
Avoiding a big blackout: 
There’s a drone for that

A drone carries a Sharper Shape surveillance system to inspect a power line.(Photo: Sharper Shape)

The biggest blackout ever in North America happened 13 
years ago when high-voltage power lines brushed against 
overgrown trees in northern Ohio, triggering breakdowns on 
the grid that turned out lights in New York City and across 
eight states as well as Ontario, Canada. 
The incident in August 2003 demonstrated the importance 
of trimming trees adjacent to electricity transmission and 
distribution lines, and the difficulties of doing so when 
millions of trees dot hundreds of thousands of miles of lines. 
But now a Palo Alto, Calif., company is teaming up with the 
U.S. electric-power industry to test the effectiveness of using 
unmanned aerial vehicles – commonly known as drones – to 
help utilities scan power lines faster, cheaper and smarter. 
In the process, the collaboration between Sharper Shape 
and the Edison Electric Institute could help enable greater 
commercial use of drones. 
“For us, the hope is that this major project will pave the way 
towards large-scale adoption of drones,” said Tero Heinonen, 
the founder of Sharper Shape. “The electricity sector is now 
clearly leading the way.” 
That said, it’s not as though the power sector is just now 
acquainting itself with drones for surveillance of power lines 
and other infrastructure. About 15 utilities are already flying 
drones under a U.S. Federal Aviation Administration program, 
including Exelon, National Grid and Pacific Gas & Electric.  By 
Bill Loveless, for USA Today, May 4, 2016.   

In this Dec. 9, 2015, photo, crews work on stopping a gas leak at a relief well at the Aliso Canyon facility above 
the Porter Ranch area of Los Angeles. (Dean Musgrove/Los Angeles Daily News via AP) 

It’s perhaps the most contentious issue in U.S. climate 
change policy right now: How can we deal with emissions of 
methane, a powerful if short-lived greenhouse gas, which 
has many sources but appears to be leaking into the air in 
considerable volumes from U.S. oil and gas operations?
The Obama administration is expected to release methane 
regulations for new sources of emissions very soon, and the 
EPA recently revised upwards, considerably, its estimates 
of how much methane is leaking into the atmosphere from 
the U.S. energy industry. And yet at the same time, there 
remains considerable scientific uncertainty and debate over 
just how much methane the U.S. is emitting and how much 
that has changed due to the current oil and gas boom — and 
over what those emissions even mean.
A new study in Nature Climate Change, for instance, gets at 
why understanding the importance of methane can be such 
a difficult, confusing affair. In particular, it takes issue with 
some of the math that has often been used to compare the 
consequences of emitting methane with the impact of the 
chief, long-lived global warming gas, carbon dioxide. And it 
finds that really, we may not even know how important our 
methane emissions are in the first place until we also know 
how quickly we’re able to get carbon dioxide under control.
“People are placing too much emphasis on methane,” says 
Raymond Pierrehumbert, a climate scientist at the University 
of Oxford and one of the paper’s authors. “And really, people 
should prove that we can actually get the CO2 emissions 
down first, before worrying about whether we are doing 
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enough to get methane emissions down.”
The study was led by Myles Allen, also of Oxford, with 
colleagues from several other UK universities as well as 
institutions in Norway and New Zealand.
The key problem addressed by the study is that greenhouse 
gases are all different, and yet nonetheless, policymakers 
and analysts have a tendency to pool them all together 
by using a common metric, “carbon dioxide equivalents.” 
Thus, according to the EPA, while in 2014 the U.S. emitted 
5.556 billion tons of carbon dioxide, it emitted 6.871 billion 
tons of carbon dioxide equivalents — the number rises 
because of the inclusion of emissions of methane, nitrous 
oxide and other greenhouse gases.
But all of these gases are different — after a pulse of 
methane is emitted into the atmosphere, half of it is no 
longer there after 8.3 years, and then only a quarter is left 
after another 8.3 years, and so on. That’s very different 
from the behavior of a pulse emission of carbon dioxide, 
some of which remains in the atmosphere for thousands of 
years.
The usual way to convert emissions of methane, black 
carbon, and other so-called short lived climate pollutants 
into carbon dioxide equivalents involves calculating 
their “global warming potential” over 100 years — thus, 
according to EPA, methane has 28 to 36 times as much 
warming impact as the same amount of carbon dioxide 
over a century. But the new study in Nature Climate Change 
finds that because methane has a shorter atmospheric life 
than carbon dioxide, the truth is that this gas – along with 
black carbon and various hydrofluorocarbons, or HFCs — 
really has an impact over 20 to 40 years, rather than 100. 
(The calculation is actually for all uses of the global warming 
potential approach, not just for methane.)
“The appearance of 100 years in the name of the metric 
really deceives a lot of people into thinking this is telling 
us something about temperature 100 years out, whereas 
it’s not,” says Pierrehumbert. By Chris Mooney, The 
Washington Post, May 2, 2016

PJM Ready To Meet 
Summer Demand

PJM is ready to meet the expected power demand of 61 

million consumers this summer, when demand is forecasted 
to reach 152,131 megawatts at its peak. 
PJM has 183,912 MW of installed generating capacity 
available to use. More than 8,700 MW of demand response 
is also available, which represents power use that is willing 
to be interrupted in case of a system emergency. One 
megawatt of electricity is enough to power 800 to 1,000 
homes. 
“Summer tests the system as people try to keep cool in hot 
and humid weather,” said Mike Bryson, vice president – 
Operations. “With continued transmission enhancements, 
reinforced capacity commitments and slowing forecasted 
load growth, we’re prepared to meet the region’s needs.”

Preliminary forecasted peak conditions for the summer are:

Forecast Load Total 152,131 MW
Demand Response and Energy 
Efficiency 8,777 MW (est.)

Forecast Load Less Demand 
Response 143,354 MW

Installed Generation Capacity 183,914 MW
Available Reserve Margin 28.3 percent
Required Reserve Margin 16.4 percent
 
PJM’s available resources represent a reserve margin 
of 28.3 percent, well above the required 16.4 percent 
margin. A reserve margin ensures that there will still be 
enough power to meet consumers’ needs in case demand 
is higher than forecasted or if generation is unexpectedly 
unavailable.
This summer is the first to include capacity that will 
follow PJM’s Capacity Performance standards. Capacity 
Performance resources must produce electricity when 
called on regardless of weather conditions or extreme 
system conditions.
Committed resources that do not perform when called 
upon will face significant non-performances charges. 
These resources were committed in a transitional 
capacity auction in August 2015.
Last year’s summer peak demand for electricity was more 
than 143,500 MW, which occurred on July 28. The highest 
use of power in PJM was nearly 166,000 MW in 2006. 
Article from PJM news site – PJM Inside Lines dated 
May 3, 2016.
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