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Western Interconnection Regional Advisory Body 
Comments on 

U.S. Department of Energy Staff Report to the Secretary on Electricity Markets and 
Reliability 

 
October 5, 2017 

 

The Western Interconnection Regional Advisory Body (“WIRAB”) appreciates the opportunity to 

submit comments to the U.S. Department of Energy (U.S. DOE) regarding U.S. DOE’s Staff Report to 

the Secretary on Electricity Markets and Reliability.   

WIRAB is comprised of representatives of Western states, Western Canadian provinces, and the 

area of Mexico with electric load in the Western Interconnection. WIRAB was established under Section 

215(j) of the Federal Power Act (FPA) as a regional advisory body, and is thereby authorized to provide 

advice to the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC), the Electric Reliability Organization 

(“ERO”) (i.e., NERC), and the Regional Entity (i.e., the Western Electricity Coordinating Council 

(“WECC”)) on reliability standards and associated matters in the Western Interconnection.  WIRAB’s 

state and provincial representatives are primarily Public Utility Commissioners and state Energy Office 

Directors who understand the importance of interconnection-wide reliability and are deeply engaged in 

studying and responding to the possible reliability implications of the rapidly changing resource mix in 

the West.  The Western states and provinces have primary authority for maintaining resource adequacy 

and play a critical role in maintaining the reliability of the Western Interconnection.  The West has some 

of the most aggressive Renewable Portfolio Standards (“RPS”) in the United States and it may well see, 

over the next few years, an acceleration of changes in the resource mix from more synchronous generation 

to more non-synchronous generation, like wind and solar photovoltaics.   

WIRAB’s comments on the U.S. DOE Staff Report are narrowly focused on the issue of whether 

the loss of baseload power is compromising the reliability of the Western Interconnection.  WIRAB 
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confirms two important findings in the U.S. DOE Staff Report:   

 

1. Many coal-fired generating units that were used for baseload generation in the past are 

no longer operating in that role at this time.1  

WIRAB can confirm this key finding of the U.S. DOE Staff Report.  The U.S. DOE Staff Report 

used the following trends to support this finding: 

• About 70 percent of the coal plants that retired between 2010 and 2016 had a capacity 

factor of less than 50 percent in the year prior to retirement;2 and 

• About half of the future planned coal plant retirements operated below a 50% capacity 

factor in 2016.3 

Recent research by the Western Interstate Energy Board (WIEB) confirms that the trend away 

from baseload operation is also prevalent in the West.4  WIEB examined the daily dispatch pattern of 96 

coal units in the West over the period 2001-2016.  Baseload operation was defined as continuous operation 

at a high capacity factor across all hours of a day.  Trends identified in WIEB’s research include the 

following: 

• Baseload operation of the coal fleet in the West has decreased from 52 percent of coal unit 

operating days in 2001 to 22 percent in 2016; 

• Individual coal units in the West with baseload operation greater than or equal to 50 percent 

of the operation days in the year decreased from 53 units in 2001 to 11 units in 2016; 

• Since 2011, the majority of coal units in the West have spent less than 30 percent of the 

                                                           
1 See U.S. DOE Staff Report, page 6. 
2 See U.S. DOE Staff Report, page 22. 
3 See U.S. DOE Staff Report, page 22. 
4 WIEB Webinar titled “The Role of Coal in the West”: http://westernenergyboard.org/2017/08/wieb-webinar-on-the-role-
of-coal-in-the-west/ 
 

http://westernenergyboard.org/2017/08/wieb-webinar-on-the-role-of-coal-in-the-west/
http://westernenergyboard.org/2017/08/wieb-webinar-on-the-role-of-coal-in-the-west/
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days in baseload operation.  

WIEB’s research confirms the finding in the U.S. DOE Staff Report that many of the coal 

generating units that were used for baseload generation in the past are no longer operating in that 

role today.  

 

2. Bulk Power System reliability is adequate today, but there has not yet been much analysis 

of how much primary frequency response will be needed as the composition of the grid 

changes, nor how best to complement primary frequency response from traditional 

sources.5 

In April 2016, WIRAB submitted comments to FERC in response to the Commission’s Notice of 

Inquiry on Primary Frequency Response.6  WIRAB based its recommendations in large part on a report 

prepared by GE Energy Consulting titled, “Primary Frequency Response: Maintaining System 

Reliability.”  Two key takeaways of the GE report are:   

• Current studies of the Western Interconnection do not indicate there is a shortage of 

primary frequency response; and  

• All generators do not need to provide primary frequency response all of the time.  A good 

rule of thumb is that at least 30 percent of generators operating in real-time should provide 

primary frequency response.   

WIRAB nevertheless indicated that: 

“FERC should continue to be proactive in its approach to ensuring sufficient 

arresting power is available from inertia, fast frequency response, and 

                                                           
5 See U.S. DOE Staff Report at pages 63 and 73. 
6  The report in available at: http://westernenergyboard.org/library/western-interconnection-regional-advisory-body/ 
  

http://westernenergyboard.org/library/western-interconnection-regional-advisory-body/
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primary frequency response to avoid under-frequency load-shedding in the 

Western Interconnection.  The concern is that under future scenarios with 

high penetrations of non-synchronous generation, there may be insufficient 

primary frequency response to arrest a decline in frequency and to avoid 

load shedding.”     

WIRAB supports the Commission’s proposed revisions to FERC regulations to 

require all newly interconnecting large and small generating systems, both 

synchronous and non-synchronous, to install and enable primary frequency 

response capability as a condition of interconnection, as set out in FERC’s 

November 17, 2016 Notice of Proposed Rulemaking.7  The Commission’s 

proposed requirement for new generators will ensure adequate frequency response 

is available as needs grow and the electricity resource mix continues to change.8   

 

In addition, WIRAB continues to believe that more research and analysis is needed 

to determine how primary frequency response will be provided, including where 

such response is needed and which technologies can best and most cost effectively 

provide it, as the composition of the electric grid changes in the West.  This is a 

priority initiative in WIRAB’s FERC-approved budget 2017.9  A key goal of this 

WIRAB initiative is for WECC to complete an integrated assessment of system 

                                                           
7 Notice of Proposed Rulemaking re: Essential Reliability Services and the Evolving Bulk-Power System – Primary Frequency 
Response under RM16-6 (issued November 17, 2016) RM16-6-000. 
8 Advice of the Western Interconnection Regional Advisory Body on the Notice of Proposed Rulemaking re: Essential 
Reliability Services and the Evolving Bulk-Power System – Primary Frequency Response under RM16-6 (submitted January 
24, 2017), http://westernenergyboard.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/01-24-17-WIRAB-Response-to-FERC-PFR-
NOPR.pdf  
9 WIRAB’s 2017 Business Plan and Budget is available at: http://westernenergyboard.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/07-
05-16WIRAB-NERC-final-2017bpb.pdf 

http://westernenergyboard.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/01-24-17-WIRAB-Response-to-FERC-PFR-NOPR.pdf
http://westernenergyboard.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/01-24-17-WIRAB-Response-to-FERC-PFR-NOPR.pdf
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frequency response based on a future with high utility-scale development of non-

synchronous wind and solar generation and significant retirements of coal-fired 

generation in the Western Interconnection.   

 WIRAB appreciates the opportunity to confirm the importance of these two key findings of the 

U.S. DOE Staff Report for the Western Interconnection.  WIRAB believes the U.S. DOE should 

continue to work with Western states and provinces to address the reliability implications of the 

changing electric grid.  WIRAB emphasizes the following recommendations from the U.S. DOE Staff 

Report: 

• The U.S. DOE should expand cooperation on grid reliability across North America through 

technical engagement with Mexico and Canada;10 

• The U.S. DOE should focus it R&D efforts to improve system reliability and resilience 

through a variety of innovations in sensors and controls, storage technology, grid 

integration, and advanced power electronics;11 and 

• The U.S. DOE, with the National Science Foundation, should sponsor the development of 

new open-source software for the next-generation electric grid research community.12  

 

                                                           
10 See U.S. DOE Staff Report, page 126. 
11 See U.S. DOE Staff Report, page 126. 
12 See U.S. DOE Staff Report, page 126. 


