
Beyond the Light Switch: 
The Path to Our Electricity Future



Electricity: Essential, Invisible, Everywhere
The role of electricity in our lives is enormous and growing. We 

have been living better electrically for decades, using electric 

appliances – from toothbrushes to TVs – to improve our lives and 

add convenience. Today electricity powers our existence in ways 

that would have read like science fiction just 20 years ago. We 

spend our days in front of laptops, make friends around the globe 

through online networks, and power up to entertain ourselves with 

video games and virtual worlds. We take classes, shop, pay bills, 

read the news, and listen to music over the Internet. 

The way people do business has shifted as more sophisticated 

technologies become available. Product design has moved from 

the drawing board to the computer. Mapmaking has morphed into 

Googling Earth, book publishing can be Kindling, and real estate 

listings are available instantaneously from New York to Nepal.  

You can’t see it, but behind the scenes, electricity powers it all. 

That’s where your local utility comes in. We are dedicated to 

bringing that invisible but essential commodity to our customers in 

the Northwest every single day. We’ve put together this summary 

of the utility industry’s 10-year vision of the electricity future to 

help our customers understand the road ahead, as we see it. 

The Pacific Northwest’s 
need for power will 

grow by 4,500 MWa in the 
next decade unless utilities 
acquire new resources and 
energy efficiencies, reports 

the 2009 Northwest 
Regional Forecast.  

The Energy Need

OUR VISION
Meeting growing Northwest electricity needs by enhancing our clean, reliable 
power system with affordable, efficient, innovative, and sustainable technologies.
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This Idaho dam is one 
of the Northwest’s 
many hydroelectric 
projects providing our 
foundation of clean, 
reliable power.

Our Industry Is Making a Transition
Our customers envision a world where electricity production 

takes advantage of new technologies and has little impact on the 

environment. We share these goals and are investing in making 

that happen.

We are transforming our industry, calling upon a variety of clean, 

unconventional resources that weren’t available a few years ago, 

and we are upgrading our systems to reap the benefits of a digital 

world. Our vision for the future includes using new technologies 

to collaborate with our customers on efficient ways to use energy. 

As this transition progresses, the Northwest utility industry will 

stay vigilant about maintaining the reliable performance of the 

electricity system, today. 

Reliability Doesn’t
Just Happen

The challenge of preparing for the 
future is exciting for utilities – and 
it is daunting. It is our responsibility 
to bring on enough electricity 
supply to reliably power our high-
technology economy. We have to 
have precisely the right amount of 
electricity in the lines at all times – 
no less and no more. And we plan 
years in advance to be able to do so.

We used to refer to our job as 
simply keeping the lights on. 
Today, it is more apt to describe 
our job as keeping the lifeblood 
of society pumping through the 
lines, over the wires and beyond. 
Reliability is our bottom line.      
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The Northwest Will Need More Energy
Despite the nation’s economic situation, the demand 

for electricity in the Northwest is expected to grow. In 

our region, we are seeing higher electricity demand as 

our population increases; in the summer, the growth 

is even greater, as the use of air conditioning expands. 

PNUCC’s Northwest Regional Forecast predicts that 

in 10 years, the region will need an additional 4,500 

megawatts (the units used to measure wholesale power 

generation) of new energy-generating resources. That’s 

what utilities think will be required to power our homes 

and businesses. We can sum up in a few words how 

we’re planning to meet that need: energy conservation, 

renewable energy, and natural gas. 

*see back page to learn about PNUCC.

Planning for Tomorrow’s Needs

When it comes to adding generating resources, utilities plan for the long term. It can 
take years to design, permit, finance, and build a plant, whether it’s a wind farm, 
a natural gas fired generator, or a geothermal installation.  As part of this detailed 
process utilities prepare Integrated Resource Plans that estimate future electricity 
loads. This process occurs in a public forum where customers express their opinion 
about what utilities are planning, including conservation programs and the need for 
generating resources.  
 
The outcomes of these utility plans are assembled annually as part of the PNUCC* 
Northwest Regional Forecast, which indicates whether the region is facing a surplus 
or a deficit of electricity to meet demand.
 
In parallel, the Northwest Power and Conservation Council examines its regional 
power plan every five years, which looks at factors affecting energy use and the 
economy. Utilities work with the Council to make sure its power plan accurately 
reflects what the electric industry is experiencing. 
 
These forward-looking pieces plot the course for meeting our future power needs.
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We Rely on Both Traditional and New Technologies 
to Meet Demand

Conservation
Over the next decade, utilities envision that about 

one-third of the new energy needed in the region will 

come from new and accelerated energy conservation 

programs, such as weatherization, better lighting 

technologies, and new appliance and building standards. 

Conservation, also referred to as energy efficiency, is 

the cleanest way to add megawatts to our system and 

further reduce the region’s carbon footprint. 

Utilities are investing in new technologies, like Smart 

Grid, that will increase the potential for more efficient 

use of electricity and make the megawatts we have go 

further. Opinion surveys tell us customers are concerned 

about the environment and want to make a difference 

in reducing the demand for electricity. By creating new 

incentives and working more closely with our customers, 

we can make that happen. 

Plans for Meeting Future Needs

ENERGY (MWa) 
APPROXIMATE TOTAL 
= 4,500

Consumers’ energy 
efficient choices will 
be an important part 
of the future power 
solution. 
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Renewable Energy
Besides more conservation, we expect that about one-third of our 

growing energy needs will be met by new renewable resources, 

primarily wind farms, in the next few years. Wind has topped our 

list of renewable choices because of its technological maturity.

 

And utilities are learning more about what is needed to integrate 

this intermittent resource into the region’s power system, 

including improved forecasting and determining how much 

additional generation needs to be set aside to back up the output 

of each wind facility for the times when the wind isn’t blowing. 

But it’s not just about wind. We are adding to our hearty renewable 

hydropower supply, tapping into geothermal energy under the 

ground, installing solar photovoltaics on rooftops, and developing 

new biogas and biomass projects that use wood, crops, manure, and 

garbage waste to generate electricity with plans to do even more.

Utilities are also supporting ambitious efforts to test new clean 

technologies, such as wave, tidal and small nuclear power. These 

resources are still in their infancy, but utilities recognize their potential 

and are working to see if they can be part of a low-carbon future. 

“Our customers place a high priority on renewable energy, helping us become 
one of the leading retail renewable energy providers in the nation.”

 – Jim Lobdell, Vice President, Power Operations and Resource Strategy, 
    Portland General Electric 

Solar energy is one of the 
new clean technologies 

being tapped to meet and 
sustain future power needs. 
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“Northwest utilities are working diligently to narrow the gap 
between the existing electricity supply and what they will need 
to serve their customers over the next ten years, as they seek 
a balance between traditional and innovative technologies to 
ensure clean, affordable electricity.”

 – Dick Adams, Executive Director, PNUCC

Natural Gas
Besides conservation and renewable resources, utilities 

expect that the final one-third of the additional power 

the region will need over the next decade will come from 

building natural gas turbines, or signing contracts with 

companies that own such projects. Natural gas plants have 

the lowest carbon footprint of any of the fossil-fueled power 

generating facilities, and they are affordable and reliable. 

Natural gas plants can be brought on line relatively quickly and 

be used in several important ways to boost the reliability of 

the power system. They add megawatts when power demand 

rises in response to extreme weather – a hot summer day or 

a cold winter night – and they can provide backup power for 

intermittent resources such as wind and solar energy. 

Natural gas plants will be 
an important component 
in meeting future energy 
demands, and are the 
cleanest of any of the 
fossil-fueled power plants.
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Improvements across the 
region are benefiting 
fish. Here Bonneville Dam 
visitors watch salmon 
climb the fish ladder.

We Value Our Clean Power
The Pacific Northwest is fortunate to have hydroelectricity as the 

centerpiece of our power system, and our customers value the 

benefits derived from this CO
2
 emissions-free resource. Because 

so much of our energy is generated by dams along the region’s 

mighty rivers, our power system currently has the lowest carbon 

footprint in the United States. Almost 50 percent of our electricity 

comes from hydro, which is clean and relatively low-cost. In 

addition, the network of dams can be operated to back up the 

energy produced by intermittent resources such as wind and solar. 

The Northwest is home to one nuclear power plant, which provides 

about four percent of the region’s energy. That plant, the Columbia 

Generating Station, is an important piece of our current and future 

electricity supply, and it emits no greenhouse gases. 

While fossil fuels could eventually be phased out and replaced 

with new low-carbon technologies, that won’t happen overnight. 

Today, the region also gets about 20 percent of its electricity 

from coal-fired plants. In the next decade, we envision continued 

reliance on these coal plants, which are reliable and affordable. 

There are no utility plans to build new coal facilities in the 

Northwest at this time, but we are following federal efforts to 

develop clean coal technologies. Northwest utilities have been 

focused on environmental protection for a long time.  And it is 

our intent to rely less and less on fossil fuels.

“The Northwest 
hydro system 

provides the region 
clean renewable 
energy, supports 

our economy and 
plays an important 

role in protecting 
our environment.”

 – Jim Sanders, 
General Manager,

Benton PUD 
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Transmission Is a Top Priority 
Transmission is another important link in our vision of the future. 

Utilities need to build more high-voltage transmission lines to 

maintain the reliability of our power system, and the siting of such 

lines is a growing issue. We are raising awareness of the need for 

new transmission in order to diversify our resource supply and 

incorporate advances in technology. 

Utilities are engaged in efforts to increase the efficient use of 

the transmission system through new operational protocols and 

cooperative arrangements among transmission owners. These 

efforts will also help ease the way for more renewable resources to 

be added to the system. 

“I believe we should seize control of our destiny and determine our own energy 
future.  We in the Northwest must work collaboratively as stewards to ensure that 
the assets of the Columbia River hydropower system are not only preserved, but 
enhanced for the benefit of the region.”

 – Steve Wright, Administrator, Bonneville Power Administration 
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Energy Conservation Is Everyone’s Business 

Energy conservation requires partnerships among government, utilities, and 
consumers. The federal government, for example, has adopted new appliance 
efficiency standards that help save energy, and state governments have upgraded 
building codes to make sure new structures are energy-efficient. The Northwest 
has long been a leader in energy efficiency.  The region’s utilities, engaging with 
their customers, tout plans to save more energy than ever before.
 
The private sector is also a big player in energy conservation. Companies 
that market and sell energy-efficient products, provide building systems 
management, or install home weatherization measures create jobs and help 
sustain our economy. Maintaining a balance between environmental and 
economic impacts continues to be a challenge. 

Our goal for the future is to provide our 

customers the same level of reliable service 

they have now, but to do it more efficiently, 

using new technologies and making the 

transformation seamless. We engage our 

customers so they can take advantage of 

innovative systems like the “Smart Grid,” which 

involves putting sensors on transmission lines, 

new types of home appliances, and real-time, 

two-way communications. 

We are looking at smarter electric meters to 

allow utilities and customers to exchange 

information on mutually beneficial ways to 

modify power use in times of peak demand. 

When widespread use of plug-in electric vehicles 

becomes a reality, we envision opportunities to 

match our customers’ car-charging needs with 

power system performance.

We Push for Innovation and Customer Participation 
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Affordability is Key
Upgrading our electricity system to meet the needs of a digital 

future, constructing more transmission lines, ramping up 

conservation, and researching, developing, and building new 

sources of renewable energy will require major investments. There 

are some expensive years ahead for the electric power industry and 

its customers, and there’s no way to sugarcoat that fact. Climate 

change policies coming out of Washington, D.C. may add new 

requirements to our operations that will raise costs too. 

Utilities will meet future demand for electricity with a potent blend 

of existing resources, including our carbon-free hydroelectric power 

system, and new additions of conservation, renewable resources, and 

natural gas-fired generation. Technological innovation will continually 

enlighten our plans, as will public policy and customer preferences.

Our vision is simply to continue to provide the region with 

adequate electricity to support a vibrant economy at the lowest 

possible cost. We are the beneficiaries of a resource base 

that allows us to fuel our high-tech world while keeping our 

commitment to reliability and to an affordable and clean power 

supply for the Pacific Northwest.   

The future of power supply 
depends on consumer 
participation and innovative new 
technologies working in tandem 
to meet growing demand. 
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“We will continue 
our proud tradition 
of providing 
affordable, 
reliable electricity 
in concert with 
environmental 
stewardship 
– our region’s 
future economic 
competitiveness 
depends on it.”

  – John Prescott, 
President & CEO, 
PNGC Power



101 SW Main Street, Suite 1605  Portland, OR 97204  •  www.pnucc.org

PNUCC is a voluntary, non-profit 

organization of regional public and private 

utilities and aluminum companies. They 

were brought together over 60 years 

ago to assess regional power supply in 

the Pacific Northwest. Today PNUCC is a 

forum, engaging with Bonneville Power 

Administration and other regional entities 

to coordinate resource planning efforts and 

discuss emerging and evolving electric power 

industry issues. 

PNUCC Members

Alcoa Inc.
City of Ashland 
Avista Utilities
Benton PUD
Blachly-Lane Electric Cooperative
Canby Utility
Central Electric Cooperative
Chelan County PUD
City of Cheney
Clark Public Utilities
Clatskanie PUD
Clearwater Power Company
Consumers Power Inc.
Coos-Curry Electric Cooperative
Cowlitz County PUD
Douglas County PUD
Douglas Electric Cooperative
Emerald People’s Utility District
Eugene Water & Electric Board
Fall River Rural Electric Cooperative
Flathead Electric Cooperative
City of Forest Grove 
Franklin County PUD
Grant County PUD
Idaho Falls Power
Idaho Power
Kittitas County PUD
Lane Electric Cooperative
Lewis County PUD
Lincoln Electric Cooperative
Lost River Electric Cooperative
McMinnville Water & Light
Northern Lights Inc.
NorthWestern Energy
Okanogan County Electric Cooperative
Pacific Power
Pend Oreille County PUD
PNGC Power
Portland General Electric
Puget Sound Energy
Raft River Rural Electric Cooperative
Salmon River Electric Cooperative
Seattle City Light
Snohomish County PUD
City of Sumas 
Tacoma Public Utilities
Tillamook PUD
Umatilla Electric Cooperative
United Electric Cooperative Inc.
Vera Water & Power
Wells Rural Electric Co.
West Oregon Electric Cooperative
Whatcom County PUD

The “Plan Today. Power Tomorrow.” project is 

one way for electric utilities to come together 

to educate everyone in the region about the 

realities of future energy challenges and how 

we all need to pull together to address them.

In today’s rapidly changing power industry, it 

is more important than ever for policymakers 

and the public to understand the state of 

the Northwest power system. This project, 

developed and coordinated by PNUCC, will 

help communicate the tradeoffs inherent 

in new and complicated energy issues and 

explain how these challenges affect what 

utilities must do to dependably deliver 

affordable electric power in the future.


