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        Three weeks ago, the Energy and Commerce Committee passed the American Clean Energy and Security Act of 2009.  This landmark legislation, on which the House will soon vote, will revolutionize our nation’s energy policy – creating millions of clean energy jobs, saving consumers billions of dollars in energy costs, and unleashing trillions in new investment.

        The 21st Century grid will play a central role in this revolution – wheeling the country’s vast wind, solar, and geothermal energy resources to market, enabling the electrification of our transportation system, and multiplying energy productivity through smart grid technologies.

The Waxman-Markey bill recognizes this role by establishing a new framework to plan the grid of the future.  We task the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission with establishing national grid planning principles, which it will use to support and coordinate regional planning processes across the country.  Within three years, the Commission must report back to Congress on the results of this effort, together with recommendations for further Congressional action if necessary.

Some believe we should go further, by substantially expanding Federal authority to plan and site new transmission lines.  That includes overriding State decisions to reject proposed lines and using Federal eminent domain authority if necessary.  I think we need to look closely and skeptically whether such a step is warranted at this juncture.  I urge caution for three reasons.

First, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.  As several of our witnesses emphasize, there are a number of innovative and promising bottom-up planning processes now underway – from New England to the Midwest to the West.  We should give those processes time to succeed.  Moreover, as Commissioner Azar’s testimony emphasizes, one of the greatest obstacles to developing the grid of the future is not a lack of federal authority, but rather uncertainty as to what energy policy that grid must serve.  By establishing a national renewable electricity standard, a firm cap on carbon pollution, and efficiency programs that will dramatically curb growth in electricity demand, the Waxman-Markey bill will provide the certainty needed to guide private, State, and regional development of the transmission system of tomorrow.

Second, look before you leap.  Transmission is among the most complex and controversial aspects of energy policy.  Today’s hearing is literally the first in this Committee, in this Congress or the last, on transmission.  We cannot afford to take a “ready, fire, aim” approach in this area.  Further, there appears to be little common ground among core stakeholders.  To give just one example, we invited the Edison Electric Institute – which represents investor-owned utilities that own most of the nation’s transmission system – to testify today.  EEI cordially declined, in part because it was unable to agree on a witness that could represent the disparate views of its membership.  The testimony before us confirms that it is very tough to find agreement in this sphere.

Third, to a man with a hammer, everything looks like a nail.  Precipitous action could result in a policy that is ill-suited to address the problems at hand and could lead to perverse consequences.  For example, the Western Governors’ Association will testify today that “Western Governors see little benefit in preempting state transmission line permitting processes” because “[t]he major hurdle for permitting transmission in the West has been securing permits from federal agencies.”  Several witnesses from the East emphasize that Federal planning or siting authority could undermine regional efforts to develop renewable resources and encourage expansion of high-carbon generation in the Midwest.

We need to take time, take a careful look at this, and see what really makes sense.  Today’s hearing is an excellent beginning to that process.  We have a great lineup of witnesses and I look forward to their testimony.

