Ut111ty uses materlal
~ others replaced long
 ago, official concedes

By Peter Kendall
"and Evan Osnos
TRIBUNE. STAFF WRX'I‘ERS

' An old and faulty plasuc that
most power compames aban-
' doned decades ago is still laced
throughout Commonwealth Edi- .

I" son’s power grid, leading to'

" ‘$uch problems as the recent

- South Loop blackout a ut111ty ,

official 'sald'Mo'ndayv .,
In the 1960s, ComEd followed

“qther utilities in an attempt to
remove from the grid insilators.

made of Bakelite. But ComEd
then apparently abandoned the

program, leavmg broad expanses
of thé region susceptible to power
* “interruptions, the ofﬁc1als said.

Also Monday, ‘ComEd acknowl-
edged that the summerlong

streak of uninterrupted power’

production from its nuclear-

plants ended when a reactor
"~ automaticallty shut -down Satur- .

day because of a valve problem. "
That revelatlon came on a day

when, government officials said -

at-a hearmg that they have lost
confidence in information pro-
vided over the years by the util-
ity.  And- that prompted federal
officials to talk about slapping
1more reguiation on all utilities. .

Even as these developments

~unfolded on various fronts, |
. ComEd’s’ summer of dis¢ontent.

continued with small-power out- i

ages that'a year ago would have - .

gone largely unnoticed, but now

fuel fears that the electrical mfra—

structure is failing. ‘ i
It was engmeers from Califor-

. -See CoMED, Back PAGE 'i‘




ComEd A ut111ty oﬂ“101al blames some
“of the company S recent woes on the contmued
use of a.n obsolete plastlc in cable Jomts
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:'nia wh led_,..ComEd engineers to .
g for Bakelite in cable

re failing, according

oW coveted by collec

ake collars that pro-

was not brought to completion,”

. said. Helwrg, who earlier in the
" day spoke .at the" government

: hearmg

- 'Those collars apparently falled

o outs1de the Jefferson Substation,

 causing & power outage that dark-

ened the South Loop earlier this

month, Some 220 Bakelite joints

might now be in as many as 25-of

“ ComEd’s. 166 buried transmission

¥

lines, and. it will take: weeks of -
.inspections to-find them all and '
K 'determme if they are deterlorat-

t‘,Heh(\ug said.

T 'That wasn’t ComEd’s: only trou—

" ble on: Monday

: The company- was workmg to
‘ restart one of two reactors at the

"~ LaSalle .Nuclear Power Station,

" which “scrammed” on Saturday,‘

“‘ending a 90~ ~day run of continuous
" operation hy all 10 of the utxllty’

" Generation: Group has kept itself

nuclear generators.”
“All summer, ComEd’s Nuclear

"out of the headlines by operating

- utility’s transmissiori and- distri- .

. 90- percent capacxty over the sum— ]

‘the plants more reliably than ever .

before, even as problems with the

bution system have been creatmg

‘notorious blackouts. :
-In the spring, the utlllty s -
-nuclear hoss, Oliver Kingsley,

boldly. pledged to’ ‘keep “all 10

units, available-all summer.”
Accordmg to the fine print of the
~promlse however, the utility was

aiming to. have its plants :average

" mer.

The plant shutdown created nov

" blackouts or power. shortages.and

-the facility was expected.to be .
back on line and producmg power .

by. Tuesday mornmg, ofﬁclals
said.
At Mondays hearmg, three fed-

“-erdl lawmakers from Illinois
heard testimony- from state and -
.Chicago officials, ‘consumer and -
- business representatwes watch- .

“dog groups and mdustry execu-.

tives. :
As Democratic U. S Reps Bobby
Rush, Jan Schakowsky and- Danny
Davis. listened, a string of: ComEd

| watchers. offered -similar appeals -
. power line blacked out roughly

. for the’ company'to explain its
. plans for overhauling the utility’s

troubled mfrastructure—and then

- stxck to them.

ce Pre31dent Dav1d
1s¢hy. plastic do-dads,

ped usmg Bakehte-
aterlal was not stay-‘

: Ed nd some effort was’
#'made to. ¥eplace them, bt that

Charles Flsher execuuve dxrec~

tor of the Tllinois Commerce Com-.
- mission, said he has been cha- -
"grined. fo discover that the-

company’s own maintenance . '

- records contain inaccuracies. .

- “I'm not saying that they kept
two sets of books,”. Fisher said
during a break in the proceedings. -

-“But it’s become appdrent that the

company has said that they will

*do things and they haven’t fol-

lowed; through. It’s very clear to .
me "that my recommendation to

* _the commission will be to specifi-
cally: order individual perfor-
" miance measures and 1nd1v1dua1.

improvements.”

Beyond that, .Fisher sard the -

ICC is. consmermg_an appeal to
the General Assembly for legisla-
tion that would allow it to fine -
utilities more heavily than cur-

“rent law allows; ‘ '
- - Amid suggestions that- the

mdustry might benefit from more
regulation, utility executives -
asserted that—despite the recent
problems with ComEd—-they are
capable. of running their systems
without broad federal interven-

- tion. “ComEd has made the com-

mitment to do whatever it takes

- to complete a ground-zero

approach to resolving this prob-

“lem and will spare no effort to do

s0,” said Helwig, who took charge
of ComEd’s troubled transmission-
and distribution system just over
a week ago. .

The first step 'in that process-

.said. Chxcago Environment Com-

missioner William Abolt; is for
the: company. to begin to “talk -
frankly. about :its system.” The :

 company has. said that it is pre-

pared to disclose thie details of its

- maintehance record and repanr
. needs.’

Mondays hearmg was almed at,
crafting federal 1eg1slatLon to -

- restructure’ the electricity indus- . .
try. Rush said he hoped that such

"a_bill might be out of committee

" by the end of October and put to

a vote by the full Congress by the .
new year. .
Rush said he would likely rec

‘ommend . ehacting standards of

distribution rellablhty-—measured '
in part by the number of outages
in given areas. He also would -

‘likely recommend the powers of
* the Federal Energy Regulatory °

Commission be éxpanded to better
monitor reglonal transmission
issues. . - .

Meanwhlle ComEd expenenced

“at least two unrelated outages

Monday.
The largest affected some 6900v
customers. on the South Side for

about 20 minutes Monday after-

noon when a transformer failed.
Earlier Monday, a'downed ComEd

- 1,000 customers for about an hour

in the Waukegan Beach and Ben-

“ton Townshlp areas.



