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INTRODUCTION

On January 24, 2008, the Committee on Transportation, chaired by Council Member John C. Liu, will hold an oversight hearing on Con Ed and the City’s efforts to rein in stray voltage.   The Committee has invited the following people to testify:  Commissioner Janette Sadik-Khan, New York City Department of Transportation; Commissioner David J. Burney, New York City Department of Design and Construction; Commissioner Emily Lloyd, New York City Department of Environmental Protection; Chairperson William M. Flynn, New York State Public Service Commission; Chairperson Kevin Burke and Vice President John Banks, Consolidated Edison Company of New York, Inc.; Christopher Ward, General Contractors Association; Denise Peterson, Keyspan; Frank McLoughlin, Verizon; Sheila Mahoney, Cablevision; Marc J. Apfelbaum, Time Warner Cable; President Harry Farrell, Utility Workers of America – Local 1-2; Chairperson Harvey Epstein, Manhattan Community Board No. 3; Gunnar Hellekson, The Jodie Lane Project; Dr. Amy I. Attas, CityPets; and victims of stray voltage.

BACKGROUND

The Committee is reviewing the issue of stray voltage, an issue that it has addressed several times over the last few years.  These hearings have been driven by tragic incidents of stray voltage injuring and even killing people and animals.  One tragic case drawing much public attention was the death of Jodie S. Lane, who was killed on January 16, 2004 when she stepped on an electrically charged metal plate while walking her two dogs.
  Ms. Lane’s death prompted an examination of the City’s electrical-related infrastructure, which found hundreds of cases of dangerous stray voltage.

Following these earlier hearings, the Council took legislative action, enacting Local Law 44 of 2004 (“LL 44/2004”).  Under LL 44/2004, the Department of Transportation (“DOT”) and the local electric corporation, which in this case is Con Edison, are to conduct testing and prepare annual reports about their testing efforts for stray voltage.
  Con Edison is required to state in its report that each piece of electrical-related infrastructure was inspected where required, tested where required, and repaired where warranted during the immediately preceding inspection and testing period.
  The report is also required to indicate the locations at which stray voltage was found and state that in each such instance, repairs were completed in accordance with accepted professional standards and that no public safety hazard exists.  This report is to be forwarded to the Public Service Commission, DOT and the Council by January 15th of each year.

After the passage of LL 44/2004, The New York Public Service Commission (“PSC”) issued an “Order Instituting Safety Standards,” in Case No. 04-M-0159 (“PSC Order”) on January 5, 2005, requiring electric utilities to annually test for stray voltage of their equipment on public thoroughfares.  Con Edison believes that the PSC order supercedes LL 44/2004 because under the local law’s legislative intent, it states that the local law’s mandates were “necessary until such time as the New York State Public Service Commission, or its successor, adopts rules or regulations imposing obligations upon electric corporations to conduct annual inspections, tests and repairs of its electrical-related infrastructure to detect and eliminate stray voltage.”  The PSC’s order in case No. 04-M-0159, has a different timetable, requiring testing to be completed by November 30th of each year.

DOT, the City agency charged with overseeing the City’s electrical street grid,
 is required under LL 44/2004 to conduct random tests of at least 250 sites and to prepare a report of its testing from the period December 1st through November 30th of the following year.  DOT’s report is to be forwarded to the Public Service Commission and Con Edison.  This hearing seeks to examine the findings from these the most recent reports.

Despite the enactment of LL 44/2004, stray voltage continues to be a problem on New York City sidewalks and streets.  Fortunately, no people appear to have been killed on the streets of New York City because of stray voltage in the last two years, but a student at New Utrecht High School was electrocuted when he attempted to climb a fence and brushed against a light fixture that was not grounded.
  Animals were not so lucky and, since 2006, at least two dogs have been killed by stray voltage and others have been injured.



The Department of Transportation Report

In its 2007 report, DOT randomly surveyed 260 locations throughout the five boroughs to comply with LL 44/2004.  These locations were at or around Con Edison equipment and DOT used the Extech Instruments voltage detector model DVA30. DOT tested wood pole risers, manhole covers, transformer grates and service boxes.
DOT conducted its tests from January 4, 2007 through November 27, 2007.  DOT conducted 59 tests in Brooklyn, 25 in the Bronx, 38 in Manhattan, 82 in Queens and 56 in Staten Island.  DOT tested four types of equipment, which included 136 wood pole risers, 115 manhole covers, 3 transformer grates and 4 in an “other” category.
Of the 260 tested locations, one spot in the Bronx located at 181st Street and Ryer Avenue tested positive for stray voltage.  DOT reported this location to Con Edison and a reinspection of the location detected no stray voltage.

The Con Edison 2007 Report

Overview
As discussed, the PSC Order requires electrical utilities to test for stray voltage on all of their publicly accessible transmission and distribution facilities and metallic pole streetlights and traffic signals located on public streets.  The PSC Order also requires electrical utilities to visually inspect all of their electrical infrastructure every five years.

Con Edison’s report states that it is complying with the PSC Order and has instituted its own stray voltage testing initiatives.  The report indicates that Con Edison used both contractors and employees to test and inspect electrical infrastructure.  According to a Con Edison press release, the number of stray voltage incidents related to its equipment has declined 80%, from 197 incidents in 2004 to 43 incidents in 2007.
  However, the total number of stray voltage incidents that Con Edison has discovered has increased in the same time period, from 2,344 incidents in 2004, to 2,508 incidents in 2005, to 3,331incidents in 2006, and 5,455 incidents in 2007.

Testing


Con Edison tested both underground and overhead distribution equipment.  Con Edison tested 272,027 underground distribution structures between January and October 2007 and found 10 stray voltage conditions.  Of the 10 stray voltage situations identified, Con Edison found four in Brooklyn, one in Queens, three in Manhattan, two in the Bronx and none in Staten Island.  These stray voltage conditions ranged in intensity from one volt to over 51 volts.

To test the overhead distribution structures, Con Edison tested 284,510 Con Edison, Verizon and other third party-owned poles from February to October 2007.  In its testing, it found nine incidents of stray voltage, which included one in Brooklyn, two in Queens, three in the Bronx, none in Staten Island and five in Westchester, a county served by Con Edison.  These stray voltage conditions also ranged from one volt to over 51 volts.  According to Con Edison, third parties were responsible for 66.67% of the stray voltages found in the overhead distribution system.

Between January and November 2007, Con Edison also tested streetlights owned by municipalities.  Con Edison tested 182,816 DOT and other local municipally owned streetlights and found 659 with stray voltage.  Of the 659 streetlights with stray voltage, 225 were in Brooklyn, 144 were in Queens, 59 were in Manhattan, 90 were in the Bronx, 22 were in Westchester and 122 were in Staten Island.  The stray voltage ranged from one volt to over 51 volts.

Con Edison also tested 1,211 overhead transmission facilities and found twelve stray voltages incidents ranging between 1.3 volts and 3.5 volts.  Testing of 1,664 underground transmission facilities, 75 substation facilities and 230 unit substations did not find any stray voltage.  
Inspections


As discussed, the PSC Order also requires Con Edison to inspect all electric facilities over a five-year cycle.  Of 560,113 facilities, Con Edison has completed inspection of 413,081 or 73.8% of its facilities by the end of 2007.  

Initiatives

In the last two years, both Con Edison and DOT have initiated programs to try to detect and reduce the incidents of stray voltage.  Con Edison has a fleet of 15 vans equipped with stray voltage detecting equipment that goes out at night (to avoid vehicular and pedestrian traffic) looking for stray voltage.
  Using its mobile stray voltage detecting vans, Con Edison found 4,501 instances of stray voltage in 2007
.  In 2006, Con Edison detected 1,969 instances of stray voltage (about 40% in Con Edison equipment), which is greater than the 875 incidents it found in 2005.


Con Ed has also started a program where it hires liveries to guard high voltage areas.  About 1,000 drivers are involved in the program, which involves hiring the liveries to park near a stray voltage site to guard it, sometimes for days, with a sign explaining their mission.
  Some criticized the livery program as a gimmick and waste of money.

In its report,
 Con Edison also discusses some of its initiatives to try to detect and prevent stray voltage from occurring.  Among these initiatives are development of mobile stray voltage detectors, composite (non-metallic) covers, a system to monitor manhole covers, a system to measure electric arcing faults, which are associated with electrification.  Other initiatives include research on why electrical insulation fails and research on the causes of stray voltage.

DOT has tried to prevent stray voltage incidents by outfitting streetlights with alarms, which cause light emitting diodes to glow when electricity is detected.
  DOT has entered into a contract to install the detectors on 70,000 poles in Brooklyn and Queens and is working on a second contract to install 80,000 on light poles in Manhattan, the Bronx and Staten Island.


DOT has announced plans to coat all of its lampposts with a non-conductive paint.
  The special paint will provide 20 volts of resistance and grounding straps are also being installed.

Conclusion

DOT and Con Edison have been testing and inspecting electrical infrastructure to try to detect and prevent stray voltage.  Both Con Edison and DOT have instituted several initiatives to try to reduce the incidents of stray voltage on New York City Streets and they may be having an effect.  This hearing will examine the DOT and Con Edison reports and review what they have been doing to keep New Yorkers and animals from being electrocuted on the streets.
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