
Introduction

This Transmission and Markets Engagement Guide 
(“Guide”) provides a high-level description of the Pa-
cific Northwest electric grid and its operations, in-
cluding ongoing efforts to build the new power gen-
erators and transmission facilities needed to serve the 
expected increase in electricity use, and how these 
issues impact Pacific Northwest Tribes.

How is electricity bought and sold within the region? 
How is the power industry working to build more effi-
cient markets for buying and selling electricity? Why 
are there efforts to consolidate transmission facilities’ 
operation under one Regional Transmission Organi-
zation? Most importantly, how can Tribes shape these 
conversations to minimize burdens to Tribes and 
maximize benefits?

The Guide
	z reviews the operating frame-
work for all electric utilities and 
discussing their universal goal—
to ensure that customer loads 
are served at all times; 

	z details the transmission net-
works operating in the West 
and how their operations are 
regulated; 

	z addresses the expected growth 
of electricity demand in the 
region and the expected growth 
of system resources needed to 
meet that demand; 

	z covers the tension between 
Tribal treaty rights and electric 
resource development and the 
need for Tribal governments to 
participate in the planning ex-
ercises of regional utilities and 
transmission organizations; and

	z outlines opportunities for Tribal 
involvement in the Pacific 
Northwest’s energy future. 

Transmission and Markets 
Engagement Guide
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Integrated Utility Operations  
in the Western United States  

         

1	 Based upon self-developed daily load forecasts, a utility will 
manage its existing power generator fleet to match the load – 
typically starting with its least cost generators. The utility must 
also keep “power reserves” at the ready in order to deal with 
any emergencies, such as a generator failure within its system 
or a neighboring system. 
2	 Energy efficiency is also commonly referred to as an “energy 
resource” and is used by utilities to reduce customer demand 
and the system’s dependency upon electric generators.

Utility-scale electric generators, typically genera-
tors that are 50 megawatts (MW) or larger—wheth-
er carbon, wind, water, nuclear, or solar fueled—are 
connected to the electric grid via transmission lines. 
A power generation project is useless if it cannot 
connect to customers by moving its power through 
the transmission system, and in fact a new power 
project will not be built without having first secured 
rights to transmission capacity needed to move the 
project’s potential power to customers. 

Customers and how they use electricity dictate 
utility system operations. Customers include resi-
dential users, commercial entities such as small- to 
medium-sized governments and businesses, and 
industrial customers such as manufacturing plants, 
lumber and paper mills, and even large casinos. The 
combined electric use of these customers, com-
monly termed “demand,” creates “load centers” 
that electric utilities must serve. 

When functioning properly, the utility grid is con-
sidered “balanced,” indicating that the flow of elec-
tricity from generators is following but not exceed-
ing customer demand. This “balancing relationship” 
between demand and generation is measured in 
microseconds as demand is ever changing, and the 
overall grid system must remain in balance at all 
times or risk an emergency shutdown. The electric 
distribution grid has many failure protections that 
allow operators to shut down parts of the system 
in order to maintain system balance. On the trans-
mission system, insufficient or excessive generation 
will trip built-in safety components and shut down 
certain lines in order to protect the overall transmis-
sion system. Customers sometimes feel the effects 
of these emergency protocols as “blackouts.”

DISTRIBUTION

The electricity needed to meet customer demand 
is carried to homes and businesses by the utility’s 
distribution system—poles and wires that span urban 
neighborhoods, homes throughout the countryside, 
shopping centers, and industrial areas. 

END USE

Customer demand simultaneously sends a 
signal to the generators to increase or decrease 
electricity output.

TRANSMISSION

Power generation output is then carried by the 
transmission system to load centers—places like 
towns or large industrial operations—and then 
to the distribution system and its customers.

GENERATION

To reliably supply electric service to customers 
in a load center, a utility will operate its power 
generators to produce the electricity needed to 
meet but not exceed the load center’s demand.1 
Power generation in the Pacific Northwest 
includes hydropower, fossil resources like coal and 
natural gas, nuclear power, as well as wind and 
solar power. 
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The Transmission System in the Western Interconnection 

Cherokee

Creek

Seneca-Cayuga

Quapaw

Wyandotte

Ponca

Otoe-
Missouria

Chickasaw

Cheyenne-Arapaho

Kiowa-Comanche-
Apache-Fort Sill Apache

Caddo-Wichita-Delaware

Iowa

Choctaw

Sac
and
Fox

Kaw

Pawnee

Seminole

Kaw/Ponca Eastern Shawnee

Miami
Modoc

Ottawa

Peoria

Citizen
Potawatomi

Nation-
Absentee
Shawnee

Tonkawa

Kickapoo

Miami/Peoria

Creek/Seminole

Kiowa-Comanche
-Apache-Ft Sill Apache/

Caddo-Wichita-Delaware

Neah Bay

Everett

Taholah

Aberdeen

Harlem Belcourt

Box
ElderPlummer

Pablo

Wapato

New
Town Fort

Totten Red Lake

Portland
Lapwai

Sault

Sainte Marie

Siletz Pendleton

Ashland

WarmSprings

Billings

Sisseton

Eagle
Butte

Fort Thompson

Fort Hall

Fort Washakie

RosebudPine
Ridge

Redding

Winnebago

Elko

Washington, DC

Fort
Duchesne

Poplar
Hills

Saint George

Dulce
Shiprock

Miami

Lexington-

Fayette

Tuba
City Pawhuska

Chinle

Pawnee

Keams
Canyon

Valentine Ohkay Owingeh

CrownpointGallup
Muskogee

Laguna
Albuquerque

Seminole
Palm

Springs Parker Anadarko

TalihinaAda

Whiteriver
Scottsdale

San
Carlos

Yuma
Sacaton

Coolidge

Mescalero

Sells

Hollywood

Fort
Yates

Zuni

Riverside
Concho

Seattle

Providence

Minneapolis

New York

Milwaukee

Detroit

Cleveland

Toledo

Philadelphia

Chicago

Rochester

Baltimore

Omaha Columbus

Indianapolis

Grand Rapids

San Francisco
Oakland

Denver

San Jose

Virginia

Beach

Des Moines

Saint
Louis

Colorado
Springs

Fresno

Raleigh

Wichita

Las Vegas

Charlotte

Nashville

Tulsa

LosAngeles Memphis

Oklahoma
City

Long Beach Santa
Ana

Atlanta

San
Diego Mesa

DallasTucson Arlington
Fort

Worth

Jacksonville
El Paso

Corpus Christi

Houston

TampaSan
Antonio

Nespelem

Browning

Wellpinit

Wagner

Toppenish

Crow
Agency

Lame Deer

Lower Brule

CarsonCity

Towaoc

Ignacio

Fort
Defiance

Phoenix

Aberdeen

Sacramento

Okmulgee

Shawnee

Miami

Baton Rouge

Spokane

Reno
Salt Lake

City

Boise

Chattanooga

Mobile

New Orleans

Jackson

Montgomery

Birmingham

Cherokee

Knoxville

Kansas
City

Greensboro

Little Rock

Shreveport

Richmond

Saint Paul

Amarillo

Orlando

Fort Wayne

Cincinnati

Dayton

Pittsburgh

Buffalo

Springfield

Boston

Worcester

Laredo

Austin

Lubbock

Horton

Philadelphia

Poplar

Ramah

Wagner

Cass Lake

Farmington

Northwest Region

Pacific Region

Western Region
Southwest Region

Great Plains Region

Midwest Region
Rocky Mountain Region

Eastern Oklahoma
Region

Navajo Region

Southern Plains Region

Eastern Region

ALABAMA

ARKANSAS
ARIZONA

CALIFORNIA

COLORADO

CT

DE

FLORIDA

GEORGIA

IOWA

IDAHO

ILLINOIS

INDIANA

KANSAS

KENTUCKY

LOUISIANA

MASSACHUSETTS

MD

MAINE

MICHIGAN

MINNESOTA

MISSOURI

MISSISSIPPI

MONTANA

NORTH CAROLINA

NORTH DAKOTA

NEBRASKA

NH

NJ

NEW MEXICO

NEVADA

NEW YORK

OHIO

OKLAHOMA

OREGON

PENNSYLVANIA

RI

SOUTH CAROLINA

SOUTH DAKOTA

TENNESSEE

TEXAS

UTAH
VIRGINIA

VERMONT

WASHINGTON

WISCONSIN

WEST VIRGINIA

WYOMING

35

40

4

14

10

51

6

24

32

25

22

15

46

36

38, 44
26, 3128,
37,

125318
3349

27 30

16 7 50

34
8 45

2
20 48

5
1

19

4721
11

52

133 42

9

43

17

41

39
23

29

LAKE SUPERIOR

LA
K

E
M

IC
H

IG
AN

LAKE HURON

LAKE ERIE

LAKE ONTARIO

63°W64°W65°W66°W67°W68°W69°W70°W71°W72°W73°W74°W

75°W

75°W

76°W

76°W

77°W

77°W

78°W

78°W

79°W

79°W

80°W

80°W

81°W

81°W

82°W

82°W

83°W

83°W

84°W

84°W

85°W

85°W

86°W

86°W

87°W

87°W

88°W

88°W

89°W

89°W

90°W

90°W

91°W

91°W

92°W

92°W

93°W

93°W

94°W

94°W

95°W

95°W

96°W

96°W

97°W

97°W

98°W

98°W

99°W

99°W

100°W

100°W

101°W

101°W

102°W

102°W

103°W

103°W

104°W

104°W

105°W

105°W

106°W

106°W

107°W

107°W

108°W

108°W

109°W

109°W

110°W

110°W

111°W

111°W

112°W

112°W

113°W

113°W

114°W

114°W

115°W

115°W

116°W

116°W

117°W

117°W

118°W

118°W

119°W

119°W

120°W

120°W

121°W

121°W122°W123°W124°W125°W126°W127°W128°W129°W130°W131°W132°W

47°N

48°N

46°N

46°N

45°N

45°N

44°N

44°N

43°N

43°N

42°N

42°N

41°N

41°N

40°N

40°N

39°N

39°N

38°N

38°N

37°N

37°N

36°N

36°N

35°N

35°N

34°N

34°N

33°N

33°N

32°N

32°N

31°N

31°N

30°N

30°N

29°N

29°N

28°N

28°N

27°N

27°N

26°N

26°N

25°N

25°N

24°N

24°N

23°N

23°N

22°N

22°N 21°N

21°N 20°N

20°N 19°N

CANADA

MEXICO

Metlakatla, Annette

Island Reserve

Eek

Elim

Knik

Atka

Eyak (Cordova)

Ekuk

Sitka
Kake

Unga

Ruby

Craig

Tetlin

Teller

Minto
Eagle

Kiana

Anvik

Aniak

Kotlik

Nome

Circle

Telida

Wales

Huslia

Kaltag

Alatna

Koyuk

Kwigillingok

Nulato

Kobuk

Karluk

Togiak

Ekwok

Tangirnaq (Woody Island)

Nikolai

Igiugig

Egegik

Inupiat

Tazlina

Noatak

Beaver

Chilkat

(Klukwan)

Galena (Louden)

Akhiok

Chitina

Kipnuk

Akutan

Tatitlek

Tyonek

Tanana

Ambler

Iliamna

Venetie

Newtok
Chevak

Yakutat

South Naknek Kasaan

Nenana

Paimiut

Eklutna

Council
Hughes

Gakona

Selawik

Chignik

Deering
Chinik Eskimo Community (Golovin)

Noorvik

Nuiqsut
(Nooiksut)

Hoonah

Takotna

Angoon

Kivalina

Saxman

Nikolski

Ugashik

Kanatak

Gambell

DouglasChilkoot

(Haines)

Afognak

Grayling
McGrath

Rampart

Klawock

Tununak

Seldovia

Cantwell

Kenaitze

Curyung

Ninilchik

Nunakauyarmiut

Kaguyak

Kaktovik

(Barter Island)

Ouzinkie

Stebbins

Diomede (Inalik)

Dot Lake

Chenega

Koyukuk

Platinum

Wrangell

Solomon

Hamilton

Skagway

Levelock

Unalaska

Alakanuk Shageluk

Belkofski

Kotzebue

Buckland

Point Lay

Perryville

Northway

Red Devil

Aleknagik

Koliganek

Sleetmute

Savoonga

Kokhanok

Evansville 
(Bettles Field)

Tanacross

Pedro Bay

Nondalton
NightmuteChefornak

King Cove

Pilot Point

Unalakleet

Shaktoolik

Ivanoff Bay

Napaimute

Nunam Iqua

False Pass

Fort Yukon

Healy Lake

Sand Point

Old Harbor
Manokotak

Point Hope

Chalkyitsik

Kwinhagak

PetersburgTuntutuliak

Wainwright

Chickaloon

Chuathbaluk

Stony River

Birch Creek

Port Heiden

Kongiganak

Cheesh-Na Tribe

Mary's Igloo

Lime Village

Scammon Bay Georgetown

King Salmon

Chignik Lake

Arctic Village

Saint Michael

Chuloonawick

Portage Creek (Ohgsenakale)

Kluti Kaah (Copper Center)

Pauloff Harbor

Brevig Mission

Crooked Creek

Nelson Lagoon

Stevens Village
White Mountain

Anaktuvuk Pass

Pribilof Islands Aleut 

Community of St. Paul

Pribilof Islands Aleut 

Community of St. George

Mekoryuk

Atqasuk
(Atkasook)

Hydaburg

Ketchikan

Tlingit and Haida

Gulkana

Manley 
Hot Springs

Salamatoff

Allakaket

Kodiak
Port Lions

Larsen Bay

Chignik Lagoon

Port Graham
Nanwalek
(English Bay)

Newhalen

Shungnak

King Island

Shishmaref

Barrow

Mentasta Lake

New Stuyahok

Clarks Point

Twin Hills

Goodnews Bay

Umkumiut

Hooper Bay

Emmonak

Bill Moore's Slough

Naknek

Alaska Region

Fairbanks 
Agency

West Central Agency

ALASKA 
REGIONAL

OFFICE

Juneau Office

!(

!(

!(

ALASKA

155°W

155°W 115°W120°W125°W

130°W

130°W

135°W

135°W

140°W

140°W

145°W

145°W

150°W

150°W

160°W

160°W

165°W

165°W

170°W

170°W

175°W

175°W180°175°E170°E165°E

65°N
65°N

60°N
60°N

55°N
55°N

50°N50°N

PACIFIC OCEAN

ATLANTIC OCEAN

Yukon R

K
us

ko
kw

in
R

Baird
Inlet

Asa'carsarmiut Tribe

Holy Cross

New Stuyahok

Andreafski
Pitka's Point

Algaaciq
(St. Mary's)

Pilot Station

Marshall (Fortuna Ledge)

Ohogamiut

Iqurmuit

Kasigluk
Nunapitchuk

Atmautluak

Napakiak Orutsararmiut (Bethel)
Oscarville

Napaskiak

Kwethluk
Akiachak

Akiak

Tuluksak

Lower Kalskag

Kalskag

Inset 1

Inset 1

GULF OF MEXICO

GULF OF ALASKA

RUSSIA

CANADA

BERING SEA

µInset 2

Northwest
Region

Metlakatla, Annette 
Island Reserve

Inset 2

Metlakatla

Annette
Metlakatla 
Agencyµ

Scale 1:2,850,000
0 10 20 30 40

Miles

Scale 1:935,000
0 4

Miles

BEAUFORT SEA

CUBA

Native Entities in Alaska
Scale 1:9,750,000

0 125 250 375 500
Kilometers

0 125 250 375 500
Miles

Legend

* Does not have land held in trust or restricted fee status

American Indian Reservation

Oklahoma Tribal Statistical Area

Lake

Swamp

River

Interstate§̈¦

Public Domain Allotment

City!(

Federally Recognized Tribal Entity *
Alaska Native Village

Trust or Restricted Fee

Indian Lands of Federally Recognized Tribes

Scale 1:4,250,000
0 250 500 750 1,000

Kilometers

0 125 250 375 500
Miles

of the United States
Scale of 1:4,250,000 valid only when the map page is 32" X 47"

DATA SOURCES:
1:10M Satellite-derived land cover data and shaded relief with
ocean bottom data from NaturalEarthData.com 2015;
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Eastern Regional Office Natural Resources Department.
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USE CONSTRAINTS AND REFERENCES:
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Federally Recognized Tribal Entity * ID
Absentee-Shawnee Tribe of Indians of Oklahoma 1

Alabama-Quassarte Tribal Town 2
Apache Tribe of Oklahoma 3

Aroostook Band of Micmacs 4
Caddo Nation of Oklahoma 5

Cayuga Nation 6
Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma 7

Cheyenne and Arapahoe Tribes, Oklahoma 8
Comanche Nation, Oklahoma 9

Cowlitz Indian Tribe 10
Delaware Nation, Oklahoma 11

Eastern Shawnee Tribe of Oklahoma 12
Fort Sill Apache Tribe of Oklahoma 13
Houlton Band of Maliseet Indians 14

Ione Band of Miwok Indians of California 15
Iowa Tribe of Oklahoma 16

Jena Band of Choctaw Indians 17
Kaw Nation, Oklahoma 18
Kialegee Tribal Town 19

Kickapoo Tribe of Oklahoma 20
Kiowa Indian Tribe of Oklahoma 21
Koi Nation of Northern California 22

Mashpee Wampanoag Tribe 23
Match-E-Be-Nash-She-Wish Band of Pottawatomi Indians of Michigan 24

Mechoopda Indian Tribe of Chico Rancheria, California 25
Miami Tribe of Oklahoma 26

Otoe-Missouria Tribe of Indians, Oklahoma 27
Ottawa Tribe of Oklahoma 28

Pamunkey Indian Tribe 29
Pawnee Nation of Oklahoma 30

Peoria Tribe Indians of Oklahoma 31
Pokagon Band of Potawatomi Indians, Michigan and Indiana 32

Ponca Tribe of Indians of Oklahoma 33
Sac & Fox Nation, Oklahoma 34

Samish Indian Nation 35
San Juan Southern Paiute Tribe of Arizona 36

Seneca-Cayuga Nation 37
Shawnee Tribe 38

Shinnecock Indian Nation 39
Snoqualmie Indian Tribe 40

Tejon Indian Tribe 41
The Chickasaw Nation 42

The Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma 43
The Modoc Tribe of Oklahoma 44
The Muscogee (Creek) Nation 45
The Quapaw Tribe of Indians 46

The Seminole Nation of Oklahoma 47
Thlopthlocco Tribal Town 48

Tonkawa Tribe of Indians of Oklahoma 49
United Keetoowah Band of Cherokee Indians in Oklahoma 50

Wampanoag Tribe of Gay Head (Aquinnah) 51
Wichita and Affiliated Tribes (Wichita, Keechi, Waco & Tawakonie), Oklahoma 52

Wyandotte Nation 53

This map shows the general location of transmission lines across the 
Western Interconnection relative to Tribal reservation lands. The electrical 
capacity (how many megawatts it can carry) for each line is shown in the 
lower right hand corner of the illustration and color coded for reference. 
Please note the abundance of transmission lines operating in highly 
populated areas along the coast and in the area designated as the Mid-
Columbia in Washington state. 
IMAGE CREDIT Gridworks illustration; maps provided by WECC and BOIA.
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Throughout the Western U.S. and within the Pacific Northwest specifically, transmission lines have 
been constructed to carry high voltages over long distances from the generation resources producing 
the power to the customer centers using that power. The term Western Interconnection refers to the 
wide area of synchronous electric grid that covers the western United States from the Pacific Coast 
states to the eastern borders of Colorado and New Mexico; and from the Canadian provinces of British 
Columbia and Alberta to the northern states of Mexico. The Western Interconnection is one of three grid 
systems operating in North America, and at a federal level is regulated by the Federal Energy Regulato-
ry Commission (FERC). 

The term “synchronous electric grid” refers to the interconnection’s common operating characteristics 
that allow utilities within the Western Interconnection to share electricity taken from the grid without 
having to modify the voltage to fit their systems. 

The benefits of synchronous zones within the Western Interconnection include:

	z pooling of generation, resulting in lower generation costs; 

	z pooling of load, resulting in significant equalizing effects; 

	z common provisioning of reserves, resulting in cheaper primary and secondary reserve power costs; 

	z opening of the market, resulting in the possibility of long term contracts and short term power ex-
changes; and 

	z mutual assistance in the event of disturbances. 

Once transmission lines are sited and built, the regulation of transmission resources in the United States 
focuses on the costs of operating the line and whether it is being operated safely and reliably. The Fed-
eral Energy Regulatory Commission, or FERC, is the economic regulator of most interstate transmission 
lines (the exception in the PNW of the Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) and its transmission 
operations; additionally, state public utility commissions are the economic regulator for a utility’s lines 
falling within a single state). By considering the specific costs associated with planning, permitting/
siting, and constructing a line, as well as costs incurred in a line’s actual operation, FERC approves the 
rates that are passed through to customers. 

FERC is also the nation’s reliability regulator, tasked with ensuring reliability standards that dictate safe-
ty and operational requirements of the transmission system, but has delegated this function to regional 
reliability entities such as the Western Electricity Coordinating Council, or WECC.   

WECC is the Reliability Entity for the Western Interconnection. Its primary role is to enforce FERC’s reli-
ability standards, and it is directly responsible for ensuring that transmission facilities within its jurisdic-
tion operate consistent with FERC’s reliability directives. Specifically, WECC’s regulatory activities include:

	z setting the rules for transmission operation within the interconnection—WECC implements the stan-
dards established by FERC taking into consideration the region’s operational characteristics. In the 
end, WECC’s rules must be approved by FERC.

	z conducting regular audits of transmission operations, using transmission operators’ detailed logs of 
all transmission activities occurring on its lines, and investigating service outages (“blackouts” and 
“brownouts”), and

	z issuing financial penalties to the operators of transmission lines should outages occur. Fines issued by 
WECC are reviewed and approved by FERC, and have been as high as $30 million dollars in some cases. 
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WECC’s other duties include developing long-range forecasts for electricity demand as part of its re-
quirement to oversee regional resource adequacy, or whether the overall grid is able to meet demand 
with the existing generators and transmission system. This function of WECC makes it particularly im-
portant in future transmission planning efforts, which often use WECC data as a foundational element 
of planning and study.   

Tribes and transmission project siting and permitting

Tribal governments should explore three areas when confronted by transmission development propos-
als: the transmission line’s purpose, location, and capacity.

Purpose
Exploring the line’s purpose will probe who is involved in the project, the generators expected 
to be connected to the line, and who will benefit from its construction (i.e., where is the power 
being used?). The answers to these questions will provide important information about the de-

veloper’s financial capacity to bring the project to completion, the line’s actual need, and its value to 
its owners. In other words, is it truly necessary to support utility operations or are there other options? 

Location
Understanding the line’s proposed location will allow a Tribal government to determine wheth-
er it will cross reservation boundaries, ceded areas, or areas where traditional foods are located. 
This information will support an analysis of impacts and possible alternatives. 

Capacity
Understanding a proposed line’s capacity will provide valuable information regarding the facili-
ty’s proposed physical size and how it will be used. The most common voltage limits for operat-
ing transmission systems are 90 kilovolt (kV), 115 kV, 230 kV, 345 kV and 500 kV.3 The higher the 
voltage, the more power can move through the line at a given time. 

Voltage limits indicate the voltage that a line can handle and still remain reasonably efficient. A line 
run at or near its voltage limit will over time become hotter and therefore less efficient and known to 
sag deeply between the transmission towers, creating a possible fire hazard. While the operator has an 
obligation to clear trees and brush from the transmission pathway, a Tribal government facing a devel-
opment proposal can demand additional safeguards to protect its interests.	

Looking to the Future: An Evolving Electrical Grid

WECC’s recent forecast of annual demand in the Western Interconnection shows a 20.4 percent in-
crease in regional demand, growing from 942 terawatt-hours (TWh) in 2025 to 1,134 TWh, by 2034.4  This 
new forecast is more than double the 9.6-percent growth rate forecast in 2022 resource plans and four 

3	 Typically, FERC has exerted regulatory jurisdiction over transmission lines powered at 115 Kv and above. However, it has been 
known to exert authority over 90 kilovolts (kV) lines when facing circumstances that impact grid reliability. 
4	 https://feature.wecc.org/wara/

https://feature.wecc.org/wara/
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times the historical growth rate of about 4.5 percent between 2013 and 2022.5 To put these forecasts 
in context, the region added 74 gigawatts (GW) of new generation between 2014 and 2023. The graph 
below shows the substantial increase in resource additions that are planned over the next ten years.      

IMAGE CREDIT  WECC
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The expected increase in cus-
tomer demand over the next 10 
years is attributed to policy deci-
sions to electrify the economies 
of Western states in response to 
climate change, such as trans-
portation and building electrifi-
cation to supplant fossil fuels, 
and the expansion of large loads 
like data centers, manufacturing 
facilities, and cryptocurrency 
mining operations. Combined, 
these loads can consume mas-
sive amounts of energy and are 
expected to require a steady 
supply of power during all hours 
of the day. In the Pacific North-
west, utilities such as those in 
the Columbia Basin have be-
come targets for large industry 
and other developers of ener-
gy-heavy facilities seeking the 
region’s low cost of electricity 
(due to historically low costs of 
hydropower) and availability of 
development sites.

5	 https://feature.wecc.org/wara/

The Power Side of the Northwest Power and 
Conservation Council

The 1980 Northwest Power Act authorized the states of 
Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and Washington to develop 
a regional power plan and a fish and wildlife program 
to balance the Northwest's environmental and energy 
needs. Many Tribes have a long history of engaging with 
the resulting organization, the Northwest Power and 
Conservation Council, but have historically focused their 
engagement on the fish and wildlife side of the council's 
work. The council also plays a significant and influential 
role in anticipating the Pacific Northwest's energy 
needs, and is now in development of its 9th Power 
Plan to ensure an adequate, efficient, economical, and 
reliable power supply for the region, which will in turn 
influence regional transmission investments.

	 �
ACTION ITEM    Tribes may build on their existing 
knowledge of the council's work by engaging 
more deeply in the council's power planning 
efforts. Doing so would help to leverage existing 
relationships while giving Tribes an opportunity 
to engage with an influential regional energy 
planner and, subsequently, influence later 
decisions by utilities and power marketers such 
as the Bonneville Power Administration. Contact 
Chad Madron at cmadron@nwcouncil.org or visit 
nwcouncil.org for more information.

https://feature.wecc.org/wara/
mailto:cmadron@nwcouncil.org
http://nwcouncil.org
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Planning Transmission Upgrades

The modernization and expansion of the Western electric grid, whether considered through the lens of 
responding to climate change or generalized economic growth, can bring both positive and negative 
impacts to Tribes, many of whom have taken nuanced positions relative to certain transmission or clean 
energy projects. While ATNI and many Pacific Northwest Tribes are supportive of a clean energy transi-
tion, and are actively working to develop Tribally-owned and operated infrastructure, Tribes seeking to 
protect their treaty rights have also challenged the development of certain green energy development 
in this region. There is no question that the increased pressure on the region to build more transmission 
lines and produce more electricity will place even greater burdens on Tribal governments and commu-
nities that seek to protect their treaty rights. 

	 �
ACTION ITEM    Recently, a number of regional utilities, including BPA, have organized efforts to 
plan the next generation of transmission development in the Western Interconnection and how 
the region’s transmission facilities would be managed. In 2023, the Western Transmission Expan-
sion Coalition (“WestTEC”) was formed to plan for the needs of the West’s 
future energy grid. BPA is supporting WestTEC’s work and has contribut-
ed technical and leadership resources to the organization. While Tribes 
have played a role in WestTEC’s early work, its ongoing transmission plan-
ning efforts should be the focus point for a broader initiative promoting 
positive Tribal engagement that would meaningfully impact WestTEC’s 
planning output. For more information on the WestTEC effort, contact 
Sarah Edmonds at Western Power Pool, who is managing the project at 
sarah.edmonds@westernpowerpool.org. 

	 �
ACTION ITEM    BPA is a major player in the PacificNorthwest Transmis-
sion System. Review more detail and potential areas of Tribal engage-
ment in the BPA briefing document that is a companion piece to this 
guide. 

	 �
ACTION ITEM    Transmission lines are planned and paid for in myriad ways across the West. For 
information about in-state transmission planning, reach out to your local utility transmission plan-
ners. For information about multi-state transmission planning reach out to BPA Tribal Affairs at  
tribalaffairs@bpa.gov and to an organization of utility transmission planners known as Northern-
Grid at northerngrid.net.

Introduction

The U.S. federal government’s development of dams on the 
Columbia River and its tributaries in the early and mid-20th 
century, collectively referred to as the Federal Columbia 
River Power System (FCRPS), had immediate and long-last-
ing consequences on Tribes in the Pacific Northwest. For 
generations, the Columbia River has played a central role in 
Tribal culture, religion and subsistence. Among other reper-
cussions, the FCRPS flooded Tribal lands and cultural sites, 
eliminated traditional fishing, hunting, and gathering loca-
tions, blocked fish passage to several areas in the basin, and 
deeply altered the regional ecosystem. Today, Tribes contin-
ue to advocate strongly for ensuring that the federal gov-
ernment meets its environmental and other FCRPS-miti-
gation responsibilities and considers other steps to protect 
regional fish and wildlife resources, including dam passage/
removal and compensation.

Bonneville Power  
Administration &  
Transmission

mailto:sarah.edmonds@westernpowerpool.org
mailto:tribalaffairs@bpa.gov
http://northerngrid.net
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Reorganization of Transmission 
and Electricity Markets

Markets for the purchase and sale of wholesale elec-
tricity have evolved since the push to deregulate the 
industry in the late 1990s, but as our power sector 
shifts to cleaner resources like wind and solar, util-
ities are increasingly challenged to meet customer 
demand and reliability requirements with clean, re-
newable resources. The status quo of how utilities 
buy and dispatch power to serve their customers 
presents significant barriers to meeting customer 
needs with renewable resources. Currently, utili-
ties in the West individually coordinate their power 
needs in simple, two-party transactions. In addition 
to finding power resources at a good price for cus-
tomers, utilities must also contract with individual 
transmission owners to deliver that power to cus-
tomers. These individual transactions to secure pow-
er to serve customers and to deliver that power are 
inefficient, clunky, and don’t allow for transparent 
pricing or for optimal use of the entire Western pow-
er grid and its resources. 

Centralized regional power markets are a solution 
to optimize customer demand with available trans-
mission and renewable resource generation across a 
larger footprint. Generation and transmission needs 
can be optimized, and infrastructure build out re-
duced, by planning for more diverse customer de-
mand across a larger footprint. For example, cus-
tomer demand for power varies across time zones 
and geographies, and rather than building new 
infrastructure to serve small footprints, existing re-
sources in a larger footprint could be staggered to 
accommodate customers’ varying needs. Central-
ized power markets also provide pricing transparen-
cy and can account for greenhouse gas tracking and 
pricing.   

What is an RTO? What is an ISO?

Independent system operators 
(ISOs) and regional transmission 
organizations (RTOs) were historically 
envisioned as separate ideas, but 
over time the acronyms have become 
largely interchangeable. Now, both 
ISO and RTO usually mean the same 
thing: a nonprofit organization 
that manages the high-voltage U.S. 
transmission grid, without owning 
any part of the grid, and ensures non-
discriminatory transmission service. 
In the West, there is one ISO—the 
California ISO (CAISO).

This image approximately shows each 
balancing area in the West, demonstrating how 
individual utilities must transact, individually, 
on open markets for power purchases.
IMAGE CREDIT Western Electricity Coordinating Council
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Today, utilities are looking to centralized markets to capture the 
economic and reliability benefits of sourcing clean electricity 
from across the Western grid. In the last several years, two op-
portunities to participate in centralized markets have emerged. 
Today, both opportunities seek to expand and “win the West”:  

	z The California Independent System Operator (CAISO) is cur-
rently developing what’s known as the Extended Day-Ahead 
Market (known as “EDAM”) to expand its existing Western En-
ergy Imbalance Market, which has operated since 2014. CAI-
SO’s centralized market offerings were the first of their kind 
in the West, starting with participation from California util-
ities and others in the West like PacificCorp, Portland Gen-
eral Electric, and Bonneville Power Administration. California 
proposed an expansion of its regional market to include day-
ahead market services in 2021. If the proposal receives federal 
approval,6 utilities like PacifiCorp could take advantage of the 
expanded services as soon as 2026.7   

	z In a competing offer, the Southwest Power Pool (SPP), based 
in the Great Plain states, is offering its version of a day-ahead 
market, called Markets+, to expand 
on its existing Western Energy Im-
balance Service market. SPP has 
been operating centralized markets 
in the Great Plain states since 2007. 
Markets+ is in phase 1 of designing 
its market structure. Multiple utili-
ties across the West are actively par-
ticipating and funding phase 1.8 Mar-
kets+ is set to launch in 2026.

There is a strong likelihood these two 
organizations could expand their mar-
kets into full Western regional trans-
mission organizations (RTOs) in the 
future, which is one reason why there 
is competition between the market 
proposals from CAISO and SPP. Mar-
kets are just one service of RTOs, which also provide transmission planning and procurement as well as 
transmission operations. Western utilities, their customers, regulators, and stakeholders are at a critical 
junction in the decision between the two organizations and any eventual transitions into a single West-
wide market or RTO. Further complicating discussions are issues of whether the West should focus on 

6	 CAISO released a EDAM factsheet with more information and a map of WEIM. 
7	 PacifiCorp is joining the CAISO’s Extended Day-Ahead market in 2025. Additional utilities may be joining soon, with announce-
ments made here.
8	 Arizona Public Service, Bonneville Power Administration, Chelan County Public Utility District, NV Energy, Powerex Corp., Puget 
Sound Energy, Salt River Project and Tucson Electric Power.

CAISO’s market offering is shown at the top, SPP+ market offerings 
are shown above. These maps are approximate and were accurate as 
of 2023.

CAISO

https://www.caiso.com/Documents/extended-day-ahead-market-edam-fact-sheet.pdf
http://www.caiso.com/informed/Pages/MeetingsEvents/ExtendedDayAheadMarketForum-083023.aspx
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one market, or allow the development of two competing markets. 

BPA’s choice in which market to join will have long-lasting effects on the future of the PacificNorthwest 
energy system and the West on a whole. 

There have been various attempts to reorganize transmission system operations in the West over the 
last few decades. It was heavily discussed during the utility deregulation movement in the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, in part based on FERC guidance and directives to investor-owned utilities to deregulate 
operations. While deregulation was not adopted by Northwest utilities, there were successful efforts to 
establish independent system operators around the country. For example, in California, the non-prof-
it California Independent System Operator, or CAISO, operates the power markets and manages the 
transmission facilities for most of California.

In the early 2000s, Pacific Northwest utilities engaged in initial market design discussions centered on 
RTO West and then moved on to Grid West. RTO West, as the name implies, was focused on creating a 
west-wide regional transmission organization and Grid West was more focused on creating something 
in the Pacific Northwest. In each instance, these efforts to reorganize the region’s electric system into a 
market-based management structure failed to gain regional support—despite the considerable finan-
cial investment of many utilities. 

Pre-decisional Engagement and Treaty Rights

Actions planned by BPA and other federal agencies may impact the treaty rights of regional Tribes. 
When this occurs, it is all too common for these agencies to consult with an affected Tribe after a plan 
has been fully developed and is ready to be implemented. At that late stage of development, a consul-
tation is simply an opportunity to inform the Tribe of an impending federal action and does not rep-
resent a meaningful engagement with the Tribe on potential impacts to its treaty rights or how such 
impacts could be avoided or mitigated. A federal agency is obligated to protect Tribal treaty rights and a 
“post-decisional” consultation likely breaches this duty when a Tribe’s treaty rights would be affected by 
agency’s planned action. This result can and should be avoided by “pre-decisional” discussions between 
an agency and impacted Tribe regarding a future action that is being considered but not yet moved to 
the early phases of development. At this early stage, an action could be modified to avoid impacts to 
treaty rights or resources. If necessary, the Tribe can request more formal Government-to-Government 
meetings with the agency or its governing department wherein the Tribe’s treaty rights are acknowl-
edged and discussions between the sovereigns focus on honoring treaty rights and the protection of 
treaty resources. 

Political changes at the federal level may also impact whether and how federal agencies engage Tribes 
and interpret Tribal treaty rights. However, it’s important to remember that Tribes have the right to ad-
vocate for their views if they feel that federal agencies are not upholding their legal duties. In such cas-
es, Tribes may also consider reaching out to allies to support their positions in federal affairs, including 
state government partners, federal congressional delegations, and numerous NGOs working on climate 
and energy issues. If a Tribe feels that federal agencies are shirking in their responsibilities to uphold 
treaty rights, among the many actions a Tribe may take (including initiating legal proceedings) is to 
reach out to ATNI for support and to connect with allies. Contact ATNI staff, including Eli Duncan-Gilm-
our (eli@atnitribes.org) and Reuben Martinez (reuben@atnitribes.org) for assistance.

mailto:eli@atnitribes.org
mailto:reuben@atnitribes.org
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A particular challenge in the Pacific Northwest is the status of the Bonneville Power Administration, 
which controls the largest transmission grid in the region and is not subject to FERC jurisdiction. From 
the early days, most parties recognized that Bonneville’s operating structure and how it priced elec-
tricity delivered to its numerous publicly-owned customer utilities would have to change in a market 
construct. In the end, both of these early Pacific Northwest markets efforts failed to move forward, for 
a variety of reasons, including:

	z The political fallout resulting from the California energy crisis and its cost to consumers;

	z Concerns about BPA losing its independence and becoming FERC jurisdictional, raised primarily by 
its preference customers and some members of the Congressional delegation; 

	z Concerns about losing BPA’s control over the electricity generated by the Federal Columbia River 
Power System and having to share it with utilities outside the Columbia Basin; and, 

	z Ultimately, the lack of support from the Pacific Northwest Congressional Delegation. 

BPA’s choice in which market to join will have long-lasting effects on the future of the Pacific Northwest 
energy system and the West on a whole.

	 �
ACTION ITEM    The future of Western electricity markets is now in the development stage, and will  
likely change how major utility decision-making is conducted. Tribes may wish to follow these ini-
tiatives and related governance discussions, such as the “Pathways Initiative” in the near-term. The 
Extended Day-Ahead Market (“EDAM”) is expected to be offered by the CAISO in 2026, while SPP’s 
market offering is under FERC review. For more information on the Pathways effort and to follow 
markets offerings generally, contact ATNI energy staff Eli Duncan-Gilmore at eli@atnitribes.org.

What is the Pathways Initiative?

In 2023, a coalition of Western state public utility commissioners, state officials, utilities, public interest 
organizations, customer groups, and other interested parties organized a formal process to discuss a 
more independent and regional-oriented governance model for energy markets currently operated 
by the California Independent System Operator (CAISO). While many Pacific Northwest utilities and 
other regional parties had previously joined the CAISO’s Energy Imbalance Market, as conversations 
moved to creation of a regional Extended Day-Ahead Market (EDAM), it became clear that a less Cal-
ifornia-centric governance model would give comfort to regional parties that are deciding between 
two different options for a day-ahead market, the other being the Southwest Power Pool’s Markets+ 
offering. The Pathways Initiative is focused on increasing and ensuring that market participants and 
other stakeholders have appropriate influence over market operations so that the services created by 
CAISO and that exist outside the state are no longer under the control of the California government and 
are instead governed regionally in a new structure which is under development. Following extensive 
regional engagement and feedback, Pathways participants are currently in the process of refining their 
governance-related recommendations.    

mailto:eli@atnitribes.org
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The Convergence 
of Utility and Tribal 
Interests

Tribes have long fought to protect 
their treaty rights and Tribal lands 
from the development of trans-
mission and power plant facilities. 
The region is now facing a future 
power supply shortage and is 
planning to construct huge tracts 
of wind and solar resources to 
meet the forecast demand. These 
new resources will need to find 
transmission paths to load cen-
ters. There is no question that this 
historic need for new carbon-free 
generators will only exacerbate 
the tension between energy devel-
opment and the protection of Trib-
al rights and interests. To ensure 
that Tribal rights are recognized, 
acknowledged, and have impact 
in energy planning and develop-
ment processes, Tribes may take 
the following steps: 

	z Participate in transmission and power planning forums where 
the details of future power plants and transmission lines are de-
liberated and determined. WestTEC, WECC, BPA, and CAISO are 
currently performing this work. Also, the Northwest Power and 
Conservation Council is now working on the region’s 9th Power 
Plan and its work will provide valuable insight into the adequacy 
of the region’s power supply and its future dependency upon the 
Columbia River Power System. 

•	 Consider formation of a consortium of Tribal governments 
tasked to increase Tribal participation and control over 
electricity planning processes and outcomes and to protect 
Tribal rights and resources such as through efforts at ATNI. 
Contact ATNI Energy Staff Eli Duncan-Gilmour at eli@atni-
tribes.org and Reuben Martinez at reuben@atnitribes.org 
for more information.  

	z Develop plans to be used by your Tribal government when a 
transmission or energy development proposal includes Tribal 
lands or ceded lands/traditional use areas.

•	 The plan would include a checklist of subjects that must be 
addressed by project developers, including impacts to cul-
tural and traditional resources, ecology/environment, hunt-
ing and fishing rights, protection of traditional foods and 
medicines, and other treaty rights (right to trade/travel, etc.)

•	 Identify individuals at the Tribe required to review and mon-
itor development plans and identify impacts to treaty rights 
and the Tribal community. 

•	 Develop an end-game strategy that contemplates over-
sight of project construction and operations, as well as any 
revenue sharing agreements, etc.

	z Develop a land-use plan for your reservation that includes 
where energy projects could be located and any limits to proj-
ect size and/or proposed technologies.

	z Develop an internal process for your Tribe’s review of poten-
tial transmission projects that establishes rules and protocol for 
when (e.g., pre-decisional stage) and where (e.g. Tribal Council 
Chambers) your Tribal government or designee should be ap-
proached about a proposed project. Consider in advance what 
your Tribe’s standards for review will be and what review process 
may be conducted by Tribal government officials.

	z Review any existing lease agreements for transmission corri-
dors located on your reservation, including a review of expiration 
dates and a general term review.

	z When negotiating new leases, determine the utility’s cost to 
move a transmission line off-reservation. This will set a baseline 
for annual lease payment negotiations. Establish standards for 
transmission corridor maintenance to decrease risk of wildfire 
and protect impacted fish and wildlife habitat and cultural re-
sources.

mailto:eli@atnitribes.org
mailto:eli@atnitribes.org
mailto:reuben@atnitribes.org
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In 1953 farsighted Tribal leaders in the Northwest formed 
the Affiliated Tribes of Northwest Indians, and dedicated it 
to Tribal sovereignty and self-determination. Today, ATNI is 
a nonprofit organization representing 57 Northwest Tribal 
governments from Oregon, Idaho, Washington, southeast 
Alaska, Northern California and Western Montana. ATNI 
is an organization whose foundation is composed of the 
people it is meant to serve.

http://atnitribes.org
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