
Minutes for NERC OC Reliability Readiness Program Task Force Conference Call 
June 12, 2008 

 
 Conference Call Participants 

o Jacquie Smith 
o Ron Donahey 
o Jerry Mosier 
o Ken Saathoff 
o Dennis Forom 
o Tom Bowe 
o Jerry Rust 
o Jim Griffith 
o Gayle Mayo 
o Sam Holeman 

 Started conference call with validation of current state 
o Budget and plan for readiness reliability review program are on the table 

at NERC 
o Finance & Audit Committee of the NERC Board’s proposal for Reliability 

Assistance Program is out for consideration 
o NERC is looking for the report/recommendation/position of our Task 

Force on our view of the path forward for the Reliability Readiness 
Program 

o Need to have our position ready for NERC OC Executive Committee 
consideration before 7/1/08 – this means that our position should be out 
for Exec Comm review by 6/25/08.  

o Gayle please redirect Timetable if needed 
 OC Motion on Reliability Readiness Program Approved at June, 2008 Meeting – 

Provide More Specificity  
o Motion Approved June 4, 2005 

 As such, the NERC OC requests the opportunity to provide greater 
direction and recommends the future suspension of the current 
Readiness Evaluation Program.  The OC will provide this direction 
to NERC staff by July 1, 2008. This direction will at least address 
the current FAC proposal, mandatory readiness evaluations, 
information sharing, and best practices.  The intent of this 
additional direction would be to establish a complete transition 
plan for the program by September 1, 2008. 

 The Reliability Readiness Program provided significant value to 
the industry during the first round of review after the 2003 
Blackout Event 

 As we progressed into the second and third rounds of the program, 
the value of the reviews to the involved entities has diminished 
while the effort involved to prepare for them has increased 

 It is the belief of the Task Force that the Reliability Readiness 
Program has completed its mission and intent. 



 The Task Force recommends that all Reliability Readiness 
Reviews scheduled for the remainder of 2008 be cancelled unless 
the entity scheduled for review has not been through a Reliability 
Readiness review in prior cycles of the program.  – Wording 
Seems Clumsy Need Help On This 

 Entities scheduled for their very first Reliability Readiness Review 
in 2008 will be reviewed as scheduled. – Wording Again Seems 
Clumsy  

 The Reliability Readiness Program should stand down completely 
on 1/1/09 with congratulation and heart felt thanks for a job well 
done. 

 Given the discussion from Mike Peters (FERC CIP Expert), Task 
Force would ask NERC on the anticipated role of the Reliability 
Readiness Reviews as they relate to CIP readiness/preparedness. Is 
there a link between the Reliability Readiness Program and the 
NERC CIPC? 

A:  The proposed Integrated Help Desk and needs-based on-site 
consultation are designed to provide assistance for areas of 
particular concerns, including CIP standards and other new 
standards.  The help desk staff will answer questions regarding CIP 
standard requirements.  The on-site consulting will evaluate CIP 
readiness/preparedness. 

 
 The Task Force recognizes that the need for “Readiness 

Assessments/Follow-Up Assessments” will exist for entities 
requesting new or changing functional certifications and in 
response to Event Analysis recommendations. 

 In these situations, the Task Force recommends that if the 
entity requesting the new/changing functional certification 
operates in 1 region, the responsibility for the “Readiness 
Assessment” is with the Region Entity involved. If the 
entity in question operators in multiple Regional Entities, 
then the responsibility for the “readiness assessment” is 
with the NERC OC/ORS. 

Comments:  While the statement is true regarding multiple regions, 
additionally, the NERC OC/ORS is also needed to perform Readiness 
Assessments on those RTO/ISO entities that are a single region and 
that entity’s company has an ISO side and a RE side such as 
ERCOT/TRE and SPP/SPP. Lastly, it is recommended that if the 
Readiness Evaluations are moved to the regions, then NERC would 
have an oversight staff as part of the evaluation team for those other 
single region TOP, BA, & RC entities that fit the above population, as 
well. 

 
 In these situations, the Task Force recommends that if the 

event investigation is focused on 1 region, the 



responsibility for the “follow-up assessment” is with the 
Region Entity involved. If the event investigation involves 
more than 1 Regional Entity, then the responsibility for the 
“follow- up assessment” is with the NERC OC/ORS. 

Comments:  Root causes and corrective recommendations are 
identified through event analysis.  More than 20 
recommendations have been directed to NERC since June 
2007.  For example, the following recommendation came out 
of a frequency disturbance analysis:  NERC shall contact 
manufacturers to request an updated Technical Information 
Letter to ensure the industry has a full understanding of the 
necessary changes to the firmware software to correct the 
sensitivity of the PLU function during grid frequency changes.  
The strategic partnership initiative proposed in assistance 
program is for NERC to work with manufactures and develop 
protocols to address root causes and near misses and 
implement recommendations identified through event analysis. 

 
 The Task Force would recommend that the Regional 

Entities and the NERC OC/ORS develop consistent 
processes for both the new/changing functional certification 
situation and the event investigation situation. This will 
require coordination with Bob Cummings. 

Comments:  The Event Analysis program is defined by the 
Rules of Procedure.  NERC staff is developing a proposal for 
an Event Analysis Coordination Group.  It calls for the regional 
(staff or otherwise) responsible for directing event analysis 
following system disturbances work together to accomplish the 
stated goal of a consistent set of event analysis procedures, 
sharing of techniques, and sharing of expertise across regional 
lines following an event.  Cross-regional training is already 
going on in the system protection analysis of events, where a 
WECC protection engineer is assisting in the FRCC 
disturbance analysis.  This is the 5th such exchange. 
 
 Question – is there a need for some type of follow up 

review in the compliance audit processes? 
A:  Since the existing compliance audit process tracks the 
progress of mitigation plan implementation by an entity, there 
is no need for additional follow-up unless the entity requests 
assistance.  
 

 F&A Reliability Assistance Program 
o Consulting/Voluntary Reliability Excellence Program 

 Who pays for these services? Entity requesting help? How would 
NERC budget/staff for these services 



A:  NERC’s mission is to improve reliability on the bulk power 
system.  Since on-site consulting targets and addresses specific 
reliability needs (e.g., CIP standards), an evaluation team will be 
comprised only of those specific subject matter experts.  It is 
anticipated that evaluation time and cost will be significantly less than 
current baseline evaluation schedule requires.  The effects of improved 
reliability by entities seeking assistance will be felt by all entities in an 
interconnection, so it is proposed that the voluntary reliability program 
be funded through the industry assessment process.   
 
 If NERC’s primary mission is standard development and 

mandatory compliance enforcement focused, does it make sense to 
throw in these voluntary services? 

A: As the ERO in the U.S., NERC is responsible for developing 
standards and enforcing compliance.  As the industry’s self-regulatory 
organization, NERC provides these additional services for its members 
to improve the reliability of the bulk power system.  This meets 
NERC’s ultimate goal to improve reliability, not find entities in non-
compliance.  The assistance program will be another important facet 
for NERC to improve reliability by promoting operational excellence 
and information sharing.  FINRA, the financial services industry 
equivalent of NERC, is also a standards-setting and enforcement 
organization.  It offers information and assistance to members.  FERC 
recently established a help desk for U.S. industry entities.  On their 
website they specifically direct entities to NERC for inquiries 
regarding NERC standards and compliance.  This shows there is an 
expectation from U.S. regulators that NERC will offer assistance to 
those entities requesting and needing help.  
 
 Are these services better provided outside of NERC? 
A:  NERC is in a unique position to offer these limited services due to 
the collective experience, knowledge, and perspective of staff and 
industry experts.  NERC does not intend to compete with vendors or 
consultants, but will add value by providing direction and 
understanding that allows an entity to seek more detailed expert help.  
NERC encourages entities to seek the reliability services of their 
choice.  When opportunities arise, NERC will coordinate with new and 
existing groups committed to reliability – including sector forums, 
trade or professional organizations, and educational intuitions.  The 
purpose is to leverage resources and avoid duplication of efforts.     
  
 Task Force questions whether or not these services would be used 

by the industry 
A:  Since standards and compliance became mandatory, NERC has 
received and continues to receive a large amount of inquires regarding 
a wide range of reliability topics.  NERC has developed a standard and 



compliance Q/A database to assist stakeholders with a limited amount 
of information.  The purpose of the Integrated Help Desk function is to 
consolidate all Q/A activities, provide a single point of contact for 
answers to all reliability inquires, and expand the amount of 
information available to the industry.  An evaluation of the success and 
effectiveness of the Help Desk will be conducted periodically after the 
function begins. The measurement includes average number of calls 
responded to weekly and monthly, average length of time respond and 
average length of time to provide complete answers.  A survey 
instrument will also be considered to determine satisfaction. 
 
 Small/Mid Size Entities need to be considered for support from 

low cost options – Webex, peer organization support, 
“cooperative” support  

Comments:  Every initiative in the proposed assistance program 
considers low cost options, including webinar for information sharing, 
alliance and partnership initiatives as “cooperative” support.  
 
 Peer review is important – maybe NERC could facilitate this 

process? 
 

o Integrated Reliability Help Desk 
 Questions on liability of info provided 
A:  The Integrated Help Desk is designed to serve as an information 
resource and answer NERC-related questions.  It will not provide any 
legal advice or make a determination of compliance.  A disclosure 
statement will be issued to clarify the help desk functions and state the 
legal limits of the information provided.  
 
 Who pays for this and how does NERC budget/staff for this? 
A:  NERC’s mission is to improve reliability.  The effects of improved 
reliability by entities seeking assistance will be felt by all entities in an 
interconnection, so it is proposed that the help desk function be funded 
through the industry assessment process.  FERC recently established a 
help desk for U.S. industry entities.  On their website they specifically 
direct entities to NERC for inquiries regarding NERC standards and 
compliance.  This shows there is an expectation from U.S. regulators 
that NERC will offer assistance to those entities requesting and 
needing help. 
 
 Does this fall under the burden of mandatory compliance 

enforcement umbrella? Does this limit the usefulness of this 
service? 

A:  As noted in the response above, there is an expectation from U.S. 
regulators that NERC will offer assistance to those entities requesting 
and needing help.  It is intended that this help not be restricted to only 



offering compliance-related information, but to providing general 
assistance with business practices to improve overall organizational 
reliability.    
 
 If people use it and info is documented for broader application, 

there could be benefits for the industry, but does it belong in 
NERC? 

A:  Based on the large number of questions received by staff, it is 
natural that we respond with a program.  NERC is in a unique position 
of having a large amount of expertise among staff and industry 
volunteers to provide this information and assistance.  Still, NERC 
encourages stakeholders to develop their own information–sharing 
programs or use reliability services in the market.  The proposed 
alliance program addressed in the plan will establish a collaborative 
relationship with the reliability-focused organizations to leverage 
resources and avoid duplicate efforts.  NERC does not intend to be the 
sole-source of information or assistance, just one that provides the 
NERC perspective.  
 
 Where does the concept of Peer Compliance Vetting belong? 

o Information Sharing – Positive Observations and Example of Excellence 
 Is this needed with the development of event analysis? 
A:  If the comment is asking if information sharing is better performed 
through event analysis, the answer depends on the type of information 
that is being looked for.  Event analysis tends to focus on catastrophic 
events.  Yes, it is important to share this information to avoid similar 
situations, but many events are not truly catastrophic, and in fact may 
have been headed off successfully before a catastrophic situation 
developed because of other mechanisms in place.  NERC has strived to 
identify these practices that are in place through the readiness 
program, highlighting the ones that appear to be excellent, and offer 
recommendations to those which are not consistent with prudent utility 
practices. 
 
 Benchmarking available 
Comments:  Many companies have leveraged the Readiness Program 
to provide some level of benchmarking.  Nowhere in the industry can 
an entity get unrestricted access to information to evaluate its practices 
and procedures.  Many benchmarking activities are very specific, and a 
company is very limited in the context of information of an activity.  
The NERC Readiness Program has gained expertise through the many 
evaluations, and has given NERC an ability to see the industry trends, 
and communicate that information through recommendations, positive 
observations, and examples of excellence. 
 
 Does this fit into Compliance Audits if they are observed 



A:  Compliance Audits are by definitions targeted and specific to 
objective demonstration.  Processes and practices that lead to 
excellence in compliance are not focused on.  An entity may easily 
satisfy all the requirements of the operational planning standards; 
however the mechanisms that it developed to get there are not 
investigated.  As long as an entity meets the requirements, there is 
little difference between a company with excellent processes and one 
with barely adequate ones. 
 
 How would we manage this info? This has been an issue from the 

start. 
A:  One of the greatest challenges of the Readiness Program is in the 
final product.  It was originally contemplated that the report would be 
used to communicate to all the “users” of the program.  Furthermore, 
the Examples of Excellence would provide those looking to improve, a 
way to get the information.  The end result is that there is a lot of 
information contained in the text of the reports, and there are not 
enough Examples of Excellence to meet the needs of the various users.   
 
The report process, though beneficial to the entities being evaluated 
need to be augmented with some level of searchable database.  There 
are many different ways to accomplish this, one being by initially 
capturing all of the positive observations and handling them similar to 
Examples of Excellence.  Other ways include various degrees of 
indexing the text of the reports. 
 
 In the past, this information has been too watered down – hard to 

determine the benefits 
Comments:  Using the current methods, the Examples of excellence 
have been vague.  Better cataloging of the positive observations, and 
Examples of Excellence, and clear direction for what is needed to be 
captured will enhance how this information is collected and shared.  
NERC staff has been working with members of the Operating 
Reliability Subcommittee on a white paper to identify areas for 
improvement. 
 
 If this is important, maybe we need to have meetings/webex 

discussions on them. 
Comments: NERC is moving toward this direction.  A webex is 
scheduled July 16 to discuss Examples of Excellence on how to attract 
more talents into our workforce.  A reliability conference is planned 
this fall to highlight Examples of Excellence and industry trends. 
 
 Bottom line, not much use has come from these in the past. These 

have not been the headliners for the past successes of the 
Reliability Readiness Program 



Comments:  This is true, and the results can be traced to a variety of 
causes.  Most significant is the process for approval of an Example of 
Excellence.  To date, a very small percentage of potential Examples of 
Excellence are approved.  This is due in part, that all Examples of 
Excellence are measured with the same yardstick.  There is little 
differentiation between a large and small utility, a transmission 
operator and a vertically integrated utility, a municipality and an IOU.  
It has happened that even though a small public company did 
something that was recognized, since a large entity does it, it wasn’t 
special.   NERC staff has been working with members of the 
Operating Reliability Subcommittee on a white paper to identify areas 
for improvement. 
 

o Alliance and Strategic Partnership Programs 
 Task force does not understand the intent/benefits of these 

programs. 
Comments:  The goals of the programs are to promote dialogue on 
reliability, raise awareness of new standards, compliance, event 
analysis and industry trends, share Examples of Excellence and 
publicize results.  Part of this is to highlight the products that can be 
useful to an individual, entity, or group.  There are many organizations 
that are now bound by NERC Standards, which never expected to have 
these responsibilities.  Many of these are public power organizations.  
This program will help them discover resources, and gain contacts that 
will help them become better reliability organizations, and assist them 
in becoming better in meeting their compliance requirements. 
 
Trade associations are another good example of where this program 
can reach out.  IEEE, APDA, EEI, and the APPA to name a few, are 
always interested in NERC reliability issues, and how they can provide 
information that will help their members.  These groups are also 
willing to highlight and recognize members who are outstanding 
performers.   
 
Utility forums, associations, and organizations are another area that the 
program can reach out to.  This would be to assist their members, 
highlight industry trends in reliability, and to enhance the value and 
reduce redundancy. 
 
This program could also provide a conduit for different organizations 
to communicate.  In some cases, an organization just needs to be put in 
touch with another, in other cases, the two may not be able to 
communicate directly and needs a third party to help in the 
communication process.  In on recent instance NERC has been asked 
to help set up a compliance program, unfortunately NERC does not do 
that, but NERC referred the entity to a third party.  In another case, 



NERC was asked to clarify a compliance request from an entity, and 
NERC staff was able to provide an answer, and help the entity 
formulate a solution to the situation. 
 
 Again, do these types of programs belong in an organization whose 

main focus is on standards and mandatory compliance 
enforcement? Would these programs pull away from the primary 
mission? 

A: As the ERO in the U.S., NERC is responsible for developing 
standards and enforcing compliance.  As the industry’s self-regulatory 
organization, NERC provides these additional services for its members 
to improve the reliability of the bulk power system.  This meets 
NERC’s ultimate goal to improve reliability, not find entities in non-
compliance.  The assistance program will be another important facet 
for NERC to improve reliability by promoting operational excellence 
and information sharing.  FINRA, the financial services industry 
equivalent of NERC, is also a standards-setting and enforcement 
organization.  It offers information and assistance to members.  FERC 
recently established a help desk for U.S. industry entities.  On their 
website they specifically direct entities to NERC for inquiries 
regarding NERC standards and compliance.  This shows there is an 
expectation from U.S. regulators that NERC will offer assistance to 
those entities requesting and needing help.  
 

 
Task Force Teammates, please review these notes – change/delete/rework – and I will get 
out the revised notes ASAP.  
 
Thanks 
Sam 

    
o  
 



Reliability Assistance Program Reliability Assistance Program 

OC Special Task Force

June 2008



TopicsTopics

Proposal of Reliability Assistance Program 

Comments received at the last OC meeting

Future Directions



Assistance Program ProposalAssistance Program Proposal

Mission remains the same while significant 
changes are proposed for 2009:
• Promote operational excellence

• Provide industry assistance to improve reliability

Another facet to improve reliability

Five primary functions



Integrated Reliability Information DeskIntegrated Reliability Information Desk

A single point of contact for answers to all their 
reliability inquires (e.g., CIP standards)

Non-confidential correspondences will be posted 
on NERC’s Web site as a reference for industry 
participants

Coordinate with Regional Entities on any similar 
functions to provide consistent, clear, and 
integrated information



OnOn--Site ConsultationSite Consultation

20 evaluations estimated

Target entity needs (e.g., CIP standards)

Priority given to entities that request an 
evaluation and to newly registered entities

Certification requirements

Risks identified through event analysis and 
benchmarking



Information SharingInformation Sharing

Implement a Web-based database to allow 
users to query for positive practices and 
examples of excellence 

In addition, Webinars and reliability conferences 
(with industry trade groups) will be held to 
highlight examples of excellence, lessons 
learned, and industry trends



Alliance InitiativeAlliance Initiative

Coordinate with new and existing groups 
committed to reliability. e.g., APDA, TOOF

Leverage resources and expertise and avoid 
duplication of efforts

Promote information exchange and mutually 
benefit

Encourage their participation in NERC’s 
assistance initiatives, the information sharing 
project, and on-site consultations



Strategic Partnership InitiativeStrategic Partnership Initiative

Establish partnerships with manufacturing, 
engineering/design, and consulting firms

Work cooperatively as critical reliability issues arise  

The goal is to improve equipment performance and 
engineering design

Work on issues not covered by standards



Partnership (contPartnership (cont’’d)d)

Example: NERC shall contact manufacturers to request an 
updated Technical Information Letter to ensure the 
industry has a full understanding of the necessary 
changes to the firmware software to correct the 
sensitivity of the PLU function during grid frequency 
changes.

Promote reliability by developing protocols to address 
top causal factors and near misses identified through 
event analysis and benchmarking
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