Proposed Cross-Bay Extension Cord is a Bad Idea
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Earlier this week the San Francisco Board of Supervisor’s Budget and Finance Committee endorsed siting the terminus for the Trans Bay Cable project in the City’s Dogpatch neighborhood; project approval now goes to the full board.  The cable would extend more than 50 miles from the City of Pittsburg to San Francisco, and be capable of conveying 400 megawatt (MW) of direct current (DC) power.  Yet all available data indicates that the sunken transmission line isn’t needed, and would be more costly and less reliable than the environmentally-friendly alternatives.


The DC line, which is being financed by the Australian financing company Babcock & Brown, represents an important fork in our so far fossil fuel-paved electricity road.  We can continue down the path of a system that relies on large generating stations that produce mostly natural gas-powered electricity that is conveyed through an overbuilt transmission system, or turn towards an energy future that relies on a more dispersed set of small-scale resources, such as innovative demand management programs and renewables.


According to the latest data, five years from now San Francisco will be short roughly five MW of power, one-tenth of one percent of the City's energy needs.  This “shortage” would only occur if two bad things happened simultaneously:  demand for power in San Francisco spiked; and, as a result of equipment failure or disaster, the area’s two largest generating or transmission resources were knocked off-line.  The chances of such a perfect storm happening is well less than one percent.  Setting aside this disaster scenario, San Francisco has enough power for more than a decade.


What’s more, the cable would do nothing to address downtown San Francisco’s electric reliability needs; the 250 MW of electricity demand created by the City’s high-rises wouldn’t be served by Trans Bay.  And at upwards of $500 million, the project’s costs would vastly exceed its potential benefits.  It can only be justified if society places almost an infinite value on electric reliability, which we don’t.


There are other, more cost-effective and environmentally sustainable ways of ensuring we have electricity when we need it.  The San Francisco Public Utility Commission has proposed an alternative transmission line that would be capable of conveying 200 MW of publicly-owned hydropower into the City.  This project would rely on already owned right-of-ways, and could be completed well before 2020.  

In the meantime, the “disaster” scenario reliability gap that slowly emerges over the next decade could be addressed through a combination of conservation programs, which either directly reduce electricity use or shift it to periods when demand is lower; and by continuing to install solar throughout the City.  These tried-and-true resources could be supplemented through modestly-sized wind, tidal, and energy-to-waste facilities.  A network of small resources would be far more reliable than a single fat transmission line.  One photovoltaic system going on the blink has a minor impact on the system, while the disruption of an important power plant or transmission system could induce unexpected outages.


Demand for electricity doesn’t just fall from the sky – we create it.  Under existing forecasts San Francisco would double its demand for electricity in a little more than a half-century.  In an era of steadily rising energy prices and global climate change, we can’t afford to keep using multiple transmission straws to suck-up huge amounts of power from traditional fossil fuel sources.  

The choice is ours to make.  We can continue down the muddy path of relying on a capital- and fossil fuel-intensive electric system, or we can emerge as a national leader in charting a new way to manage our power needs.  We think the choice is obvious.  The proposed DC line is ungrounded, unfounded, and all wet.
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