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Formation of the regional transmission organization RTO West has as its primary goal providing economic benefits to electricity consumers in the Northwest, while addressing the need to assure consumers reliable access to competitively priced electricity.  

In a proposal filed with the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC), RTO West also responds both to recent experience in the West with drought conditions when insufficient amounts of generation and transmission constraints almost caused economic disaster and the future need to accommodate significant growth in the region.  

These circumstances can only be addressed by building more generation, improving the efficiency of transmission and adding transmission facilities, which RTO West is designed to facilitate. 

A coalition of Northwest investor-owned utilities, the federal Bonneville Power Administration (BPA), and British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority developed the RTO West proposal through an extensive two-year collaborative process with a vast array of regional stakeholders, including transmission utilities, electric utilities without transmission, public power organizations, consumer representatives, generators, marketers, and regulators. 

No one was excluded from this development process. 


The RTO West proposal describes how our region’s electric transmission lines would function as a common carrier of wholesale electricity and enable one-stop shopping for wholesale transmission customers throughout the Northwest area.

At the same time, the RTO West proposal takes into account the fundamental differences between the Northwest and other regions of the country.  For example, the proposal specifically assures holders of existing transmission contracts that they can continue to take transmission service under those contracts.  Converting to RTO West for transmission service is entirely voluntary.  This is an essential characteristic of the RTO West proposal.

Moving electric power from production to market is complex.  Put most simply, transmission lines serve as the freeways and highways of the electric power system.  As demand for electricity continues to increase rapidly, the strain on the transmission system grows proportionally and congestion occurs, just as more cars slow traffic on our highways.      

RTO West is designed to help remedy this congestion by giving transmission owners and developers of generation the appropriate economic signals to build new transmission facilities and place generation resources or demand-side alternatives in the most beneficial locations.

Customers now pay an additional transmission fee every time electricity moves from one transmission system to another – akin to a toll road where motorists are required to pay an additional toll whenever they cross state borders.  Another RTO West objective is to end this accumulation of transmission charges as electricity moves across different transmission systems. 

Some regional observers express concerns that governance of the transmission system under the RTO West design will shift completely to an independent Board of Directors, subject only to FERC jurisdiction and with no regional oversight.    

But the bylaws proposed for RTO West specifically provide for a substantial advisory committee consisting of regional stakeholders that include representatives of public entities.  Moreover, the committee to elect the directors to the RTO West board is made up of stakeholders representing all interests.  This stakeholder oversight continues in the future.  Since the board members’ terms expire every three years, one-third of the RTO West board members must be reelected each year by the same stakeholder committee.

Furthermore, before RTO West can go into operation, projected to be late 2005, certain Northwest utility regulators must approve.


The Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission, for example, must approve the transfer of control of investor-owned utilities transmission assets.  The WUTC has made it clear that a positive benefit-cost analysis will be an essential part of the determination that the RTO West serves the public interest.

In anticipation of that requirement, RTO West, with the guidance of a stakeholders group, initiated an independent benefit-cost analysis, which indicates that the benefits for the region exceed the operational costs.  

Annual savings are estimated about $300 million.  Likely operational costs are $125 million to $140 million, including amortization of start-up costs.

Further development of RTO West will continue to benefit from close monitoring by Washington State’s two U.S. Senators, the members of the Northwest Delegation Energy Caucus in the House of Representatives, and their staffs.  This monitoring should and must continue.  

The utilities will continue to engage the public and the Northwest Congressional delegation to assure that all perspectives continue to be heard and considered.

The RTO West proposal seeks to meet the requirements imposed by FERC to assure that all buyers and sellers of electricity have fair and open access to a reliable electricity grid while assuring benefits to Northwest and Washington State consumers.  Much work remains to be done, but those participating in RTO West believe that this is an outcome that can and must be achieved.
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