Frequently Asked Questions

WHAT: PATH = Potomac Appalachian Transmission Highline

Allegheny Energy (AE) has filed an application with the Maryland Public Service Commission (PSC) to construct a 765 kV high voltage transmission line from the Amos Coal Plant in West Virginia through Loudoun County, Virginia, across the Potomac River near Knoxville, MD, across Lilypons Water Gardens, just north of Sugarloaf Mountain, just south of Urbana, MD to Mt. Airy where the line will end for now with a 50 acre substation in the middle of a residential area.    

WHY: The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) has authorized that Allegheny Energy and American Electric Company recover all their costs plus a guaranteed 14.3% profit, which will be paid by ratepayers all over the PJM region. It’s important to get it approved before someone wonders if a 14.3% profit is justified in the current economy.

IS THERE A NEED?

Even before the current economic situation worsened, energy usage was decreasing, hopefully due to improvements in appliances, personal habits, etc. Current DOE projections show the need that PJM is predicting for 2014 not present until 2020. With the emphasis on renewable energy sources, by that time there may no longer be a need for more coal plant energy.

BUT WHAT IF YOU’RE WRONG AND THERE IS A NEED?

HVDC technology is the preferred transmission technology.

WHY?

It is more efficient. Approximately forty percent of the power generated in West Virginia would be lost before it reached the end users. (By the way, only 14% of that energy is projected to be used in Maryland.) The alternating power (AC) lines have to be hung on those high towers because they lose so much energy in the form of heat to the air. That is why they cannot be buried underground without expensive coolants, etc. HVDC loses very little energy so it can be safely buried underground even near existing transmission lines in the same right of way (ROW). They can also be buried along railroads or highways in a 20-foot ROW with no need to buy property or easements; no need to fragment more forests or destroy more wetlands or disturb animal and people’s habitat! 

Although HVDC underground may be more expensive in the construction phase, there will be savings through the life of the lines: Underground lines have far less maintenance issues. Buried underground wires don’t go down during wind and ice storms. Any faults that might occur are located by sensor data and repaired quickly. They are less vulnerable to terrorist attacks than huge, connected towers.

WHY DOESN’T AE USE HVDC?

AE has the FERC arrangements in place, is set up and experienced in doing AC and has no incentive to look at any other technology.

BUT WHAT ABOUT THE NATIONAL GRID?

The National Grid began as independent powerlines that have been cobbled together and christened “The National Grid”. Many of its sections are old, outdated and ripe for problems. New HVDC lines are being added in many parts of the country. Because of the economy we now have the luxury of getting it right! We could actually plan a modern, more efficient, more reliable, national grid if that’s what is best. We also should think about the benefits of distributed power that is not connected! In the event of terrorism many feel the National Grid is at great risk. 

