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House Panel Urged To Act On Distributed Generation Issue

Dow Jones Newswires
WASHINGTON -- A congressional panel looking into the California electricity crisis was urged Monday to enact legislation to speed market entry by emerging "distributed generation" technologies.

Distributed generation, sometimes called distributed power, is the term used to describe technologies such as small-scale gas-fired turbines, fuel cells and other technologies that allow electricity production at the point of consumption.

The technologies are seen as offering a solution to increasing power grid congestion plaguing the U.S. electricity sector.

The problem has been especially acute in California this summer, where the need for new generation and transmission lines has contributed to soaring power prices affecting consumers, according to testimony at a House Commerce Committee energy and power subcommittee field hearing in San Diego Monday.

Distributed generation will ease grid congestion by allowing the addition of new capacity without the need to build new transmission lines, which will help damp market volatility, Gregory Barr, vice president of distributed generation manufacturer Solar Turbines Inc., a unit of Caterpillar Inc. (CAT), told lawmakers.

Distributed generation technology also offers the opportunity to generate power with far fewer polluting emissions, Barr said.

But policymakers have been slow to recognize the need for new regulatory structures, not just to accommodate competitive power markets, but also the market entry of distributed generation technologies, Barr said.

He called for legislation to standardize utility grid-interconnection requirements and to provide more uniform environmental permitting and other regulatory treatment of distributed generation.

Legislation also must address the need for non-discriminatory utility rates for back-up power services, he said.

Implementation of policies encouraging application of distributed generation technologies is "critical" for digital-economy companies for whom a dependable power supply is even more important than the price of power, Jeffrey Byron, energy director for Oracle Corp. (ORCL), told lawmakers.

"Digital-economy companies require the ability to install and operate innovative and necessary generation technologies in a timely manner," Byron said.

He echoed Barr's call for congressional passage of legislation promoting uniform grid-interconnection standards, non-discriminatory contracts for back-up power from utilities, and fair environmental regulation.

"The current crisis in electricity supplies is proof that we must accelerate efforts to offer more demand-side options for customers," including distributed generation, Byron said.

"Without quick action," he said, "I anticipate that the problems we've been having this summer will be an order of magnitude worse next year."
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