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A Note to Readers 
During the previous 12 months, the frequency and duration of power outages in North 

Andover raised many questions and concerns among residents. The Town Manager’s Office 

undertook this special report to understand what is happening with the Town’s electric service, to 

mitigate risks posed by utility service interruptions, and to identify possible pathways to improve 

electric reliability in the area. This report is not intended to be the final roadmap to solving the 

issues related to outages, but rather a document that contributes to ongoing conversations among 

North Andover residents and Town officials; electric suppliers and distributors; residents and 

officials from other municipalities; relevant state and regional stakeholders; and other interested 

parties. 

The report details the Town Manager’s objectives, context regarding the situation, 

strategies for the Town to consider when engaging the electric utility, and strategies for the Town 

to consider when engaging residents. In summary, the electric grid is a complex network of 

structures and facilities, which are owned, operated, and regulated by an equally complex series 

of government agencies, non-profit organizations, and investor-owned utilities. On its own, the 

Town of North Andover will not be able to influence systemic change in this landscape, but the 

Town can commit to being part of regional and statewide dialogues that have the potential to 

impact lasting change for the community it serves and beyond. The Town may choose to 

undertake specific remedies on its own, but the expenses are burdensome and often prohibitive; 

strategic partnerships are preferred. National Grid, the electric supplier and distributor in North 

Andover, adopted a new emergency response structure, called the “Zone Approach,” after the 

winter of 2017-18. It is imperative that the Town collaborates with National Grid and the 

surrounding municipalities to ensure that this structure’s implementation is effective.  

Residents in North Andover should continue to prepare appropriately for power outages 

as they will continue for the foreseeable future. While residents should be aware of and use 

multiple resources before, during, and after power outages, significant frustration was expressed 

throughout the research for this report regarding access to timely and accurate information 

related to service restoration. Similar to the Town’s position, individual residents may choose to 
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pursue remedies, some of which are expensive, but many of the pathways for greater change will 

be more effective as collective efforts.  

This report includes input and research from a wide scope of sources. The references 

available online can be accessed via hyperlinks included in the text. Resources, including 

interviews in some cases, were gathered from National Grid, the Massachusetts Department of 

Public Utility, the Massachusetts Emergency Management Agency, the Massachusetts Attorney 

General, the Massachusetts Department of Transportation, Mayors and Managers in the 

Merrimack Valley, the Greater Lawrence Sanitary District, Raab Associates, Synapse Energy 

Economics, the Massachusetts Alliance for Municipal Electric Choice, the North Andover 

School District, the North Andover Historical Society, and the North Andover Housing 

Authority. The Town Manager is grateful for the contributions provided by these groups. A 

special thank you is much deserved and expressed to the many North Andover residents and 

officials who made this report what it is. This includes contributions from the Fire Department, 

Emergency Management Department, Legal Counsel, Community and Economic Development 

Department, Department of Public Works, Information Technology Department, and everyone 

who participated in the survey. Ultimately, this report would not have been possible without the 

extraordinary efforts of  intern Stephen Olson.  Mr. Olson spent hundreds of hours researching 

the information contained in this report, asking the appropriate questions, and drafting a 

document which met its intended goals. Thank you Stephen. 
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Town Manager’s Introduction 
The Town Manager’s primary concern is to maintain the health and safety of North 

Andover residents, business owners, and those who visit or work in the community. Within the 

context of health and safety, the Town Manager is also focused on maintaining and improving 

the quality of life for everyone in North Andover. An important component of that work includes 

reliable energy service. During the past century, reliable and affordable electricity has become an 

essential service to individuals, commercial districts, and other industries in North Andover. 

Everyday devices--including lights, kitchen appliances, heaters, home-healthcare machines, and 

pumps for well water--require electricity for operation. Power outages caused by storms present 

increased dangers as transportation and communication may be significantly impaired, and 

critical services may not be immediately available to assist with a situation. In addition to health 

and safety, the frequency and duration of outages has become a nuisance for residents. 

The Town Manager also acknowledges the negative economic impact of power outages. 

A study published in January 2015 by Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratories estimates that 

power outages cost utility customers significant sums of money. A medium to large commercial 

or industrial operation loses an average of $12,592  for a momentary interruption and $84,083 1

for an eight hour interruption. Small commercial and industrial electric customers lose an 

average of $413 for a momentary interruption and $4,690 for an eight hour interruption. 

Residential customers lose $3.90 for a momentary interruption and $17.20 for an eight hour 

interruption.  

Considering the wider economic impact, major regional storms present many challenges, 

including interruptions in utility services that negatively impact the economy. Planalytic, a firm 

that provides businesses with weather analysis, estimated that the three Nor’Easters in March 

2018 cost Massachusetts businesses between $850 and $950 million dollars. In addition, these 

storms are recorded on National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s Billion Dollar 

Weather and Climate Disasters: Table of Events with an estimated cost of $1.8 billion in 

Northeastern states.  

1 The following totals of money are adjusted for inflation and valued in 2013 dollars, or US 2013$. 
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The Town Manager organized this report to determine the Town’s best practices and 

potential remedies to improve the electrical services of National Grid, the investor-owned 

electric utility operating in the municipality. At a minimum, it is the hope and desire of the Town 

Manager that this report will help initiate a conversation between the Town’s leadership, state 

legislators, relevant state and regional officials, and National Grid about pathways to improve the 

reliability of electric service and the quality of the response when power outages occur in North 

Andover.  Expanding the conversation to include all communities in the Merrimack Valley that 

have been significantly affected by the number and duration of power outages would be a more 

favorable outcome. Ideally, the implementation of these strategies will improve the reliability of 

electric service for electric-utility customers in North Andover and beyond.  
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Summary of the Situation  
The Electric Grid in Brief 

The electric grid is the term used to refer to the complex system of infrastructure that 

generates, transmits, and distributes power. The first stage of the process is generation, which 

occurs in different facilities: fossil fuel, nuclear, and renewable are the major generating 

categories currently in the United States. Generators have significant differences. For example, 

coal and nuclear plants are not designed to change their energy production in short periods of 

time, so natural gas facilities, which can be “turned-on” or “ramped-up” quickly, are often used 

to supplement energy production during peak usage. Similarly, renewable generation 

technologies present certain challenges with regard to daily and seasonal changes in both 

production and usage. The second stage of the electric grid is transmission. Newly generated 

electricity travels to substations where step-up transformers convert it to high voltages. The 

step-up process reduces the amount of electricity lost while crossing long distances on 

transmission lines. Voltage on these lines is usually at or above 110kV and can be as high as 

765kV.  The final stages of the electric grid, distribution and end use, require substations with 2

step-down transformers. Depending on the user receiving the power, the electricity in high 

voltage lines often requires multiple step-down transformers to be distributed. A 

sub-transmission customer uses 69kV and 26kV. A primary customer uses 13kV and 4 kv. A 

secondary customer, which includes most residential uses, uses 240V and 120V. 

2 One kv, or 1 kilovolt, is 1000 volts. 
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“U.S. – Canada Power System Outage Task Force: Final Report on the Implementation of Task Force 
Recommendations.” n.d. Accessed June 25, 2018. 
https://www.energy.gov/oe/downloads/us-canada-power-system-outage-task-force-final-report-implementation-ta
sk-force. 

 

Past to Present: Infrastructure and Regulation 

The historical developments related to the generation of electricity, its transportation, and 

use occurred rapidly and concurrently. Consensus is often murky regarding key milestones in the 

industry. By the late nineteenth century, hydroelectric stations provided power to a number of 

communities for industrial, commercial, and municipal purposes. The Pearl Street Station in 

New York City, designed and built by Thomas Edison in 1882,  is often cited as the first urban 

electric grid in the United States. As the station provided power for The New York Times, it 

received significant publicity. The system included a jumbo generator, a network of wires to 

deliver the power, and metering technology. Even though generators had been used in factories, 

commercial buildings, and residences prior, this project reduced the cost of electricity allowing it 

to compete with gas lighting. The Pearl Street Station also became the model for many electric 

utility companies.  

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the ownership and control of electric 

services in Massachusetts were taken on by both municipalities and private investors. 

Municipalities often negotiated contracts with utility services to bring power to the area. In many 

small towns, street lighting was the primary or only use for electricity. The Commonwealth’s 
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regulator committee for gas changed its name in 1887 to the Board of Gas and Electric Light 

Commissioners when it was granted authority to oversee electric companies’ service, 

infrastructure, and rates. Massachusetts was the first state to regulate utilities. New York, 

Georgia, and Wisconsin were the next states to follow, but not until 1907. In 1917, the 

Massachusetts Board of Gas and Electric Light Commissioners was dissolved and replaced with 

the Department of Public Utilities (DPU), which continues to oversee regulation in the 

commonwealth today.  

At the national level, the Federal Power Commission (FPC) was established in 1920 to 

license hydroelectric dams. Major federal reforms occurred in 1935 when the FPC and the 

Federal Energy Regulatory Committee (FERC) were charged with overseeing that “just and 

reasonable, and nondiscriminatory” rates were charged for wholesale electricity and its 

distribution. Congress also passed The Public Utility Holdings Company Act of 1935, which 

designed the framework for the investor-owned utilities that exist today. In the 1970s, another set 

of reforms became law after energy prices spiked during the 1973 oil embargo. The federal 

government sought to promote diversification of energy production and avoid potential energy 

shortfalls when the Public Utility Regulatory Policy Act of 1978 enabled “smaller scale plants 

such as small hydropower sites, industrial cogeneration,burning of municipal waste, and 

renewable resources such as geothermal energy, wood, wind, and solar.” The 1992 Energy 

Policy Act ordered utility companies to transport third-party generated electricity on their power 

lines, continuing the trajectory of promoting competition among energy wholesalers.  

The electric grid in the lower 48 states developed into three major interconnections: 

Eastern Interconnection, Western Interconnection, and Texas Interconnection. While electricity 

can be shared within an interconnection, they are largely independent in serving their regions, 

and little electricity is shared between the interconnections.  

 July 30, 2018 Potential Pathways for Improved Electric Utility Service 9/45 

https://www.mass.gov/files/department-of-public-utilities-history_0.pdf
http://www.nber.org/chapters/c9986.pdf
http://www.nber.org/chapters/c9986.pdf
http://sites.utexas.edu/energyinstitute/files/2016/09/UTAustin_FCe_History_2016.pdf
http://sites.utexas.edu/energyinstitute/files/2016/09/UTAustin_FCe_History_2016.pdf
http://sites.utexas.edu/energyinstitute/files/2016/09/UTAustin_FCe_History_2016.pdf
http://sites.utexas.edu/energyinstitute/files/2016/09/UTAustin_FCe_History_2016.pdf
https://www.epa.gov/greenpower/us-electricity-grid-markets


 
 

 

Epa, U. S., OAR, OAP, and CPPD. 2017. “U.S. Electricity Grid & Markets,” August 2018. 
https://www.epa.gov/greenpower/us-electricity-grid-markets. 

Among and within these interconnections, multiple layers of regulation and management 

exist. The standards regulating the electric grid are determined by the North American Electric 

Reliability Corporation (NERC), a non-profit authority that manages the risks and security 

associated with the electrical grid in the US, Canada, and a portion of northern Mexico. In 2007, 

FERC approved agreements in which NERC delegated some of its authority to eight regional 

energy reliability organizations. Massachusetts is now served by the Northeast Power 

Coordinating Council. 

 

“Key Players.” n.d. Accessed June 25, 2018. https://www.nerc.com/AboutNERC/keyplayers/Pages/default.aspx. 
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In addition, Massachusetts is served by ISO New England, a non-profit and independent 

systems operator that manages the market of wholesale electricity by using “competitive market 

mechanisms to allow independent power producers and non-utility generators to trade power.” 

ISO New England cites three major responsibilities for its organization: grid operation, market 

administration, and power systems planning. It provides real-time data on the electric grid that is 

accessible to the public. The US Energy Information Administration regularly publishes state 

profiles and energy estimates on every US state, including Massachusetts.  

 

 

Epa, U. S., OAR, OAP, and CPPD. 2017. “U.S. Electricity Grid & Markets,” August 2018. 
https://www.epa.gov/greenpower/us-electricity-grid-markets. 

 

Aging Infrastructure and Grid Modernization  

In recent years, significant discussion at the state and national levels has focused on “grid 

modernization.” The Obama Administration released “A Policy Framework for the 21st Century 

Grid: Enabling Our Secure Energy Future” in June 2011 promoting four objectives: enabling 

cost-effective smart grid investments; unlocking potential in the electricity sector; empowering 

consumers and enabling informed decision making; and securing the grid. In August 2013, the 
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Administration published “Economic Benefits of Increasing Electrical Grid Resilience to 

Weather Outages” which detailed the condition of the electric grid and the impact of severe 

weather. In brief, the report found that 70 percent of transmission lines and transformers in the 

United States are over 25 years old, and the average age of the country’s power plants is over 30 

years. Severe weather accounted for 58 percent of outages since 2002, and 87 percent of outages 

affecting 50,000 or more customers. Town inquiries regarding the age of infrastructure serving 

North Andover were denied as National Grid is not required to disclose certain types of 

information. The 2014 National Climate Assessment asserts that the instances and severity of 

weather incidences will continue to increase due to climate change. 

In October 2012, the Massachusetts DPU issued a Notice of Investigation (NOI) for 

modernizing the electric grid. The NOI outlined the DPU’s vision for electric grid modernization 

and raised numerous questions on both grid-facing and customer-facing issues. The NOI 

recognized the important impacts of grid modernization with regard to improving grid reliability, 

especially during extreme weather conditions; increasing customer control over usage and costs; 

and improving system efficiency. After initial discussions, stakeholders determined that the path 

to grid modernization required a review of the benefits and challenges involved through 

developing an understanding of the current status of the electric grid infrastructure as it relates to 

grid modernization; modernization objectives and an implementation strategy for the grid-facing 

elements; modernization objectives and an implementation strategy for customer-facing 

elements, including dynamic pricing structures; an understanding of the costs and benefits of grid 

modernization; an approach to cost recovery for grid modernization infrastructure; an approach 

to customer engagement and acceptance; and an approach to issues such as security, privacy, 

interoperability, and concerns about health effects.  

Raab Associates and Synapse Energy Economics assisted the DPU in the design and 

facilitation of a steering committee of stakeholders, which met regularly between 2012 and 2013. 

The group collaborated on the final report, which was submitted to the DPU in July 2013. The 

report identifies opportunities for grid modernization, potential outcomes, and two lists of 

high-level barriers, one identified by electricity distributors and another by the Attorney General. 

Utility providers are also required by law to provide the Commonwealth with a 10-year Grid 
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Modernization plan. National Grid submitted its Grid Modernization Plan in August 2015 with 

220 pages detailing the company’s short-term and long-term strategies to negotiate the 

challenges and to achieve the objectives identified by the steering committee. Former DPU 

commissioner and President of Synapse Energy Tim Woolf and Ariel Horowitz, also of Synapse 

Energy, testified in March 2017 that the DPU should not accept National Grid’s modernization 

plan because of specific deficiencies.  

On May 10th, 2018, the DPU authorized utility companies in Massachusetts to upgrade 

the electrical grid with $220 million in total investments. According to a statement released by 

the DPU, “The investments in new technologies will automate processes so that mechanical 

equipment will provide improved visibility and automated command and control. It will also 

create a self-healing grid. These improvements will help reduce the impact of power outages 

from storms and allow electric distribution companies to increase the use of renewable energy, 

electric vehicles, and energy storage.” 

 

National Grid’s Statewide Performance and Outage Information  

According to the 2017 Service Quality Report  submitted to the DPU by the 3

Massachusetts Electric Company doing business as National Grid,  the frequency of outages in 4

the utility’s statewide territory has steadily decreased from 1996 to 2017. This indicator is 

calculated as the System Average Interruption Frequency Index (SAIFI), which measures the 

average number of interruptions experienced per customer. IEEE Guide for Electric Power 

Distribution Reliability Indices cites 1.10 interruptions per customer as the median value for 

North American utilities, and the US Energy Information Administration reported that the 

average US customer had 1.3 outages in 2016. The Massachusetts Electric Company doing 

business as National Grid improved its three year averages for SAIFI in 2009 to be below the 

North American median after 13 consecutive years of being above it. Since 2009, the utility’s 

SAIFI has remained below the median.  

3 The 2017 Service Quality Report is available at the DPU’s File Room by docket number 18-sq-11. 
4 Both the Massachusetts Electric Company and the Nantucket Electric Company do business as National Grid. 
Because of the protocols by which National Grid submits reports to the DPU, this discussion only includes the 
Massachusetts Electric Company service territory, which includes North Andover. When referring to National Grid 
in this section, it does not include the company’s operations as the Nantucket Electric Company.  
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Data from: Massachusetts Electric Company d/b/a National Grid. “2017 Annual Service Quality Report,” March 
2018. 

 

While outage frequency has decreased in the utility’s statewide territory, the duration of 

outages has not. According to the 2017 Service Quality Report, the average duration for an 

outage slightly increased between 1996 and 2017. This indicator is reported as the System 

Average Interruption Duration Index (SAIDI), which measures the average duration of service 

interruption experienced per customer. IEEE Guide for Electric Power Distribution Reliability 

Indices cites 90 minutes as the median duration of service interruption for a North American 

customer, and the US Energy Information Administration reported that the average US customer 

had approximately 250 minutes of outages in 2016. The Massachusetts Electric Company’s three 

year SAIDI averages have not been below the North American median since 1999. Since then, 

the indicator was at its lowest in 2013 when it 90.53 minutes per customer. Considered together, 

the 1996 to 2017 trends of SAIFI and SAIDI indicate that Massachusetts Electric Company 

doing business as National Grid customers are experiencing fewer outages each year, but the 
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outages are increasing in duration because the average total time spent without electric service 

has slightly increased.  

 

 
Data from: Massachusetts Electric Company d/b/a National Grid. “2017 Annual Service Quality Report,” March 
2018. 

 

Massachusetts Electric doing business as National Grid self-reported 20,060 “unplanned 

significant outages” in its service territory during the calendar years of 2016 and 2017. The most 

reported reason for an outage was tree contact, causing 38 percent of all outages. Failed 

equipment was the second most reported reason for an outage, causing 21.3 percent of outages. 

In descending order, animal, unknown, and physical interference were the next most frequent 

reasons for outages reported. 
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Data from: Massachusetts Electric Company d/b/a National Grid. “2017 Annual Service Quality Report,” March 
2018.  
Massachusetts Electric Company d/b/a National Grid. “2016 Annual Service Quality Report,” March 2017. 

 

North Andover and Electricity  

It remains unknown when electricity first reached North Andover. Inga Larson, the 

Curator of Research and Archival Material at the North Andover Historical Society, suggested 

that electricity may have arrived by the 1880s when streetlights were an improvement noted in 

Stephen Roper’s A Good In-Land Town. Many streetlights at this time in the region relied on gas 

or oil for fuel, so it is possible that these lights were not electrified. Some North Andover 

residents were not connected to the electric grid until decades later. Larson wrote, “We have 

anecdotal evidence from oral history that electricity was slow to reach outlying areas of town, 

some people waiting until the 1930s. Whether that was down to the cost of homeowners’ 

affording (or feeling the need for) installation, or availability of the service, I do not know.” 

The lineage of National Grid’s utility service in North Andover and New England can be 

traced to 1910 when a hydroelectric generator in Vernon, Vermont began transmitting power to 

central Massachusetts. A number of utilities operating in Massachusetts, Vermont, and New 

Hampshire formed the New England Power Association (NEPA), which by the 1930s controlled 

26 hydroelectric stations, 17 steam-generated plants, and more than 2,000 miles of transmission 
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lines. In 1942, the Securities and Exchange Commission ordered the NEPA to simplify its 

structure of five holding companies and 18 different security classes. The New England Electric 

System (NEES) was formed as a result five years later. At the time, it was the largest electric 

utility in New England with 10,000 employees and 2.5 million customers. Another 

reorganization occurred in 1961 when a number of smaller companies merged to form the 

Massachusetts Electric Company, a subsidiary of NEES. NEES announced in 1998 that it had 

agreed to be acquired by London-based National Grid Group. The $4.1 billion merger was 

complete in 2000, and NEES’s name was changed to National Grid USA. National Grid USA 

continues to do business as multiple subsidiaries, including Massachusetts Electric.  

Currently, National Grid is both the electric supplier and deliverer in North Andover. 

While North Andover as a municipality and individual customers on their own can choose an 

electric supplier under the 1997 federal Energy Industry Restructuring Act, the Commonwealth 

appoints a company as a regulated monopoly to deliver the electricity. In compliance with the 

1997 reform known as municipal aggregation, the Town of North Andover exercised its 

authority to purchase specific infrastructure originally belonging to the investor-owned utility, 

including the infrastructure related to streetlights in 2013. The Town estimates the net budgetary 

savings from the purchase of the Town’s streetlights at $40,000 annually. Also under the 1997 

law, the Town retains the authority to purchase a power supply for all residents and businesses in 

North Andover. The Annual Town Meeting of 2016 authorized the Town Manager to initiate the 

municipal aggregation process, and the state approved the Aggregation Plan for the Town in 

2017. Up until the present, the Town has not exercised that authority because the cost-benefit 

assessment was insignificant when bids were collected in April 2018. A 2018 Boston University 

assessment concluded that municipal aggregation in Massachusetts has largely been successful in 

allowing communities to access clean energy, maintain price stability, and empower customers, 

while keeping administrative burdens low.  

In October 2017 and March 2018, North Andover residents experienced two major, 

prolonged outages. According to National Grid, the outages were caused by falling trees and 

malfunctioning infrastructure. In parts of Town, the outages lasted four days. During each of the 
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two prolonged outages, the school district was closed an additional two days after the roads were 

safe to travel because the facilities did not have power.  

In January 2018, the DPU voted to open an investigation  into National Grid’s response 5

to the October 2017 storms. On February 13th, 2018, a public hearing to receive comments was 

held at North Andover Middle School. Another hearing was held two days later in Chelmsford. 

The subsequent investigation revealed that over 328,631 customers lost power in 166 of the 172 

communities National Grid serves in Massachusetts. In 18 of those communities served by 

National Grid, 90 percent or more lost power, and in another 45 communities, more than 50 

percent of customers lost power. National Grid reported that it restored power to 70% of its 

statewide customers within 1.4 days, 95% of its statewide customers within 2.7, and 98% of its 

statewide customers within 3.4 days. National Grid cited that it replaced 311 poles, 90 

transformers, and 32,000 feet of electric wire during the restoration effort in Massachusetts.  

The utility claimed during the proceedings that its restoration timeliness and the amount 

of work completed met or exceeded the response to other regional storms of similar scale. The 

Attorney General's Office wrote that it appears National Grid has made improvements to its 

emergency protocols since the storms by implementing a “zone approach,” by changing 

protocols in its municipal room, and by improving its communication with customers. The 

Attorney General cited deficiencies in National Grid’s forecasting protocols and its event 

classification system. National Grid refuted these claims in the subsequent filing on July 16th, 

2018. National Grid filed for protective status on multiple occasions after the Attorney General 

requested evidence. According to state law, National Grid is not required to disclose its 

competitive practices, confidential materials, or proprietary information. In one 2018 request, 

protective status was used to classify the “cost information regarding routine vegetation 

management pruning cycle activities for each circuit and hazard tree mitigation activity for each 

district in the Merrimack Valley.” The utility’s attorneys wrote that such a disclosure could 

jeopardize National Grid’s ability to obtain the lowest cost option, negatively affecting 

customers.  

5 All documents from the proceedings are available online at the DPU’s File Room by entering the case number 
18-02.  
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Between 2016 and 2017, North Andover residents experienced a significant increase in 

both the total number of unplanned significant outages and the total number of customer outage 

hours.  According to National Grid’s Service Quality Reports  submitted to the DPU, North 6 7

Andover customers experienced 113 unplanned significant outages in 2016 and 185 unplanned 

significant outages in 2017, a 64 percent increase. North Andover customers experienced 23,706 

total customer outage hours in 2016, and 360,254 total customer outage hours in 2017, a 1,420 

percent increase. Further historical data was requested from both National Grid and the DPU to 

analyze trends regarding unplanned significant outages and customer outage hours in North 

Andover, but those requests had not been filled at the time of publication. Data for the calendar 

year of 2018 is expected in March 2019. 

 

 
Data from: Massachusetts Electric Company d/b/a National Grid. “2017 Annual Service Quality Report,” March 
2018. Massachusetts Electric Company d/b/a National Grid. “2016 Annual Service Quality Report,” March 2017. 

6 Total number of customer outage hours sums the amount of time individual customers experience a service 
interruption. If one customer has an outage for one hour, the total number of customer outage hours is one hour. If 
20 customers have an outage of one hour, the total number of customer outage hours is 20 hours. 
7 The 2016 and 2017 Service Quality Reports are available at the DPU’s File Room by docket number 17-sq-11 and 
18-sq-11 respectively. 
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The Town Manager’s Office conducted an unscientific survey in June 2018 on the 

perception of residents and business owners regarding the reliability of electric services in North 

Andover. With 764 responses, 99.2 percent reported losing power in the past 12 months, and 

nearly 68 percent reported that the average power outage was more than 12 hours.  

 

 
Town Manager’s Office.“NA Power Outage Survey.” Town of North Andover. June 2018. 

  

While the two major storms impacted the average duration of outages, approximately 80 

percent of respondents reported three or more outages in the past 12 months, including nearly 25 

percent who reported having five or more outages.  
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Town Manager’s Office.“NA Power Outage Survey.” Town of North Andover. June 2018. 

 

North Andover residents reported a wide variation in rating the reliability of their electric 

service. Almost 29 percent reported their electric service is Very Reliable (5) or a somewhat 

positive view (4). Approximately 37 percent chose Not Reliable (1) or a somewhat negative view 

(2). The vast majority of respondents avoided the positive and negative extremes, reporting that 

their electric reliability is between somewhat reliable and somewhat not reliable.  

 

1: Not Reliable, 5: Very Reliable  
Town Manager’s Office.“NA Power Outage Survey.” Town of North Andover. June 2018. 
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North Andover residents reported that they are not familiar with National Grid’s 

investments in its electric services with regard to safety and reliability. Less than three percent of 

responses indicated that residents are informed of infrastructure improvements, and 87 percent 

reporting little to no knowledge of them. 

 

 
1: Not Familiar At All, 5: I Know All About Its Infrastructure Improvements  
Town Manager’s Office.“NA Power Outage Survey.” Town of North Andover. June 2018. 

  

With this information in consideration, the following strategies are proposed to improve 

the utility usage and experience of North Andover residents.   
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Utility-Facing Strategies for the Town 
Develop a Purposeful Dialog with National Grid and Regional Stakeholders  

▶ Engage regional stakeholders to promote impact. Even if electric service is the utmost 

concern for the Town of North Andover and its residents, National Grid remains a multinational, 

investor-owned utility beholden to vast service territories, multiple layers of government 

regulation, and profit-driven business models. The company’s 2017-18 Annual Report details the 

scale and breadth of the company. The prospect of one town significantly influencing National 

Grid’s operations, investments, or customer service is daunting and highly unlikely. The salient 

concerns in North Andover, however, are not unique to this municipality. Mayors, Managers, 

and Administrators in the Merrimack Valley described similar experiences and frustrations 

during this study.  

Multiple existing regional partnerships provide pathways for collaboration. The 

Merrimack Valley’s Mayors and Managers group or the Merrimack Valley Planning 

Commission may be interested in pursuing an initiative to improve electric reliability. It is 

important to note that 11 of the 15 municipalities associated with the Merrimack Valley Planning 

Commission are served by National Grid. Municipal utilities serve Georgetown, Groveland, 

Merrimack, and Rowley. A broader approach encompassing the commonwealth may need to 

begin informally, but, according to the Massachusetts Alliance for Municipal Electric Choice, 

many cities and towns  have in some way endorsed electric utility reform since 2003. To these 8

8 The following list provided by the Massachusetts Alliance for Municipal Electric Choice enumerates the cities and 
towns that have endorsed state legislation to lower barriers to create municipal utility companies since 2003. It is 
likely that the impetus for these endorsements is a desire for improved electric utility service. The municipalities in 
italics are served by National Grid. Acton, Amesbury, Amherst, Arlington, Ashby, Ashland, Attleboro, Ayer, 
Barnstable, Bedford, Bellingham (partial), Bourne, Bridgewater, Brockton, Brookline, Burlington, Cambridge, 
Canton, Carlisle, Carver, Charlton, Dartmouth, Dover, Dudley, Duxbury, Eastham, Easthampton, Easton, 
Edgartown, Essex, Fairhaven, Falmouth, Fitchburg, Foxborough, Framingham, Franklin, Freetown, Hamilton, 
Hanover, Hanson, Harwich, Hatfield, Hinsdale, Holbrook, Lancaster, Lenox, Leominster, Lexington, Lincoln, 
Longmeadow, Lowell, Ludlow, Lunenburg, Marion, Marlborough, Maynard, Medway, Melrose, Milford, Milton, 
Natick, New Bedford, Newburyport, Newton, Norfolk, Northampton, Northbridge, Orleans, Oxford, Pembroke 
(partial), Plymouth, Provincetown, Quincy, Revere, Rockland, Salem, Salisbury, Scituate (partial), Sharon, 
Sherborn, Somerville, Southwick, Spencer, Stoneham, Sudbury, Swampscott, Tisbury, Topsfield, Townsend, 
Uxbridge, Walpole, Waltham, Wareham, Watertown, Wayland, Wenham, West Springfield, West Tisbury, 
Westborough, Westford, Weston, Westport (partial), Weymouth, Williamstown, Winchester, Woburn, Worcester, 
Wrentham, Yarmouth. 
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ends, the Town may eventually choose to engage the twelve regional planning agencies in 

Massachusetts and the relevant members of the state legislature.  

▶ Propose concrete, actionable pathways for National Grid that are mutually beneficial 

for the utility, the town, and residents. As stated previously, a number of significant forces 

influence investor-owned utilities. If one town suggests that National Grid “improve its customer 

service especially during outages,” the company may listen, but significant lasting change is 

highly unlikely given the larger landscape. A town, however, may request that if 10% or more of 

the customers in the community are experiencing an outage that a National Grid official calls a 

designated official in the municipality with an estimated time of restoration and confidence 

interval for that work. At its discretion, the Town then can use its resources, including its 

website, social media, and automated calling system to disseminate a message, such as “Utility 

crews are working on the power outage. National Grid estimates there is a 90% chance that the 

power will be restored in two hours.” With regard to North Andover, using the Town’s 

communication systems to notify the public with accurate information in a timely fashion will 

likely increase residents’ confidence in the utility company by highlighting its restoration efforts. 

If the municipality’s suggestion is onerous or ineffective, National Grid may work with the town 

to find other strategies to appropriately adjudicate the concern.  

 

Use Town Resources and Strategic Partnerships to Mitigate Risks Posed by Outages  

▶ Identify investments that will reduce the likelihood of outages. Multiple strategies can 

be used to reduce the frequency and duration of outages, but investments must be made 

judiciously by the Town, preferably with strategic partners. Considering the 298 unplanned 

significant outages in North Andover during 2016 and 2017 that were self reported by National 

Grid, tree contact accounted for nearly 43 percent of outages. Equipment caused outages were 

responsible for approximately 22 percent of interruptions, and the cause for 19 percent is 

unknown. Of the 25 self-reported unplanned significant outages with the highest total number of 
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customer interrupted hours,  19 were caused by trees, three by failed equipment, and three causes 9

are unknown. All 25 of these outage events occurred during hurricane or blizzard conditions.   10

 

 
Data from: Massachusetts Electric Company d/b/a National Grid. “2017 Annual Service Quality Report,” March 
2018.  
Massachusetts Electric Company d/b/a National Grid. “2016 Annual Service Quality Report,” March 2017. 

 

Considering this data further, approximately half of the unplanned significant outages and 

half of the total customer interrupted hours during 2016 and 2017 were in the territory served by 

the Woodchuck Hill substation. This proportion is significantly greater than any other substation. 

The reasons for the outages related to the Woodchuck Hill substation, however, are similar in 

proportion to the reasons for the outages caused in greater North Andover, with tree contact 

causing the most outages at 38.5 percent. 

9 The 25 unplanned significant outages with highest total customer interrupted hours all occurred during 2017, and 
each event was over 5,000 total customer interrupted hours. The largest power outage in North Andover during 2016 
accounted for 2,372 total customer interrupted hours. 
10 The unplanned significant outage with the highest total number of customer interrupted hours  
that occurred during normal weather is ranked 33rd on this list.  

 July 30, 2018 Potential Pathways for Improved Electric Utility Service 25/45 



 
 

 

 

 
Data from: Massachusetts Electric Company d/b/a National Grid. “2017 Annual Service Quality Report,” March 
2018. Massachusetts Electric Company d/b/a National Grid. “2016 Annual Service Quality Report,” March 2017. 
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To mitigate the frequency of outages caused by tree contact, National Grid annually 

evaluates vegetation near its assets and requests the Town’s permission to trim or cut trees 

posing risks to powerlines. The North Andover Fire Chief, Emergency Management Director, 

and multiple residents suggested an “aggressive” tree-cutting campaign that may reduce the 

number of outages during storms. As for potential actions, the Town may consider directing its 

Public Works Department to trim vegetation and cut trees that may down electric infrastructure, 

but this initiative may be most effective in partnership with National Grid, the Commonwealth, 

or both entities because any significant investment to mitigate the frequency of outages incurs a 

financial commitment that may be burdensome or prohibitive to the Town.  

▶ Identify investments that will reduce the risks posed by outages. During the past several 

years, the Town of North Andover made strategic investments to multiple facilities. In the event 

of a power outage, generators provide electricity for Town Hall, the Fire Station, and the Police 

Station to operate at full capacity. Generators also support each of the Town’s water and sewer 

pumps. These investments are common for municipalities and allow restoration efforts to be 

focused in other areas of Town as emergency response efforts are not hindered by power 

outages. Another generator provides electricity at the Senior Center, which was intended to have 

the function of a warming center. The generator’s capacity, however, only allows for part of the 

facility to be powered, reducing its capacity and functionality. The Town will consider a large 

generator at the to-be-built senior center, but this investment will come at significant cost. 

Beyond the the Town’s traditional scope, it is considering using generators to promote 

the health and safety of the public in North Andover. Currently, funding is approved for 

generators at three of the six state-funded Housing Authority complexes. In some cases, a 

prolonged outage at these facilities requires that emergency personnel transport senior citizens 

and vulnerable residents to another location. Clearly, this process requires significant resources 

during an emergency, and it is rarely preferred by residents who want to stay at home. The Town 

chose to invest in generators at the Housing Authority complexes to reduce the likelihood of an 

emergency evacuation during a power outage. Unlike the municipal facilities, these generators 

will only provide enough electricity for specific common rooms where residents may stay warm 
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or charge devices during an emergency. Even though certain dangers are mitigated, prioritized 

restoration efforts should still include the Housing Authority complexes.  

In the coming years, the Town may pursue similar investments beyond its traditional 

scope. The Town is currently studying the feasibility of connecting backup batteries to traffic 

signals at major intersections in the municipality. Functioning traffic signals are integral to 

public safety at all times, and, as these backup systems may be used during inclement weather, 

their importance in reducing the likelihood of an emergency situation cannot be understated. 

Currently, the Massachusetts Department of Transportation is reviewing a $16 million plan to 

improve the Route 114 corridor, and the Town has requested that the six signaled intersections 

include backup battery systems. Similarly, the Town is considering improving signals at other 

high-volume intersection for the same reason.  

In addition, the Greater Lawrence Sanitary District (GLSD), which serves North 

Andover, Lawrence, Andover, Methuen, and Salem, New Hampshire, is contemplating installing 

a large-scale generator at the wastewater treatment facility to reduce the frequency of combined 

sewer overflows. The GLSD may ultimately not have a choice about this option since legislation 

has been filed to mandate that the GLSD and other similar facilities install generators. The 

current estimated cost for the GLSD generator is $10 million, which, unless further legislation is 

passed, must be paid for by the municipalities using the facility.  

Again, any significant investment to mitigate risk incurs a large financial commitment 

that may be burdensome or prohibitive to the Town, so all local efforts to mitigate risk need 

strategic partnerships with the National Grid, the Commonwealth, or both.  

 

Solidify Emergency Protocols with Stakeholders 

▶ Use National Grid’s new administrative structures to clarify and communicate 

emergency procedures. The Town of North Andover’s Emergency Management Department is 

equipped to support residents in a wide variety of emergency situations, including many related 

to power outages. In 2018, National Grid reorganized its emergency response across 

Massachusetts to the “zone approach.” During the June 11th, 2018 evidentiary hearing testimony 

before the DPU on the 2017 October outages, Daniel Bunszell, vice president of electric 
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operation for National Grid in New England, explained that the emergency management 

structure was initially piloted on the South Shore. The zones, created by National Grid, are 

intended to show an understanding that the electric utility’s services are interconnected across 

municipalities and restoration efforts must be coordinated as such. According to National Grid, 

the design of the zone takes into account the location of infrastructure, the area of a territory, the 

number of customers, and weather patterns, among other factors. Bunszell stated during his 

testimony that the zone approach “is a very effective way of managing the prioritization within 

the individual communities. There is an identified incident commander, if you will, typically a 

fire chief, for  a series of towns that helps us coordinate what the true priority is, and set the 

priority ranking for us to work hand in hand with them. So it engages the community much 

more. They're part of the actual restoration effort. We have them connected with us. So we do 

find it, as we did in the pilot, that it's a pretty effective tool when we do a storm restoration 

event.”  

North Andover’s zone includes Lawrence and Andover. The zone leader is currently the 

North Andover Fire Chief. To effectively support National Grid in this administrative structure, 

the Town should identify and prioritize facilities for electric restoration. North Andover’s 

Emergency Management Director annually submits electric restoration priorities to National 

Grid. Currently, the Town identifies the Route 125 corridor, the downtown area, and the Route 

114 corridor as its priorities to be restored in that order. These areas have been chosen by 

identifying special-needs facilities, high-density areas, and key infrastructure. With the zone 

approach being implemented, it is appropriate to confirm or update the prioritized restoration list 

and inform all pertinent Town officials. The Town then must engage in a similar process with 

Lawrence and Andover, so the region’s facilities and corridors are prioritized. This collaboration 

will allow public safety officials and municipal representatives across the zone to communicate 

the same actionable priorities to National Grid, track progress for the sake of public welfare, and 

provide meaningful information to the public.  

▶ Collaborate to amend and update procedures regularly. Town officials meet after 

major emergency responses to evaluate protocols, decision making, and future strategies. The 

response to power outages, both at the Town level and the regional level, should be included in 
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these discussions. The municipalities should collaborate to identify strengths, weaknesses, 

questions, comments, and concerns to continue to effectively communicate concrete, actionable 

steps to National Grid. 

 

Include Electric Grid Resiliency in Long-Term Planning Processes 

▶ Engage local, regional, and state stakeholders in long term planning processes that 

includes aspects related to the electric grid. As stated in the Summary of the Situation, the 

electric grid is a complex arrangement of infrastructure managed, regulated, and used by a 

diverse and dynamic group of entities. Long-term, systemic change will require meaningful 

planning and purposeful prioritization. While the Town will have little to no impact on these 

processes by itself, the municipality can build momentum through consensus with other 

stakeholders, such as other municipalities, regional planning groups such as the Merrimack 

Valley Planning Commission, concerned citizen groups, and the Commonwealth. 

Significant work has been completed with regard to grid modernization planning. The 

Commonwealth provides Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness grants to support cities and 

towns implementing action-oriented resiliency plans related to climate change. These grants can 

be used in many sectors detailed on Resilience MA, including energy and infrastructure. In 

addition, both Concord and Wellesley completed planning processes that include their electric 

services. Concord’s plan focuses on its municipal electric utility, while Wellesley’s plan 

encompasses many aspects of community planning. Even though both communities are served 

by municipal electric utilities, their processes and reports may provide helpful foundations or 

guidance for similar work in North Andover.  

At the state level, a steering committee of stakeholders submitted a report on grid 

modernization to the DPU in 2013. The comprehensive report included many avenues for 

developing the grid, but the Town Manager’s June 2018 survey and the many interviews with 

Town officials indicated that the steering committee’s goal “to improve grid reliability, 

especially during extreme weather conditions” should be paramount in long term planning. To 

reduce the duration and frequency of power outages, multiple strategies related to grid 

modernization exist, including grid hardening and fault detection, isolation, restoration (FDIR).  

 July 30, 2018 Potential Pathways for Improved Electric Utility Service 30/45 

https://www.mass.gov/service-details/mvp-program-information
http://www.resilientma.org/
http://www.concordnet.org/DocumentCenter/View/10875/CMLP-Strategic-Plan-08-2017-PowerPoint-Presentation?bidId=
http://www.wellesleyunifiedplan.com/draft-documents
http://magrid.raabassociates.org/Articles/MA%20Grid%20Mod%20Working%20Group%20Report%2007-02-2013.pdf
http://magrid.raabassociates.org/Articles/MA%20Grid%20Mod%20Working%20Group%20Report%2007-02-2013.pdf


 
 

Grid hardening is the process of investing in the electric infrastructure, so it is better 

prepared to handle major storms and other catastrophic events. These investments include the 

installation of more robust poles, improvements to lightning protections, and the replacement of 

bare wire with covered wired. They also include elevating substations to mitigate the risks 

brought by floods. Alternatively, infrastructure can be moved out of areas prone to flooding. 

Aging infrastructure must be replaced strategically, and, as noted in the Summary of the 

Situation, significant portions of the electric grid in the United States have aged beyond their 

planned use. In addition, vegetation management, often sponsored by the utility company, can 

significantly impact the duration and frequency of outages.  

Emerging technologies are focused on improving the process of FDIR by using real-time 

notifications and measurements to allow for rapid response and in some cases pre-programmed 

restoration. These improvements will require new infrastructure, possibly including smart meters 

or sensors on key infrastructure to relay information, so restoration crews can be dispatched 

efficiently. Similarly, automated feeder reconfiguration can monitor distribution systems and 

make pre-programmed changes to avoid problems such as overloads. FRID and automated 

feeder reconfiguration can be used together in certain cases. Distributed generation or islands can 

be intentionally set up within electric grids, so, if a power source is interrupted, the disruption is 

minimized. While transforming the grid is years away, the Town may apply for grants or 

participate in pilot programs to access these developments sooner. The Commonwealth funded 

26 pilots in 2017 that included generation, resiliency, and metering projects.  

As stated in the Summary of the Situation, National Grid submitted a grid modernization 

plan in August 2015 that proposed the utility invests between $235 and $980 million during a 

five year period. In a 2017 testimony before the DPU, the Conservative Law Foundation and 

Raab Associates criticized National Grid’s plan for only “beginning the discussion” and not 

having a “transformative vision.” They cited the plan’s lack of consideration for distributed 

energy resources and customer engagement as key deficiencies. As the Town has significant 

interest and concern in this matter, it is encouraged to participate in these processes and work 

with other entities to promote long-term, systemic change.  
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Exploring Other Remedies  

▶ Document efforts with National Grid as contemporaneously as possible and seek formal 

recourse as appropriate. If National Grid fails to meets its directives, a series of statutes are in 

place for municipalities and groups of customers to pursue legal remedies, but timely 

documentation is critical to seeking formal recourse. If the DPU, attorney general, city council, 

or board of selectman file a petition within 90 days of an outage, Massachusetts law requires the 

DPU to open a full investigation into “performance for emergency preparation and restoration of 

service for electric and gas distribution companies.” Another law compels the DPU to hold a 

public hearing on the “quality or price” of gas sold or delivered if a written complaint is filed by 

the attorney general, the mayor of a city, the selectmen of a town, or 20 customers. The 

difference between the two statutes is that one is specifically intended for emergencies, such as 

storms, and the other is for general service. As a result of these inquiries, the DPU will rule on 

“questions of substantive law” that arise during the proceedings before the DPU.  

All of these proceedings rely heavily on documentation provided by the municipality or 

customers. The DPU and possibly the Attorney General’s Office will provide support during 

these inquiries, but documentation is critical to pursuing detailed and accurate facts submitted 

during the hearings. If a ruling is made and the Town or residents choose to pursue the process of 

overturning it, the burden of proof rests with the appealing party. The DPU’s February hearing 

on the October storms, case 18-02, has resulted in significant involvement from the Attorney 

General’s Office. The case was significantly aided by documentation provided by Boxford’s 

Town Administrator At the time of writing this report, the DPU’s final order regarding the case 

had not been submitted. 

Many people, including public safety officials, expressed frustration with the inaccuracy 

of National Grid’s estimated restoration times. In some cases, these inaccuracies are just 

nuisances, but unreliable information has the potential to be dangerous and life threatening. For 

example, a family preparing for a 24-hour outage may experience significant difficulties when 

the restoration effort takes 72 hours. The North Andover Emergency Director explained how 

many strategic decisions regarding resources and evacuation are based the utility’s power 

restoration estimates. Facilities housing people with special needs or using life-sustaining 
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equipment, for example, are on strict timelines when electric service is interrupted because 

generators and battery systems have limited capability. If a power outage takes 24 hours to 

restore, but it was initially estimated to take eight hours, the emergency response teams are at a 

significant disadvantage in choosing the best protocol to support public safety.  

According to the DPU’s Standards of Performance and Emergency Preparation and 

Restoration of Service for Electric Distribution and Gas Companies, National Grid is required 

“to track, maintain, and ensure the accuracy of all required storm-related data” and submit a 

detailed report documenting restoration performance and and “lessons learned.” In addition, the 

utility is required to maintain updated lists of “Life Support Customers,” defined as customers 

who provided the electric utility with documentation that a person has a medical condition 

necessitating electric service. The electric utility is required by law to communicate with these 

customers before, during, and after emergencies. During an emergency, the utility is required to 

communicate with local safety officials regarding the status of electric service to Life Support 

Customers and procedures for prioritizing restoration to these customers. During the 

investigation of the October 2017 storm, National Grid submitted that it had not only changed to 

the zone approach after reviewing its response to the storm, but it also seeks to improve its 

protocol related to the “municipal room” during storms. According to filings from June and July 

2018, the utility has committed to eliminating pre-recorded messages at the municipal room, 

staffing each room with at least two employees from the time the room is opened during an 

emergency until near the end of restoration efforts, and programming the phones to loop from 

one staff member to another until a staff member answers the call. The Attorney General cited 

that National Grid is taking steps to improve its estimated restoration times and communication 

with both municipalities and the public. Standardized “fact sheets” are suppose to be sent to 

municipalities “with detailed, region-specific information during restoration.” It is worth noting 

that with the exception of the zone approach these changes were not clearly communicated to the 

North Andover Town Manager’s Office.  

State law limits emergency receivership to investor-owned utilities that serve less than 

100,000 customers. While National Grid provides electricity for significantly more customers 

than this threshold, the governor retains the power during a state of emergency to appoint the 
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DPU chairman to take action with regard to prioritizing utility restoration that the chairman 

considers important to public health and welfare. The potential for significant penalties exists 

with regard to an investor-owned utility not fulfilling its obligations, and Massachusetts law 

prevents utility companies from charging customers for these fines. This law was upheld by the 

Supreme Judicial Court of the Commonwealth when the Fitchburg Gas and Light Company, 

joined by four other utilities including National Grid, appealed a DPU fine.  

▶ Table a commitment to establish a municipal electric utility. A series of Massachusetts 

statutes grant authority to cities and towns to purchase and operate gas or electric plants. This 

process is often referred to as establishing a municipal electric utility, or munis. Forty-one munis 

operate in Massachusetts serving all or part of 50 communities and deliver 13% of the 

commonwealth's electricity. Data on munis in Massachusetts shows that they provide lower 

electric rates, better reliability, and more local responsiveness than investor-owned utilities. The 

Town of North Andover can choose to embark on this arduous process of establishing a 

municipal electric utility, but unless the existing utility is willing to cooperate--and consensus is 

overwhelmingly that National Grid will not--this process is impossible.  

If the Town of North Andover proceeds with the process of acquiring an electric plant, a 

two-thirds vote of voters at large is required in each of two meetings. The two meetings must 

occur more than two months apart, but less than 13 months apart, and, if either or both votes 

does not achieve a two-thirds majority, no similar vote can be taken for two years. Once the two 

votes to acquire a plant has been certified, the Town has 150 days to agree to the price of 

property required to generate and/or distribute gas and/or electricity in the municipality. In North 

Andover’s case with regard to electricity, it would be negotiating with National Grid to transfer 

the ownership of infrastructure distributing electricity in the Town. If a price cannot be agreed on 

after 150 days, the DPU has 30 days to determine a fair value, calculating depreciation and 

obsolescence. Once the determination has been made, National Grid will notify the Town that it 

accepts this price or appeal that the valuation is incorrect. Once a value has been determined, the 

Town has sixty days to accept or reject the price, and if the price is accepted, the Town has 60 

additional days to pay National Grid the determined price. The crux of the process for the Town 

is that National Grid retains the authority not to accept the Town’s payment, effectively rejecting 
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any deal to purchase and transfer the infrastructure. According to the Massachusetts law, at this 

point the Town then may proceed with acquiring its own electric plant provided it is authorized 

by a vote at a town meeting. The pathway of acquiring an electric plant without purchasing the 

current, depreciated infrastructure is likely to be prohibitive.  

While 41 munis exist in Massachusetts, no munis have been established since 1926 using 

this legislation. In 1993, Stow began the process to municipalize the town’s electric distribution 

system and purchase the property of the Hudson Light and Power Department, another muni, 

located within the town. The process moved through multiple stages, including the DPU 

determining a purchase value of Hudson’s property located in Stow. Both parties sued the DPU 

citing that the valuation was done incorrectly. While the court ruled on the case, an agreement 

was reached whereby Stow remained a part of the Hudson muni. In 1996, special legislation 

allowed MassDevelopment to establish a muni serving the area of Devens, a decommissioned 

Army base. 

Since 2000, a “Muni-Choice” bill, designed to reduce the barriers in state law for a town 

or city to establish a muni, has gone before, but not passed the Massachusetts legislature nine 

times. At times, it has been supported by as many as 22 legislators. Establishing a muni by 

encouraging state representatives to amend state law is significantly more likely than establishing 

one through the current law. Although either path is unlikely. 
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Resident-Facing Strategies for the Town  
Develop a Strategic Plan for Communication during Outages 

▶ Consider community feedback when designing a strategic plan for communications 

before, during, and after power outages. According to the Town Manager’s June 2018 

unscientific survey, only five percent of respondents reported that they can find all of the 

information they want to know during an outage. While satisfying all desires to be informed may 

be extremely difficult, if not impossible, the results show the potential for significant 

improvement with regard to communication. The vast majority of respondents, 85.8 percent, 

avoided the extremes of finding no information on an outage or knowing everything they want to 

know about it. Less than a quarter of respondents had a positive response (4 or 5) to accessing 

regular and accurate information, and approximately 38 percent of respondents chose a negative 

response (1 or 2) of finding information.  

 

 
1: No Information Available, 5: I Can Find Everything I Want to Know  
Town Manager’s Office.“NA Power Outage Survey.” Town of North Andover. June 2018. 

 

With 81 percent of respondents identifying National Grid as a source of information 

during an outage, the underwhelming satisfaction rate may be directly related to the perceived 

accuracy or regularity of the utility’s communication services. Second to National Grid, over half 
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of the respondents cited social media as a source of information during an outage. This trend, 

likely to continue to increase in the coming years, indicates that social media is a promising 

pathway for the Town or National Grid to distribute information to residents. The third highest 

reported category for finding information during an outage was family or friends at nearly 30 

percent. The robust use of social media and person-to-person communications by North Andover 

residents emphasizes the importance of reliable sources providing accurate and up-to-date 

information to prevent confusion or the spread of misinformation. 

 

 
Town Manager’s Office.“NA Power Outage Survey.” Town of North Andover. June 2018. 

 

▶ Leverage the Town’s website to distribute information and engage residents. 

Approximately eight percent of respondents indicated that they use government agencies for 

information regarding outages. This study recognizes the amount and variety of information 

posted on state and federal websites about best practices for outage preparation and safety 

guidelines during an emergency. If these resources are being underutilized, the Town of North 

Andover should consider using its own communications strategically to connect residents to 
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alerts and available resources. The Town may add a section to its website that collates guidance 

from state and national agencies.  

At well-chosen times during the year, the Town may use these website resources to 

promote its services and best practices for preparation. For example, during the summer, the 

Town may use its communication infrastructure to promote the emergency alert system and the 

Emergency Management Department’s web page. At the beginning of hurricane season, the 

Town may disseminate information regarding emergency kits and offer opportunities for 

residents to build their own. As winter approaches, the Town may highlight generator safety and 

home preparedness. In addition, the Town should consider the use of an overlay notice on the 

homepage of its website to guide residents to pertinent information posted in the Emergency 

Management section. All public engagement campaigns should include specific information for 

residents using well water or residents who have or are caring for individuals with special needs. 

While electronic methods for communication are effective for reaching many residents, 

the Town’s strategies to communicate should be comprehensive and consider groups who may 

not readily access social media or the internet. According to a March 2018 Pew Research Center 

study, 11 percent of adults in the United States do not use the internet. Age, income, and 

educational attainment are major indicators whether or not an individual uses the internet. To 

reach the non-digital audience, the Town Manager may consider posting flyers at the Senior 

Center and the North Andover Housing Authority developments. Town meetings and the Clerk’s 

office may be appropriate venues for public service announcements. The Town Manager may 

consider including an informational brochure in water and sewer utility bills and property tax 

bills. These methods, however, would be less effective to provide real-time information. 

 

Message Reasonable Expectations Prior to Outages  

▶ Communicate that outages are inevitable with an emphasis on proper preparation. 

Studies note that consumers during the digital age have increased expectations for customer 

service and reduced patience, but power outages will not be completely avoidable for the 

foreseeable future even with the most resilient grid technology available. North Andover 

residents should expect and plan for annual occurrences during which electricity service is 
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interrupted. Significant information regarding power outages and emergency preparation is 

available from the Massachusetts government, the Department of Homeland Security, and The 

American National Red Cross. FEMA provides a checklist for an emergency supply kit. 

Preparing appropriately will reduce the demand for emergency personnel during these situations 

and allow public safety resources to focus in other areas. 

▶ Inform residents using well water that extra precautions should be taken when the 

possibility of outages is more likely. Residents who pump their water from wells affected by 

power loss should prepare for storm-related outages by having a drinking water supply and 

filling up a bathtub or buckets for sanitation purposes, including flushing a toilet. The 

Department of Homeland Security advises that a household should have at least one gallon of 

drinking water per person for three days. Nursing mothers or sick people usually require more. 

Cost prohibitive for some residents, a gravity-fed bulk storage or water retention tank will reduce 

the impact of a power outage on residents using well water.  

▶ Thoughtfully encourage some residents to research home generators and home 

batteries. Residents who may be able to afford a home generator or home battery should consider 

purchasing one. Depending on one’s desired needs and comforts, home generators cost between 

$500 and $5000. Home batteries are currently more expensive, but trends show that prices are 

decreasing. Generators come with fire and carbon monoxide dangers and require annual 

maintenance. The Town cannot expect that every resident will purchase a generator, but for some 

people, it may be an appropriate action. Consumer Reports provides a Generator Buying Guide 

that may be useful to interested residents.  

 

Provide Meaningful Information and Resources During Emergencies 

▶ Support vulnerable residents during emergencies through “good neighbor” wellness 

checks. If a resident is experiencing an emergency, he or she should call 911 immediately. If 

there is not an emergency, the North Andover Fire Chief encourages neighbors to check in on 

each other, paying particular attention to senior citizens or others who may vulnerable during a 

power outage.  
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▶ Be transparent to the public about emergency protocols. Throughout this study, 

residents expressed their frustration with the responses to storm emergencies. Occasionally 

individuals held misconceptions regarding restoration efforts, but most often people explained 

that they just want to know what is happening. While the Town does not oversee electric 

restoration efforts, it can use available systems of communications to inform residents of the 

emergency protocol. It may be appropriate to use social media, the Town’s website, and 

telephone communications to keep residents informed during an emergency protocol.  

A cursory outline of the emergency protocol for a serious event, such as 2017 October 

storm or the March 2018 Nor’Easters, follows.  

→ Before a major storm, National Grid stages emergency utility services in or near areas 

that are predicted to be most heavily impacted. If the forecasts are inaccurate, shifting 

resources takes time and delays electricity restoration. Similarly, North Andover’s 

emergency services and public works prepare for such an event by reviewing staffing, 

assembling supplies, and preparing overnight accommodations for personnel. The 

Town’s emergency services and public works personnel work through the storm.  

→ National Grid classifies a storm based on the percent of its customers in the 

commonwealth affected by the interruption. This percentage guides an estimated time of 

restoration and allocation of assets.  

 
Figure provided by National Grid Senior Community Coordinator  
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→ Immediately after a major storm subsides, or Day Zero as termed by National Grid, 

the utility services and some public works resources begin assessing the situation and 

clearing debris, the majority of which is usually fallen trees, from public roadways and 

other important areas. Residents should understand that only National Grid crew can 

clear debris around or entangled in fallen wires because of potential dangers posed by 

live electric lines. Residents should understand that National Grid and the Town use a 

variety of employees to gather information and promote safety during large outages. For 

example, a National Grid vehicle and employee may be waiting next to a downed electric 

pole. To a resident, the person may look idle, but the employee may not have the training 

to complete the work necessary. The employee may be assigned to the location for the 

safety of residents until the appropriate crew arrives to adjudicate the issue.  

→ After roadways have been cleared of hazards, National Grid works first to reestablish 

electricity to emergency facilities. For example, Lawrence General Hospital is a top 

priority in the region because the facility’s back-up generator, like most back-up 

generators, cannot power all the medical equipment used regularly. Other top-priority 

facilities include other medical facilities, assisted living homes, police stations, and fire 

departments. Safety protocols and restoration efforts may result in power reaching 

customers who are not prioritized for special needs, but due to the interconnected nature 

of the electric grid, this can occur. As stated previously, National Grid uses a Zone 

Leader to help prioritize the facilities that should have their electricity restored first. 

North Andover is in a zone with Andover and Lawrence. The Zone Leader is currently 

the North Andover Fire Chief.  

→ When prioritized facilities have restored power, Electric Grid focus resources to 

connect as many people to electricity as quickly as possible. For example, if 10,000 

people are affected by a substation that is not working, crews will be directed to fix the 

substation before restoring power to the 100 customers affected by a downed pole.  

▶ No information is bad; misinformation is worse. Throughout this study, individuals 

expressed and emphasized their frustration with the lack of timeliness, accuracy, and usefulness 
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of communications. The vast majority of criticisms focused on National Grid stating that work is 

occurring in areas where crews are not seen and the estimated restoration times for electricity 

service are incorrect. Again, while the Town does not oversee these operations, it can make sure 

residents are receiving the most up-to-date, information provided by National Grid. Residents 

should be directed to National Grid’s Report or Check a Power Outage, where a resident can use 

the address where he or she is a customer to see an estimated restoration time. People may view 

National Grid’s Outage Map that is updated every 15 minutes to stay abreast of larger situations. 

As stated in Exploring Other Remedies in the Utility-Facing Strategies section, incorrect 

restoration estimates can be nuances or much worse. Residents may choose to document their 

experience with restoration estimates and the actual time of restoration. Individually, residents 

may share this information with the Town or file a formal complaint with the DPU. If 20 or more 

utility customers organize a complaint, they may request a DPU hearing in the community, and 

the DPU is required to rule on any substantive question of law that arises during the hearing.  

▶ Connect low-income residents with programs that provide financial assistance. Beyond 

storms, another type of emergency an electric utility customer may encounter is the 

discontinuous of service related to a financial hardship. The Massachusetts Department of 

Housing and Community Development runs the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program 

(LIHEAP). LIHEAP helps low-income people and families pay to heat their homes during the 

winter. Residents eligible for a number of public benefit programs  may be eligible for 11

discounted rates on gas and electric bills. Residents can apply through the North Andover 

Housing Authority by calling 978-682-3932.  

A resident who cannot pay a utility bill because of a temporary hardship may apply for 

the Salvation Army’s Good Neighbor Energy Fund, which offers one time grants to households 

that fall between 60 and 80 percent of the commonwealth’s median income levels. Residents 

may call (800) 334-3047 to see if they are eligible.  

11 Supplemental Security Income (SSI); Transitional Aid to Families with Dependent Children (TAFDC); 
Emergency Aid to Elderly, Disabled and Children (EAEDC); Food Stamps (SNAP); Refugee Resettlement Benefits; 
MassHealth Basic or Standard; Head Start; Free and Reduced School Lunch or Breakfast Program; MassVeterans 
Benefits; Dependency & Indemnity Compensation (DIC) for Surviving Spouse or Parents of Veterans; Improved 
Veterans Disability Pension; Commonwealth Care Plan, Types 1, 2 or 2A; Health Safety Net Plan – Primary or 
Secondary; Women, Infants & Children (WIC) 
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The Citizen Energy Corporation offers the Joe-4-Oil program, which provides a one-time 

delivery per season up to 100 gallons for people who cannot afford heating costs. To apply for 

assistance, residents can call 877-563-4645. 

▶ Promote awareness regarding consumer rights. Masslegalhelp.org provides extensive 

materials for commonwealth residents to learn about their legal protections, including utilities. 

According to Massachusetts law, electricity may not be shut off to a household in which all 

residents are 65 years old or older without DPU approval. Similarly DPU’s approval is required 

to shut off electricity if a household is experiencing financial hardship and one of the following 

conditions: someone in the home is seriously ill, an infant under the age of 12 months lives in the 

home; all of the adults in the home are age 65 or older and a minor child resides in the home; it is 

between November 15th and March 15th. Residents should first try rectifying an issue with the 

utility company. If their electric or gas service is not restored, they should contact the DPU at 

(617) 737-2836, 1-877-886-5066 (toll-free), or complete the online complaint form.  

 

Empower Residents to Make Choices and Foster Community Dialogue  

▶ Promote awareness among residents regarding scams and poor industry practices. 

According to a 2018 report from the Massachusetts Attorney General, the 500,000 customers 

who use a competitive electric supplier in the commonwealth paid $176.8 million more than if 

they had stayed with their utility service between July 2015 and June 2017. Low-income 

residents opt into competitive electric suppliers at 36 percent, double the rate of other customers. 

The report cites high-pressure, door-to-door sales tactics possibly targeting elderly, low-income, 

and minority households as a concerning industry practice. It cited the practice of adjustable 

utility rates, which often promise low-introductory payments that increase significantly during 

the term of the contract. A number of consumer complaints describe the practice “slamming,” 

which occurs when a sales representative obtains a customer’s account number and switches the 

electric supply without customer approval. This report comes after two multi-million dollar 

settlements related to deceptive marketing and sales tactics by electric suppliers in 

Massachusetts.  
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The Attorney General encourages the following guidelines to avoid being scammed: 

competitive electric and gas suppliers will not charge application fees if there is an upfront fee; 

residents should not show their bill to door-to-door salespeople; and before switching suppliers, 

customers should make sure the utility supplier is licensed with the DPU. If a resident has been 

scammed, they should call the company they believe scammed them, let the company know they 

never intended to change suppliers, and terminate service with that company. The resident 

should call their prefered utility company to resume services immediately. Residents should file 

complaints regarding electric, gas, or water with the DPU, and complaints regarding wood, oil, 

or propane should be filed with the Attorney General.  

▶ Connect residents to incentivized state and federal programs. A number of policies 

exist to encourage electric users, both business and residents, to be efficient, to retrofit facilities, 

and to make use of renewable sources of energy. These incentives come in the form of tax 

rebates, tax credits, tax exemptions, financing, and grants. For more information, residents 

should consult the State Incentives for Renewables & Efficiency page for Massachusetts, funded 

by the US Department of Energy.  

▶ Continue to foster community dialogue regarding utility service. The Town Manager’s 

June 2018 survey received 764 responses, an increase from prior community surveys. The 

community is interested in its electric service, and the Town should continue to determine 

priorities through consensus and provide pathways for change. For example, the residents may 

be dedicated to purchasing some or all of their energy from renewable sources. While the 

Attorney General highlighted potential drawbacks to individual customers opting into contracts, 

the Town retains the authority through municipal aggregation to purchase a power supply for the 

municipality’s electric customers and should do so responsibly if it is in the community’s interest 

and planning goals.  

Many pilot projects across Massachusetts highlight interest in grid modernization. In 

2017, the Commonwealth offered $20 million dollars in grants to 25 communities to pilot 26 

electric grid modernization projects. This initiative will fulfill one quarter of the 

Commonwealth’s 2020 goal for electric storage, so similar projects should be expected. In 

addition, distribution and metering technology will be integral to modernization efforts. The 
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Town should focus dialogue and efforts on being part of these developments, again, if it is in the 

community’s interest and planning goals.  

 

Offer Residents Pathways for Systemic Change 

▶ Inform residents of the process to file a formal complaint or request a public hearing. 

Through the DPU’s Consumer Division, residents may file a complaint against a public utility. 

The DPU advises customers to first try to resolve problems with the public utility. If the 

customer believes the issue has not been resolved, a formal complaint may be filed with the 

DPU, which states on the written application that the Consumer Division will contact the person 

filing the complaint. According to Massachusetts law, a written complaint filed by 20 customers 

regarding the “quality or price” of service compels the DPU to hold public hearing. If residents 

choose to pursue action against National Grid, documentation will likely be critical to their 

efforts.  

▶ Encourage residents to contact their state representatives. While the Town is engaged 

in pursuing better utility service for its residents, it lacks authority to regulate National Grid. At 

best, the Town may collaborate with National Grid, sharing information and identifying 

priorities, but nothing beyond good judgment encourages the utility to engage with Town, and 

the Town with the utility. The Massachusetts Legislature retains significant power to mandate 

requirements for the utility and put pressure on the quality of its operations. Residents calling 

their state representatives may express their concerns, ask for more public transparency 

regarding utility operations, demand increases in the investment in infrastructure, encourage a 

law change to allow a municipal electric utility to be established, or solicit other pathways for 

improved utility service 
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