
Minutes of the Mayor’s Special Advisory Committee on Neighborhood-Based Resiliency 

 

January 31, 2017—795 Mass Ave, City Hall, Ackerman Room: 6:30 P.M. 

 

Members present: Mark Aidinoff; Suni Dillard; Gary Dmytryk; Emily Harrison; Ethridge 

King, Vice Chair; Craig Kelley, Chair; Gail Kubik; Sam Seidel; Tony 

Spears; and Steve Wineman. 

 

Committee staff: Wilford Durbin, Executive Assistant to the Committee 

 

Guest Speaker: Bill Zamparelli, Eversource  

 

Mr. Kelley called the meeting to order at 6:45 p.m. and introduced Bill Zamparelli from 

Eversource. He asked Mr. Zamparelli to explain how Cambridge fits into the larger energy grid 

around New England. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli began by saying that the regional power-grid is managed by electric professionals 

such as New England Power Grid, New England ISO, who deal with supply and demand. These 

operators monitor demand on the grid and call up generators to meet that demand. That demand 

fluctuates depending on time of day, especially when people go home at the end of the day and 

5:00 PM is the peak demand time. Our electric system is supported by series of independent 

generators. We are all familiar with fossil fuel generators (#6 diesel), but he said that the industry 

is moving toward wind, solar power, and tidal generation. 

 

People need to understand that the regional grid is largest manmade interconnected thing in the 

world, he continued. A lot of work went into safety and building precautions against failure. If 

you remember the 1960s black out that spread throughout the northeast, it originated in Ohio and 

about ¼ of the country went dark. The same protections didn’t exist then, and you saw the impact 

spread over a huge swath of the United States. Our modern system is a very complicated process, 

a lot of that system exists to short-circuit the spread of outages. Operators also have the ability to 

shut down circuits and have breakers and so forth, but supply has to meet demand. 

 

During summer months demand from AC and other uses increase demand dramatically. Some 

generators are more economical than others and ISO will generally tap the more efficient and 

economical generators first. There are bottlenecks in the system and new connections are aimed 

at bringing new and cheaper generation sources to New England. In New England, we have 41 

locations under development. When completed, it will save about $800 million annually. Once 

these improvement are made, it will significantly reduce the cost of energy in NE. This 

investments will have a significant impact on all communities. Another aspect of his job is 

economic development, and that means lower the cost of energy so that companies can expand 

production and provide jobs. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli said that the grid is evolving, and there is a legacy as to how it got to where it is 

today. We have equipment that may have been in service since that system first went live 100 

years ago. There is a real mix of modern and legacy systems, the challenge is to efficiently 

interweave that system and realize that the old equipment may still be perfectly functional. 

Eversource is moving to photovoltaics, wind generation, and have power purchase agreements 

with homeowners and communities that have photovoltaics to buy excess energy. That has 

required a certain amount of engineering to make that possible. The industry is moving toward 

battery backup for stations when there is no generation (such as nighttime for PV), but the 

technology is not there yet. 



 

You find Elon Musk is doing much of this, he said, perhaps in Nevada, but building the same 

station level storage of capacity that can be used elsewhere. Similar development is being made 

for solar power to allow a battery to save energy during the day, and use at it night. There was an 

interesting show on [PBS’s NOVA program “Search for the Super Battery”] that featured a 

perpetual motion machine to store electricity. The technology is a bit beyond me, he said, I’m an 

engineer. Another was an ice battery that was used to reduce temperature for AC, to make it 

much more efficient.  What can happen is exciting and what works will be adopted by the grid. 

And ‘net metering” allows people to generate with PV and sell the excess to pay another account. 

One city put in 22,000 panels so it is viable but does take up a lot of space. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli stated that the system generates 2.6WM through photovoltaics going on here in 

New England. Cambridge is very aggressive at looking at options. He sits on the Cambridge 

Environmental & Sustainability group. We often look at renewable options. Many options 

perused in Cambridge could be more aggressively considered elsewhere. He stressed that this is 

an interesting time with all the technological changes, and both energy companies and 

municipalities will need to adapt. The power grid is a good example of successful evolution and 

adaptation, at more than 120 years old.  

 

Further changes to that system are inevitable. He said Mr. Kelley had asked him to talk about 

islanding. He stated that there is a movement to create micro-grids, a self-contained area to 

generate energy themselves. He currently sits on the Kendal Square eco-grid committee. They are 

exploring technology to allow Kendall to come off the grid and then go back on as demand 

dictates. Islands that come on and off the grid can significantly disrupt the planning capacity of 

energy companies, he cautioned. They might generate too much energy when companies island 

themselves, and then suddenly find the grid strained from insufficient energy when the micro-

grids come back online and need energy. Plus there are safety issues. 

 

Eversource can also buy electricity for its customers as it is a distributor not a generator. It 

transmits at high levels and meters at the customer level with the bill reflecting the various 

entities involved- supply, distribution and about 20 other entities that compete against each other. 

Eversource buys electricity as a pass through. We just have so many customers its hard for 

another company to compete with our rate. Every 6 months we change our rate based on cost of 

electricity in NE, right now it is very low. If you understand how electricity is generated, he 

explained, spot marketing is when electricity is generated from gas after the gas needed for 

heating needs is used. The temperate weather means that energy costs are very low right now, 

putting coal and oil generation at a disadvantage. Buying whatever gas was left on the spot 

market makes production very inexpensive. A lot of customers aren’t aware of that. Weather has 

a big factor on cost.  

 

Eversource is in the process of increasing the gas pipeline Access Northeast, which will be 

dedicated to electric generation for the region, guaranteeing that there will be inexpensive electric 

generation by gas. They will be storing natural gas in liquid form, up to 10 million gallons, during 

the summer months when it is cheap. This can be put back into the system in Feb and March 

when peak consumption is occurring, and because it was purchased during July, it makes energy 

very cheap.  

 

It’s very difficult for New England to compete with energy rich areas of the United States, he 

said, but this is a step. There are a lot of things going on.  

 

Mr. Kelley asked if he would talk more about Cambridge’s energy needs. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/tech/super-battery.html


 

Mr. Zamparelli began by talking about the resiliency in Cambridge. We have a unique history 

here of how electricity was developed in Cambridge. Formerly, a single company existed just to 

provide electricity to the City, the Cambridge Electric and Light Company. That became 

Commonwealth Energy, then NStar and, with another merger, Eversource now serves 

Connecticut, parts of New Hampshire, the former Yankee Gas system, and all of NSTAR Electric 

and NSTAR Gas since they purchased those companies.  

 

Cambridge has benefited by how the system is designed, he said. The City is served by a 4kw 

system for residential areas, overhead, which is meant to carry 4,000vlt of electricity that can be 

scaled down for household usage. We bring power wherever it’s needed. The backbone of the 

major arterial roots are underground. We have critical infrastructure protection systems to protect 

grid, including substations, though public knowledge is limited due to security concerns.  

 

Back in 2000, we brought in 150kw lines. Prior to that we owned Kendall Station, a fuel and 

steam production plant. Lines brought steam across the river to Mass General Hospital, but the 

plant was designed to bring power to East Cambridge. The boutique power company cost a lot of 

money. Once East Cambridge came onto the grid, energy costs plummeted. The Cambridge 

system also needed redundancy for its electric grid, which it gained after the switch. Thee is a 

SCATA system to remotely control this region and monitor and control various systems.  

 

Mr. Zamparelli went on to say that whenever we have a storm we can shut down areas, even a 

very local area, such as during the Cambridge fire of December 3, 2016. 

 

Mr. Durbin asked whether any other public official was granted permission to shut down the 

power system other than the Fire Chief. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli responded the Fire Chief is the only person that can cut power for a local grid, no 

one else, not the Police Chief, not the City Manager. Cutting power can endanger people on life 

support, for example, so you need to know who needs emergency electricity. When they turn 

power off, they bring it back surgically. You often don’t think about electricity until you don’t 

have it and that can be a problem. 

 

A Committee member asked about the pole system around Cambridge. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli agreed that many people complain about the expansion of poles and infrastructure 

on poles, which handle everything from power to phones to new cell phone services. Some want 

that infrastructure to go underground, but there are many problems to that as well and there is no 

other way to move electricity other than by wires so if taller poles are needed, that is what will 

happen. Servicing underground lines can be a much more time consuming process but they do 

look pretty. He had done some work on undergrounding for the City of Somerville on Beacon St, 

he said, though at the time he advised that it was not a good idea. They did the analysis, and the 

engineering itself was expensive. The final cost was $6.2 million to homeowners to do just 1.25 

miles. That included new transformers, manholes, conduits, but doesn’t include house drops that 

need to be converted from overhead to underground. Non-electric wires would also have to be 

done. 

 

Ms. Harrison asked whether underground was less susceptible to damage from weather events. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli answered that our systems are designed to withstand most weather and 

conditions. Our systems can even run under water. One benefit from undergrounding is 



aesthetics, but from troubleshooting it is not as easily. He said it was not practical in older cities 

like Cambridge. In new developments it might be possible where they are building everything, 

including roads, but you never know what you will find when you start digging here as there is 

over 100 years of historic infrastructure underground.  

 

Mr. Kelley asked whether the cost Mr. Zamparelli quoted for Beacon St had been only for 

undergrounding, and what the associated costs might be. 

 

He responded that whenever you open a hole, you have to go in and replace all gas lines as well. 

MA line requires us to replace anything 6” or greater, so if we go in, we replace everything. In 

Cambridge, a lot of people are concerned about gas leaks, and we regularly go in and replace all 

gas infrastructure. Gas leaks are monitored via holes in the street. They recently replaced all 

Level 3 leaks. For small joint leaks, these have been virtually eliminated. When some of our 

systems were designed, we were using clay pipes, which means there can be a lot to replace. On 

the electric side, we have to go through Pole and Conduit Commission. City Electrician Steve 

Lenkauskas manages much of the city’s light and electric infrastructure, which includes its own 

LED streetlights.  

 

Ms. Dillard asked whether Cambridge’s resources make such protected and environmental 

friendly systems possible. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli responded in the affirmative, but also stressed Cambridge’s activism. The 

business community is also responsible for a lot of this. Have recently installed large holding 

tanks for storm water overflow. They can pump water into these holding tanks, and then pump the 

tanks back into the river as the water recedes. With climate change issues, people argue we will 

see sea level rise, but a lot is conjecture. Either way, he said, we are prepared.  

 

Mr. Aidinoff said growing up in NYC, the power companies would frequently have to turn off 

electricity in some neighborhood during the summer. He asked why that might be. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli said that the companies were trying to avoid brownouts, caused by 

underestimating the load and need. 

 

Mr. Aidinoff asked if they were necessary here. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli said that we could, but typically don’t. A lot of the brownout issues are resolved 

here because many New England areas have the necessary capacity and improved network of 

substations. Much of the infrastructure is remote controlled, making acute response possible, but 

sometimes someone still needs to climb up a pole to throw the switch.  

 

If you have a brownout, that is usually a capacity problem. That could be your transmission 

system, or the generator. Private persons who have generators can send electricity back into the 

system, so even when the company kills the power, it can still be live and dangerous for workers. 

They are supposed to test for live power and generators are supposed to flip the master switch, 

but it does not always happen. 

 

Mr. Kelley asked if Eversource does any public outreach on generator issue. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli said they do through Bill Stack who covers energy efficient stuff. They also have 

number of safety people who train first responders such as police and fire personnel, and they 

have a person that demonstrates the dangers of electricity. If poles come down on your car, for 



example, don’t get out of your car so you don’t ground yourself and get electrocuted. Assume all 

wires are live and deadly. Wires of copper can be very expensive. Eversource will de-energize a 

system where they find problems. They are constantly altering the system, to include 

requirements for clearance from equipment. If there is not consistent power, buildings may not be 

usable. 

 

What Cambridge has benefited from is it’s a small, tight, affluent community, and the stuff they 

have done is very well thought-out and well developed. Constantly expanding and changing.  

 

Mr. Wineman said he had heard a lot about improvement to the system. What are your biggest 

concerns now, he asked. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli responded that it depends on the areas. We can have storm issues in certain areas. 

Everything that we install, we anticipate the day it will fail. Years ago, people were attacking sub 

stations, shooting them up on the west coast. Everyone at Eversource has an assignment when a 

storm comes through, and they are active. We have electricians, lineman, engineers, etc. They can 

even bring crews in from other states through mutual aid agreements to combat problems but if 

other places have similar problems resources can be tight and responses may take longer. Not one 

really knows how long an outage will last. They bring back as many customers as fast as they 

can, per DPU regulations, so a single customer who is out may wait a long time as more populous 

affected areas are serviced first. But Cambridge has relatively limited outages. 

 

Mr. Dmytryk said we’ve heard in the news in recent months that there may be problem with 

hackers getting into grid. He asked if that was a concern here. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli said Eversource has taken significant steps to avoid that, and protect ourselves 

from outside interference. Critical Infrastructure Protection (CIP) process designed to protect 

those systems.  

 

So they don’t have people checking emails on that same systems, Mr. Dmytryk asked. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli answered that, no, everything is separated. Special clearance is required, and 

backup systems create further security.  

 

Ms. Dillard asked if Eversource prioritized returning power to vulnerable communities after an 

outage, instead of only considering the largest number of people that can be serviced.  

 

Mr. Zamperelli said they do have critical facility list, hospitals, police departments, etc. They 

monitor those outages, and also have list of persons on life support systems for those that self 

identify. All part of our ERP, we work collaboratively with all those systems. And CPD will do 

wellness checks for them. They are notified when power is out, and back on, for these people. 

 

Ms. Harrison returned to Mr. Zamparelli’s comments on Cambridge’s activism and resources. 

When we think about resiliency, and ability to react, can he cite examples of business, 

neighborhoods, and activists working together?  

 

Mr. Zamparelli didn’t have any specific examples, though he said they are often working with the 

people that are in the community. Many have different roles in the city. We work with everyone, 

he said, businesses, colleges, leaders, chambers, etc. Business people can be change angents. 

 



Ms. Dillard asked if he saw many working relationships with other communities, such as 

Somerville, etc. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli said that’s exactly what he does, he works with many communities. 

 

Mr. Kelley asked whether Cambridge work with other communities on these type of issues. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli responded that he was sure they do. We certainly work with Boston’s climate 

projection plans. You’d have to talk to individuals in the departments. In some ways communities 

are competitive in the ways they try to attract and retain businesses though they are also 

collaborative on some issues and City staff may from position to position in the region. The size 

of local associations differ, as do their agendas. He holds an annual meeting an Emergency 

Response Plans to ensure Eversource has appropriate contacts with towns and vice versa, to set 

up relationships before events so he can triage issues. Relationships built during the normal 

course of operations are crucial in figuring out how to handle specific issues. 

 

Mr. Seidel asked if Eversource own all the equipment it uses around the City. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli said no. For example, primary metered customers own their equipment. In 

Cambridge, if is under 300 kba requirements, we don’t, they would be responsible for owning.  

 

Mr. Seidel asked if it’s in a private building, who would do work on it. 

 

Mr. Zamparelli said we would still go in and give specs, build out equipment. In Cambridge we 

have many wet labs which are very energy intensive. If they chose to be a primary customer, they 

would have control over their own systems though Eversource will build out the equipment to 

meet the customers’ needs, who then decides what level of responsibility they want to give to 

Eversource. Eversource is self-insured. Customers pay for specific changes that rate payers do not 

pay for. Telephone poles are owned by either Eversource or Verizon and the owner is responsible 

for managing them.  

 

Ms. Kubik and Mr. Seidel said one of the thing we try to look at in this community is people 

getting isolated during these events. So how do we keep people from feeling panicked? 

Particularly for people that have lost electronic communication, how can people find out what the 

larger process is and there place in it?  

 

Mr. Zamparelli said we have a single source contact phone that people can use. If you have any 

problem you call that. If you can’t call, you call police department. CPD knows what is going on. 

In Somerville, they have 311 system. Eversource can also call out to every customer in the 

system. We can reverse call people to let them know that there will be a scheduled outage.  

 

If you’re a customer and you have an outage, there is little we can do to connect with you. If it’s a 

trouble related outage, you call police or fire that can reach us immediately. We even respond to 

social media, emails, outage maps, etc. Don’t typically post outage maps for security reasons. But 

will let people know about scheduled (emergency) outages, which usually happen between 

midnight and 5 AM because do work on the system later can impact traffic signals. The monitor 

their life support customers constantly. 

 

Mr. Aidinoff asked which source for the weather do they base their operations on. 

 



Mr. Zamparelli said they have their own internal weather expert to give us best information. They 

have weather conference calls to find out what happens and monitor the weather every three 

hours. High winds are worse than snow. Usually trees do the most damage and they preposition 

response crews as needed and it’s rare that all three states get hit at once so shifting resources 

around is fairly common. Power is usually or off, but equipment does fail. 

 

Mr. Seidel asked who powers the T? 

 

Mr. Zamparelli said the T has some of their own power substations, for the GLX, we were able to 

isolate a specific substation for that use. We are always involved in MBTA, involved now in the 

expansion of Union Square. 

 

Mr. Kelley asked when we see storm related flooding, do we worry about short circuiting? 

 

If we get something like 3ft there may be problems, Mr. Zamparelli said. Their stations can 

operate under water, but they are not designed that way. If it’s totally underwater, I’d have to 

consult with our engineers as to the effect. All manholes have transformers that need to be 

pumped out, though they can work underwater. 

 

Mr. Kelley thanked Mr. Zamparelli for his time. 

 

He said at some point we stop meeting with people, and just look inward. He asked if it was okay 

to have ISD at the next meeting.  

 

Mr. Kelley adjourned the meeting at 8:27 p.m.  

 

 


