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Reconductoring as a means of expanding transmission capacity has attracted significant 

industry attention in recent months. Calling it “stupidly easy”1 and a “fast solution,”2 

media coverage has amplified the perception that reconductoring offers a simple fix to 

longstanding transmission bottlenecks. Many advocates now view reconductoring as a 

prerequisite before they will support 

greenfield transmission development 

in new corridors.

In 2025, Gridworks engaged utility 

planners, transmission operators, state 

energy commissioners, environmental 

advocates, and other industry experts 

to assess both the promise and the 

practical realities of reconductoring 

as a preferred strategy. The insights 

below summarize what we learned.

1	 Pontecorvo, Emily. There is a Stupidly Easy Way to Expand the Grid, Heatmap, Feb. 20, 2024. 
2	 Plumer, Brad. The U.S. Urgently Needs a Bigger Grid. Here’s a Fast Solution, The New York Times, Apr. 9, 2024.  

ISSUE BRIEF

CONNECTED WEST TRANSMISSION ADDITIONS:
Perspective from the Existing System

Note: Transmission solutions identified in Connected West portfolios focus on 
high-voltage and inter-regional transmission needs. Line-mile estimates do not 
capture all transmission necessary to facilitate the future envisioned in this study.

Upgrades or expansions  
to existing corridors
(13,200 miles)

Planned  
transmission
(5,900 miles)

Existing 200kV+ Transmission
(100,000 miles)

New transmission  
corridors
(2,400 miles)
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https://heatmap.news/climate/clean-energy-grid-reconductoring
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/04/09/climate/electric-grid-more-power.html
https://connectedwest.org/materials/


RECONDUCTORING LACKS A SHARED, CONSISTENT DEFINITION

Reconductoring encompasses a range of concepts, and industry stakeholders often use the 

term to describe different activities. In our discussions, “reconductoring” was referenced 

interchangeably with restringing a line, adding a second circuit to an existing right-of-way, 

rebuilding towers, or reusing an existing corridor. Because these approaches vary significantly 

in scope, cost, and impact, it is essential to clarify the specific solution being evaluated:

	� Reconductoring – replacing an existing conductor (wire) with a new conventional or 

high-performance conductor

	� Double circuiting – adding a second circuit to existing towers

	� Voltage uprating – modifying tower spacing and height to support increased line 

voltage

	� Colocation – adding new towers and a second circuit within an existing right-of-way

MAXIMIZING THE EXISTING TRANSMISSION SYSTEM SHOULD 
COME FIRST

Industry stakeholders generally agree that maximizing the capabilities of the existing 

transmission system is the appropriate first step before pursuing greenfield development. 

Cost considerations, permitting efficiencies, reduced land disturbance, and faster energization 

timelines all contribute to the appeal of solutions that leverage existing infrastructure. Some 

jurisdictions express this preference through a “loading order” that sequences transmission 

expansion strategies from least to most complex. German grid operator Transnet BW applies 

this structured approach to guide grid-expansion decisions:3

	� Grid Optimization – Deploy software, sensors, and advanced controls to improve 

utilization of existing assets. Includes Grid-Enhancing Technologies.

	� Reinforcement – Upgrade or replace existing equipment, conductors, and towers 

to strengthen the grid and increase capacity within the current footprint. Includes 

reconductoring and the use of advanced conductors (see Idaho National Laboratory’s 

Scan Report for a primer on advanced conductors).

	� Expansion – Identify and construct new corridors that provide broader regional 

benefits.4

This stepped framework helps ensure that lower-impact, faster-to-implement solutions are 

pursued first, while allowing for larger-scale expansion where necessary.

3	 Transnet BW. Grid Development Plan, last accessed Jan. 16, 2026. 
4	 Pfeifenberger, Johannes. Ensuring Cost Effective Transmission to Support Affordable State Electricity Policies, The 
Brattle Group, Nov. 13, 2024, slide 5. 
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https://watt-transmission.org/what-are-grid-enhancing-technologies/
https://inl.gov/content/uploads/2024/10/23-50856_R12a_-AdvConductorsScanProjectReportCompressed.pdf
https://inl.gov/content/uploads/2024/10/23-50856_R12a_-AdvConductorsScanProjectReportCompressed.pdf
https://www.transnetbw.de/en/grid-development/planning/grid-development-plan
https://www.brattle.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Ensuring-Cost-Effective-Transmission-to-Support-Affordable-State-Electricity-Policies.pdf


RECONDUCTORING’S VIABILITY IS HIGHLY SITE- AND LINE-
DEPENDENT

Reconductoring is often viewed as a preferred option because it is assumed to be lower 

cost, less time intensive, and faster to implement than alternatives. Our interviews generally 

confirmed this perception: utilities consistently identify reconductoring as one of the first 

solutions they evaluate. However, deeper discussions revealed that a line’s physical design 

and operational characteristics can significantly limit its viability.

For example, many Western transmission lines built in 

the 1970s and 1980s rely on wood H-frame structures 

that do not meet current wind, icing, or wildfire 

standards. In these cases, both the conductor and the 

structures are limiting factors, making reconductoring 

insufficient without substantial tower replacement. 

Another common constraint is the “whack-a-mole” 

effect: increasing capacity on a single line can simply 

shift the constraint to nearby equipment or lower-

voltage facilities. Substations, breakers, transformers, 

and adjacent lines may not be capable of handling 

the additional load, particularly in a contingency 

situation, causing bottlenecks elsewhere rather than 

resolving the underlying limitation.

Key design and operational factors influencing reconductoring feasibility include: the 

strength and condition of existing structures; the ability of substations and adjacent 

network elements to absorb additional capacity; modern environmental and reliability 

requirements; and whether the line can be taken out of service for the duration 

of construction or replaced “live,” which is logistically difficult but possible. While 

reconductoring can increase transfer capability on a specific segment, it does not address 

other system needs such as voltage support, dynamic stability, or network-wide reliability.

See Figure 1 below, Tradeoffs of Different Transmission Expansion Solutions 

NEW TRANSMISSION SHOULD BE BUILT WITH FUTURE 
EXPANSION IN MIND

Greenfield transmission development is a generational investment. The time, complexity, 

and resources required to permit and energize a new line mean such projects occur 

infrequently, and once built, they shape the grid for decades. Given this reality, new 

construction should incorporate reasonable options to support future growth. Designing 

towers that can accommodate a second circuit, or installing structures tall enough and 

with sufficient rights-of-way to enable future voltage uprating, are examples of low-regret 

choices that preserve flexibility.

Wood H-Frame Transmission Tower 
Common throughout the Western U.S.
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Just as current site and design constraints limit reconductoring in many locations, future 

planners will face similar limitations if today’s greenfield lines are built with no room for 

expansion. Building new corridors with future expansion in mind ensures that the land 

disturbance and the capital investment made today provide the greatest possible long-

term return.

FIGURE 1. Tradeoffs to Different Transmission Expansion Solutions

COST PERMITTING
COMMUNITY 
IMPACT

SPEED TO 
ENERGIZE

REQUIRES 
REBUILD

REQUIRES 
NEW ROW

OTHER 
CONSIDERATIONS

Reconductoring

(replacing old 
conductor with 
conventional 
or high 
performance)

Low Fast Minimal Fast Less likely Typically no 	� Does not address 
tower health, modern 
wind and wildfire 
standards

	� Underlying system 
elements may not 
support higher 
capacity

	� Requires careful 
planning to minimize 
disruptions during 
outage

Double 
Circuiting

(adding a 
second set of 
conductors to 
existing poles)

Low Fast Medium Fast - 
Medium

Yes, unless 
already 
equipped

Typically no 	� Typically requires pole 
replacement which 
can trigger permitting 
delays

	� Underlying system 
elements may not 
support higher 
capacity

	� Requires careful 
planning to minimize 
disruptions during 
outage

	� Possible limitations: 
line tension and weight

Voltage 
Uprating

(increase the 
spacing and 
height of the 
poles)

Medium Medium Medium Medium Yes, unless 
already  
built to  
spec

Usually yes 	� Can be pursued for 
resiliency benefit 
in short term, 
while planning for 
conversion later

	� Usually requires 
permitting and ROW 
expansion to account 
for taller, wider poles

Colocation

(add a second 
pole line 
in existing 
corridor)

Medium Medium High Medium Requires 
entirely  
new pole 
line

Usually Yes 	� Can build in options 
for future expansion

	� Often requires ROW 
expansion

	� Requires careful 
planning to minimize 
disruptions during 
outage

Greenfield 
Construction

High Slow Very High Slow Requires 
entirely  
new pole 
line

Yes 	� Can build in options 
for future expansion

	� New corridor that can 
provide geographic 
diversity
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