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April 19, 2018 

Utilities Technology Council 
Statement for the Record 

Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee 

Hearing to Examine Rural Energy Challenges and Opportunities 

The Utilities Technology Council (UTC) thanks Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee 
Chairman Murkowski and Ranking Member Cantwell for the opportunity to submit these comments for 
the record in the above-referenced hearing. Established in 1948, UTC is the global trade association 
representing energy and water providers on their needs related to the deployment of reliable and resilient 
Information and Communications Technology (ICT) systems. Electric, natural gas, and water providers 
use ICT networks as the backbone for the infrastructure that delivers safe, reliable, and secure energy and 
water services. These networks are essential for the reliability, safety, resiliency, and security of utility 
services. 

UTC commends the Committee for focusing on rural energy challenges and opportunities. Our 
membership consists of energy and water entities of all sizes and ownership types, from large investor- 
owned utilities to small publicly and cooperatively-owned utilities often located in rural areas. Such 
diversity means each of our members face their own challenges in providing reliable electric, gas and 
water services. 

This is a timely hearing. Your commitment to ensuring that the energy needs of rural America are not 
ignored is laudable; UTC stands ready and willing to assist Committee Members and staff in any way we 
can to facilitate the deployment of affordable and reliable energy services in these areas. Utilities in rural 
locations can face unique challenges compared to those serving urban and suburban areas, most notably 
the large geographic service territories and vast distances between customers. We are pleased you have 
invited Basin Electric Power Cooperative to testify. Basin Electric is one of our more than 200 core 
utility members. 

In order to ensure affordable, reliable electric service, rural utilities must deploy their infrastructure over 
imposing terrain and long distances. This infrastructure must also be resilient and able to withstand the 
same numerous risks impacting utilities all over the country, such as regular weather fluctuations, natural 
disasters, vandalism, physical and cybersecurity attacks, and much more. Rural utilities, no matter their 
size or ownership structure, meet these challenges every day. 

All utilities, whether rural, urban, or suburban, have deployed extensive ICT networks throughout their 
infrastructure. Indeed, these ICT networks are so embedded into utility infrastructure that they can often 
be taken for granted. These systems operate on both the bulk power system, regulated by the Federal 
Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) and subject to North American Electric Reliability Corporation 
(NERC) reliability standards, and the distribution level overseen by state and/or local entities. Although 
necessary to fulfill the promise of the “smart grid” and other grid modernization initiatives, utilities have 
been building, operating, and maintaining their own ICT networks on the bulk-power level for decades as 
they are essential to the reliability and resiliency of their systems. 
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More specifically, electricity and natural gas providers use these networks for the following essential 
functions: 

 
• Real-time monitoring of medium- and high-voltage networks (distribution and transmission, 
respectively) 
• Protective relaying 
• Energy management 
• Outage management 
• Distribution management 
• Smart metering 
• Substation automation 

 
Utilities rely on both wireless and wireline technologies to run their ICT networks. Given the provision of 
service over long distances, and the expense of laying fiber to these remote locations, rural utilities are 
often more reliant on wireless communications over greater geographic areas than their urban and 
suburban counterparts. Like any wireless network, utility ICT systems need radio spectrum to function. 
Therefore, access to adequate and interference-free spectrum is a requirement if these networks are to 
work as intended. Spectrum, while naturally occurring, is managed as a commodity, a highly sought-after 
one. Yet despite rural utilities having secured licenses in spectrum bands to meet their needs to ensure the 
reliability of their systems, those licenses and the spectrum in which they operate mission-critical 
communications are continually threatened by actions at the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC). 

 
The impact of the FCC’s spectrum allocation policies is noteworthy within the electric utility industry 
because this industry is subject to the mandatory NERC reliability standards at the bulk power system 
level; these standards carry significant penalties. Electric utilities design and operate their systems ensure 
more than just compliance with these standards, but also to provide extremely high levels of reliability. 
The FCC, the primary federal entity responsible for spectrum allocation, does not consider these 
reliability requirements in its decision-making. Therefore, as this Committee investigates rural energy 
issues, we ask that it include spectrum access into its deliberations. Because the FCC is overseen by the 
Senate Commerce, Science, and Transportation Committee, we recognize that this issue crosses 
jurisdictional boundaries. As we have noted above, the deployment of ICT networks is interwoven into 
the deployment of electric service – after all, what is the “smart grid” if not communications devices 
provisioned on the electric system? 

 
These jurisdictional overlaps speak to the growing interdependencies between the telecommunications 
and energy sectors. Not only is spectrum needed for day-to-day reliability on the bulk power system, but 
it is essential for “smart grid” and utility of the future applications on the distribution level as well. For 
example, utilities use ICT networks to incorporate new resources such as energy storage, rooftop solar, 
and smart meters. As the use of these resources grows, utilities will need more spectrum to continue the 
reliable operation of their systems. If the transition to a more consumer-centric, distributed utility industry 
is going to be realized, a clear recognition of these jurisdictional overlaps must be understood and 
collaboration across government and congressional lines must occur regardless of boundaries. 
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On behalf of our members, we urge the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee to acknowledge 
the growing interdependencies and encourage the FCC and FERC, over which this committee has 
jurisdiction, to hold regular meetings. Such meetings would build understanding between the two 
regulatory bodies and the industries they regulate, which is especially crucial as the energy and 
telecommunications sectors become more interdependent. We have also sent this request to members of 
the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science and Transportation. 

 
We also ask that Committee members consider passing a Sense of Congress resolution officially stating 
its recognition of the spectrum needs of the energy sector. Such a resolution would declare the importance 
of interference-free, reliable, and reasonably-priced spectrum to the energy industry, sending a strong 
signal to government agencies about how critical spectrum is to our nation’s electricity future. 

 
All utilities are committed to providing their customers with reliable and affordable electric, gas, and 
water services, no matter where they live. Rural utilities face unique challenges and opportunities in 
providing their services. By considering the above recommendations and paving a path for conversations 
to occur across jurisdictional lines, this Committee can make a tremendous impact benefiting rural 
utilities in their delivery of reliable energy services. We thank the Committee for holding this important 
hearing and focusing on the needs of rural utilities; UTC stands ready to assist the Committee in any way 
as it continues its oversight. 
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