Vt. protected; minor outages in the north
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By GORDON DRITSCHILO And SETH HARKNESS Herald Staff 

As power went off around the Northeast and Canada on Thursday, Vermont was prepared and protected. 

“We are tied directly to New York, but our lines that go to New York have safety devices built into them that shut off in events like this,” said Stephen Costello, spokesman for Central Vermont Public Service Corp. “They operated exactly as they were supposed to.” 

Costello said Vermont wasn’t completely unaffected, with outages in Franklin County and the Sheldon area. 

“They were both where the power lines come in from Canada,” he said. “Both were back on quickly and there was very little effect. Most of the state only had a brief ripple, a dimming or brightening of the lights. It appears we are an island.” 

ISO New England, the not-for-profit corporation that runs New England’s power grid, said the only major portion of New England affected was southern Connecticut, where the company said the grid was weakest and closest to New York City. 

Verizon spokeswoman Beth Fastiggi said the phone system was unaffected, but it did see a 15 to 20 percent increase in call volume. 

“Blackout events tend to generate phone activity,” she said. 

Maurice Forcier, a duty officer at the Vermont Department of Emergency Management, said his department sprang into action when the news hit, preparing for the worst. 

“We are looking at alternate power sources and what we would have to do to keep the major infrastructure going,” he said. “The National Guard has been given a heads-up. We’d be ready to look at places like hospitals, make sure they have back-up generators.” 

Forcier said his department was in the process of contacting every power company in the state to make sure things were going well. 

He said Vermont has five major and several minor power companies. 

“The lucky thing is, it’s not wintertime,” he said. “People could go a couple days without power. People would be uncomfortable, but it’s not life-threatening.” 

The massive blackout was only felt as a small blink at Rutland Regional Medical Center, but an official said the hospital was prepared for worse. 

A recently completed construction project at the hospital includes three new generators that take over in case of a major power failure, said Mary Nemeth, vice president in charge of facilities at RRMC. 

Unlike the old generators, the new ones are designed to work together to regulate their output and adjust their output according to what the facility needs. If there had to be a power failure, it couldn’t have come at a better time, Nemeth said. 

“We’ve got a better system than we had even two months ago,” she said. 

The power disturbance was felt at Vermont Yankee, too. An official there said the Vernon nuclear power plant made constant contact with ISO New England and was not instructed to make any changes in Yankee’s output. 

“We sensed the electrical grid disturbance here just after 4 p.m.,” said Vermont Yankee spokesman Robert Williams. 

The power plant was operating at 100 percent before the outage, and continued at this rate, Williams said. 

Costello said CVPS began its own preparations as the outages began. 

“Our control system employees have been looking line by line at the system and we’ve recalled employees who went home at 4:30 to stand by at power plants,” he said. “If we had to manually operate, we’d be ready.” 

Contact Gordon Dritschilo at gordon.dritschilo@rutlandherald.com. 
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© 2002 Rutland Herald and Times Argus
