resulting from the changing 

resource mix should be the first priority.  The White Paper has highlighted various aspects of the 

changing resource mix under different headings. 1  However, these aspects are closely linked. 

 WECC needs to identify and analyze the reliability issues (e.g., frequency response, transient 

voltage stability, resource adequacy) associated with the nexus of these challenges.  For example, WECC 

should evaluate the frequency response of the system under different future resource mixes, e.g., the 

retirement of coal generation and construction of wind and solar generation or the retirement of coal 

generation and construction of natural gas generation).  If reliability problems are found, WECC should 

identify and evaluate measures to mitigate the problem. 

 Other topics listed under Resources and Load Challenges should be monitored and findings 

incorporated into reliability analyses. For example, based on a study completed by the State-Provincial 

Steering Committee there appears to be adequate gas deliverability to fuel a gas-dependent future, 

except under the most extreme interconnection-wide weather conditions or the catastrophic failure of 

the gas pipeline infrastructure.  Impacts from climate change should be monitored and findings included 

in analyses of future loads, loss and/or shifting of the timing of hydro generation, loss of cooling water 

or contingency analyses (e.g., wildfire impacts on transmission availability). 

Variable Generation Challenges 

 WECC needs to link the three topics under “Variable Generation Challenges” (Integration of 

Variable Generation, Balancing Variability, Distributed Generation) to specific technical reliability 

conditions (e.g., frequency response).  It needs to evaluate both institutional (e.g.,balancing over a 

broader geographic area and faster unit commitment and dispatch) and technical options (AGC on wind 

generators, smart inverters, synchronous condensers) to address technical challenges. 

Operational Challenges 

 Identifying, analyzing and acting to improve operational practices is WIRAB’s second highest 

priority.  WECC’s work in this area needs to be closely coordinated with Peak Reliability.  WECC’s work 

should include, but not be limited to addressing shortcomings in operational practices revealed by 

investigations and follow-up to the September 8, 2011 outage. WECC’s work should explore better ways 

of operating the grid, such as: 

 The use of common real-time analysis tools; 

 The use of common, continuously update data bases for operational analyses; 

                                                           
1 Aspects of the changing resource mix are found under “Resource and Load Challenges” (Changing Resource Mix, 
Retirement of Conventional Generation, Natural Gas-Electric Interdependencies), “ Variable Generation 
Challenges” (Integration of Variable Generation, Balancing Variability, Distributed Generation), “Operational 
Challenges” and “Policy and Regulatory Challenges” (Impacts of State Policies and Regulation, EPA 111(d) Clean 
Power Plan). 
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 The integration of synchrophasor data into real-time situational awareness and grid control; and 

 The replacement of static path transfer limits with real-time path limits that reflect current 

conditions on the grid. 

WIRAB believes “Operational Challenges” offer significant untapped potential to improve 

reliability and lower costs. 

Security Challenges 

 Security challenges are WIRAB’s third priority.  However, a central question WECC needs to 

address before investing significant effort on Security Challenges is the value added WECC’s work will 

offer.  In some areas, such as the analysis of the reliability impacts of successful physical attacks on 

essential equipment in the Western Interconnection, WECC may be uniquely positioned to add value.  In 

other areas, such as analysis of cyber security attacks, WECC may not be the best positioned 

organization to identify, evaluate and act on the challenge. 

Policy and Regulatory Challenges 

 WECC can be very helpful to state and provincial policy makers and regulators by providing 

timely analysis of the reliability impacts on state/provincial and federal policies.  WECC’s evolving work 

related to 111(d) regulation of greenhouse gas emissions from existing power plants is a good example 

of the value added WECC can provide.  To be most useful, WECC’s analyses should identify the reliability 

challenge and analyze the nature of the challenge and measures that can be taken to mitigate the 

challenge. 

Human Performance Challenges 

 The White Paper correctly included Human Performance Challenges.  It is important for 

institutions such as WECC and NERC to send clear messages to the work force and educational 

institutions about the need for skilled workers to participate in a rapidly evolving industry.  However, the 

value of additional analysis and recommendations by WECC work is not clear to WIRAB.  Therefore, we 

would not make Human Performance Challenges a top priority.  

 


