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Ways And Means May Consider Tr.l< Break For Bursed Power L11es 

The House Ways and Means Comm1ttee may consider proposing a write-off of the costs ot burymg exisiJnc;~ power 
hnes next sess•on, according to 1nformed ta.x committee sources, who say there rs growing support ror the 
measure 1n the wake of devastating hurricanes in the Gulf and Flonda coasts t";ilt lert m·1ions w1thou.t poWer. 

A m~asure introduced last.week by Rep. Clay Shaw (R·FL). who is t.ne highest ranking Repub:tcan on the 
committee next to cha)rman Rep. Wdliam Thomas (R-CA), would allow electnc ~..~~ · :v companies to expense the 
cost of replad'lg aboveground eJefi·•lc tran<:m1s:sion lines wltn under-grE>und electric trnnsmiss•on lines. Supporters 
say the measure would sigmflcanUy reduce the costs of underground bur\al retrofits. 

Source~ say the measure will llkeiy be taken up for discussion next year and supporters ate predicting that some 
legislatlor Is likely before the next hurricane sea.son. 'The congressman is very serious about this measure," says 
one Clay staffer. The source added that the congressman has S«ured ''Verbal support from members" of the 
Florida delegation, as well as from recently lornado-hit states suc..h as Missoun, Illmois, Kentucky and Tennessee. 

"He has support from not just the congressional delegation from Florida but others as well,' savs a source rrom 
Clay's office. The bill has been referred lo the House Ways and Means Committee. 

The recent humcanes that deva:,;tated the Gulf and Florida coasts have led to increased rhetoric 10 favor of buryinq 
both transm1ss1on and distr1but1on lmes. But cost concerns continue to plague both Industry and state utility 
regulators, who have balked at the idea of mandating burying power lines. 

Sources ih Oay's office say the measure Will encourage utilit1es to bury the lines w1thout mandating the S3me. "By 
reducing the uprront cost of replacing these lines,. this leg1slation would provide a significant incentiVe to burying 
power ltnes 1n disaster-prone areas like South Florida. This will not only ensure that more nome owners, 
businesses, and government agenc1es keep power during storms, but will also reduce the cleanup and 
replacement cost following th~ storms,'' Shaw said In a statemen~. 

Observers say the Clay measure is particularly ·significant because efforts by f!onda lawmakers just oo 
st1Jdy burying power lines M11e met with st1ff res1stance. An offldiil at the Florida Public Service Commission 
(FPSC) says that state statute currently does not aUow the.commission to requ1re a utility to bury power hnes. 
'The way the Florida state laws .are wriner, the commiSSIOn has regulatory authority only over rates, and t.:l! rate 
base has to consider the· least·cost alternative," says the oftidal. 

The FPSC currently rc:qu~res thi!~t utilities only provide ov~: head hnes. lf certain customers want underground 
power lines, those aJStomers have to pay the difference. Tii1.rfPSC studted the feasibility of requ7ring underground 
power hnes in the 1990s, but concluded it was t<Jo expens1ve on a statewide SC31e. 

State sources say a bill railed 1n the. Flonda leg,slature last session tl'lat would have granted state utility regulators 
the authority to reau1re lines be bur ted. It will l ik~Jy be tntroduced 1n the nel(t l~islative .sess1on n ligh.t of new 
devastation to th .! grid 1n the Gulf Coast. But offlcrals s\111 see 1t as a tough task; considertog that even legislation 
call tng for a task rorce to SJ.U.dy the feasib1Hty failed u1 the past session, 

Cost oon_sideratlor\S notwithstanding, experts agree that underground power lines are less susceptible to outages 
after storms. The f:::lison Electric Institute, the utility Industry trade group, estim~tes that burying new I)()Wer lines 
costs about $1 million per m1le, about 10 times more. than in~llfng overhead lines. 

Utility tn.dustry officials say most utlllt1es are willing to bury power lin~s a~ long as they can pass on a portion of 
the costs to ratepayers. rn Florida, especially, most of the state.'s utilities are largely on boord witl"! burying the 
p,ower lines wherever affordable, industry 5aurces said. Since Hurricane Andrew stn.tck in J992., about 70 PE!rt:ent 
of the new lines mstalled by Florida Power and Light (FPL) are underground and close to 40 ,.;ercem or 1ts overall 
lines are now buried, compared with only 31 pcrcenL 12 years ago. 



But, while most new power lines are being burled, industry sources say cost estimates ror retrofitting existing fines 
IS m<:>re problematic. "Retrofitting costs can vary depending upon terrain and also whether : "le community is an 
urban or rural area," says a spokesperson With FPL 

:...ven though experts agree 111at underground fine.s are more stable. there are concerns that flooding 01n also 
cause widespread outages. When Hurricone Olarley dpproached land, the Tampa Elect.nc Co; shut down power to 
the city's downtown businesses because of fear:; that a saltwater storm surge 1.'./ould damage the vnderground 
network, Experts say buried sei"Vice Is superior during high winds, but lines and poles perform better during heavy 
rains. 

http:Elect.nc

