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RTO West Lessons Learned from the California ISO
Those participating in the development of RTO West have taken the opportunity to learn a great deal from the California ISO.  As a result of experiences in and lessons learned from that market, the RTO West is different from the California ISO in a wide variety of ways.  

1. Transmission owners, users, stakeholders and industry experts are developing the RTO West structure.  It is not legislatively mandated.

2. Federal Columbia River Power System assets will still be the generation backbone for BPA customers.  These assets will not be sold, unlike in California where the legislature required utilities to sell off much of their generation.  Northwest investor-owned generation assets will only be divested as mandated by state laws, which do not require divestiture.

3. RTO West will have no Power Exchange and no mandatory PX buy/sell provisions.  These were key features of the California model that limited the choices of California utilities.

4. Rights for pre-existing contracts and load service obligations will be honored in a manner that provides certainty and protection against congestion management costs.  In the beginning, only a small portion of the rights were sold – about 25%.

5. RTO West will have the ability to effectively plan the grid and expand for reliability, even if the transmission owner chooses not to build the needed facilities.

6. RTO West will address the full, known set of congestion management needs up front.  It will not ignore congestion to simplify the design or meet politics.  RTO West intends to test the congestion management proposal prior to startup and are prepared implement changes if necessary.

7. RTO West has the opportunity to learn from some expensive lessons the California ISO experienced in the arena of hardware and software systems.  The California ISO staff have expressed a willingness to share those learnings.  In general, RTO West will benefit from the learning curve in CA and elsewhere.

8. RTO West includes both recallable transmission and non-firm transmission in addition to firm transmission, which optimizes the use of the transmission system.  CA did not include an effective demand response, a factor that has been cited in a number of studies as contributing to problems with the CA market design.  

9. While the RTO West technical workgroups suggested single round market clearing price auctions for products such as ancillary services and FTRs, no decisions have been made.  In light of the California experience, these suggestions will be reconsidered as the Tariff is developed.

10. RTO West will have a tariff compliance function from the beginning.

11. Parties to the RTO West development process will take the time to ensure that it is truly ready for start-up before opening it for business.  The timeline for RTO West is not legislatively mandated.

12. Discussions are already underway to address “seams” issues with other RTOs.  The intent is to ensure that transactions can easily be done between RTOs and that issues that need to be coordinated get coordinated.  An example of a seams issue was when the California ISO adopted a ten-minute market.

13. From the outset, RTO West will have a set of tools for managing congestion, including curtailments, that all parties to the market will be able to understand.  

14. The Board of Trustees for RTO West will be independent.  There will be an advisory committee to formalize stakeholders’ role in providing information to the Board.  The CA board was comprised of market participants.  Eventually, FERC had to step in to change the board.

15. In addition, RTO West has the opportunity to learn from a number of other challenges experienced by The California ISO such as the need to fully pre-test the settlements system, the need for an effective dispute process, the need for appropriate disincentives for detrimental behavior by market participants and fully developing tools identified to address any potential market power issues.  
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