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At least two things are predictable
whenever a big storm hits the heavily
populated and heavily treed North-
east these days:

uVast numbers of trees and pow-
er lines will go down, leavingmillions
of people without electricity, not just
for a few days but for a week ormore.
As of Monday, two weeks after Su-
perstorm Sandy struck, more than
120,000 customers were still without
power in New York and New Jersey.
Much the same happened last
summer after an abrupt and power-
ful “derecho” storm struck the mid-
Atlantic, and long outages are routine
after winter snow and ice storms.

uOnce the storm passes, utility
officials and politicians will say
there’s little to be done but to string
up new lines in the same old places
and brace for the next disaster.

This cycle can’t continue.
Thanks to computers and smart-

phones, Americans are more depen-
dent than ever on electricity. But the
nation’s 20th century power grid is
incompatible with its 21st century
economy and increasingly extreme
weather.

Not every country’s power grid is
as easy to bring to its knees. A 2006
study by professors at Carnegie Mel-
lon University found that Americans
lose electricity for an average of 214

minutes a year, compared with 70
minutes for the British and 53 min-
utes for the French.

How can European power grids be
three or four times more reliable
than ours? One significant factor is
that more of their power lines are
buried, whichmakes them all but im-
pervious to wind and falling
branches.

“Undergrounding” power lines is
more expensive than stringing them
overhead, but utilities and regulators
often present only the cost of burying
all lines. A much smarter, cost-effec-
tive strategy is to bury the most im-
portant and trouble-prone lines.

The widespread flooding from
Sandy compromised some under-
ground lines, just as it destroyed elec-
trical substations and the electrical
panels in countless flooded homes.
That’s a separate problem, with sepa-
rate and equally important answers.
Those include hardening infrastruc-
ture to make it less vulnerable to
floods, especially in coastal areas.

Another big part of the solution is
raising the competence of utility
management, which varies widely. In
the Washington area, sustained pub-
lic pressure is starting to improve the
reliability and communication skills
of Pepco, a company that until Sandy
consistently underperformed neigh-
boring utilities. In New York, the
Long Island Power Authority, which
saw 1 million of its 1.1 million cus-
tomers lose power from Sandy, has
come in for scathing criticism from
Gov. Andrew Cuomo and local lead-
ers for its slowness in getting the
lights back on.

Power industry executives note
that Sandy and the powerful nor’eas-

ter that followed were extraordinari-
ly destructive, and that utility crews
brought in from around the nation
have struggled valiantly to restore
power, often working 16-hour shifts
for days on end.

The crews deserve plaudits, and
yes, Sandywas extreme. But the utili-
ties are not powerless. They can bury
more key lines, harden substations
and protect cellular communications,
a vital link when disaster strikes. But
that will happen only when pressure
from the public, the news media and
ultimately the regulators who ap-
prove rate increasesmakes it happen.

It won’t be cheap. But the cost of
recent power outages, in everything
from lost productivity to spoiled
food, ought to change the equation.

This is the first of two editorials on rebuilding
after Superstorm Sandy. Next: Federal flood in-
surance.

TODAY'S DEBATE REBUILDING AFTER SANDY, PART I

Our view
USA’s 20th century power grid
fails its 21st century economy

Bury electric
lines, harden
substations and
improve utility
management

As the electric utility industry
has been working to restore power
to 10 million customers who lost it
in Superstorm Sandy and Nor’eas-
ter Athena, we are reminded how
much the American way of life de-
pends on electricity.We regret that
anybody experienced outages, but
nature can wreak havoc on an un-
precedented scale. Sandy caused
more outages than hurricanes Ka-
trina, Andrew and Isaac, more
than any storm in our nation’s his-
tory. Our thoughts go out to all af-
fected by the storm damage.

The lessons from these cata-
strophic events will help us antici-
pate future issues. For instance,
public-private partnerships were
essential: The utility industry, sup-
ported by federal, state and local

government, worked to restore
power as safely and quickly as pos-
sible. The president played a pivot-
al role by ordering federal agencies
to remove barriers and provide
assistance.

A major component of this ef-
fort is the utility industry’s volun-
tary mutual assistance program,
which dispatches crews and equip-
ment from unaffected regions.
More than 67,000 workers, repre-
senting 80 companies from almost
every state and Canada, responded
to this crisis. In the aftermath of
both storms, power is now restored
to 99.7% of those who lost it. The
efforts of these utility workers,
along with the first responders and
aidworkers, have been heroic.

Storms like these inevitably
raise questions about under-
grounding power lines. The reality
is no amount of infrastructure
spending could have inoculated us
from Sandy and its massive storm
surge. Undergrounding protects
systems from falling trees but can-
not protect them from flooding.
Drying, repairing and testing the
system to ensure safety is complex
and time-consuming.

This year, utilities are projected
to spend nearly $35 billion updat-
ing and reinforcing distribution
and transmission systems. It is an
essential investment. Americans
deserve nothing less, and the utili-
ty industry’s unwavering commit-
ment is to deliver on thismission.

TomKuhn is president of the Edi-
son Electric Institute, the associa-
tion of U.S. shareholder-owned
electric companies.

Opposing view
Massive damage,
heroic response

Shortly after the official outcome
of Florida’s voting in the election was
announced Saturday, I was on the
phone with NAACP President Ben
Jealous, who wanted to talk more
about the next White House cam-
paign than the one just completed.

“The black vote saved the day in
2012. But it’s in play in 2016,” said the
civil rights leader, whose organiza-
tion registered nearly 433,000 voters
this year.While President Obama ap-
pears to be the biggest beneficiary of
the NAACP’s efforts, Jealous warned
that the support black voters gave
Obama in his victory over Republi-
can Mitt Romney will not automati-
cally go to the Democratic candidate
in 2016.

BLACK DISSATISFACTION
Although 93% of blacks were enthu-
siastic about voting Democratic this
year, that number is projected to
drop to 79% in 2016, according an
Election Day poll commissioned by
the NAACP. “There is a significant
dissatisfactionwith the (Democratic)
Party in general that the party now
gets a pass on because Obama is in
theWhiteHouse,” Jealous toldme.

“This is the party that gave us the
War on Poverty and watched it be-
come a war on the poor. It gave us a
drug war that became a war on drug
addicts. Sure, the Republican Party
poured jet fuel on both of these
things,” Jealous said. But for a lot of
blacks, Democrats haven’t fought
fiercely enough to prevent these set-
backs on social issues.

“The status quo, minus Obama,

could be a disaster for Democrats in
2016,” Jealous predicted. In other
words, Republicans will have an
opening to get a larger share of the
black vote if they commit to an effort
to solve the problems that dispropor-
tionately afflict blacks. Jealous be-
lieves that by the next presidential
election cycle, the GOP can begin to
rebuild the alliance that once made
blacks itsmost loyal constituency.

A BIG CHALLENGE
I think that’s a pretty tall order. To
survive, the GOPmust undergo a rev-
olutionary change. It has to break
with the closet racists who swelled its
ranks when civil rights laws ended
the JimCrow era. Itmust distance it-
self from those who use the mantra
of conservatism to cloak their social
intolerance. For many blacks, today’s
Republican Party reflects the bigotry
of the late South Carolina senator
Strom Thurmond, an icon of resis-
tance to racial equality, not the val-
ues of Abraham Lincoln, the GOP
presidentmost revered by blacks.

What seems certain is that with-
out a significant change, the Republi-
can Party not only will miss an
opportunity, but also will make the
past grievances of blacks with the
Democratic Party less important
than keeping the GOP out of power.

“The GOP’s efforts to suppress the
black vote became a stimulus for
black voters,” the Rev. Jesse Jackson
told me. For many blacks, the GOP’S
push for passage of voter ID laws was
seen as a new form of poll tax that is
meant to keep them from voting.

“Their attempt to elect Romney by
blocking black folks from voting for
Obama made the president a living
martyr,” Jackson toldme.

He’s right. It has also deepened the
hole out of which the GOP must
climb to remain a viable U.S. political
force. If it doesn’t start attracting
blacks, the hole it’s in will become the
Republican Party’s burial ground.

DeWayneWickhamwrites on Tues-
days for USATODAY.

NAACP sees blacks
in play for GOP in 2016
Maybe, but that’s a tall
order for Republicans

DeWayneWickham
@DeWayneWickham

TomKuhn
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A plea to the Long Island Power Authority for electricity to be re-
stored is posted on a barrier Oct. 31 inMastic Beach, N.Y.

Finally, change we can believe in.
Last week, voters came together in a
grassroots movement to demand
changes in their government and in
their lives. No, it was not the Tea Par-
ty movement, which imploded in a
spasm of gaffes and extremist rheto-
ric. It was certainly not the “hope” of
the Obama campaign, which formost
liberals was an excersise of “hope
over experience.” Rather, citizens in
various states have crossed party and
ideological lines to challenge the fed-
eral government on issues such as
marijuana and gay marriage. In a tri-
umph of federalist principles, states
are going their own way on impor-
tant social issues, but this is not the
type of “change” either party wants
to believe in.

Ironically, for almost four years,
states’ rights have been a focus of na-
tional politics as Republicans de-
nounced ObamaCare for its
expansion of federal power. Now,
many of those same Republicans are
opposing the right of states to reach
their own conclusions on issues of
same-sex marriage, assisted suicide
and legalization of marijuana. Like-
wise, President Obama has spent the
past year trying to repair damage
with liberals and civil libertarians
over his continuation of Bush poli-
cies in areas ranging from national
security to medical marijuana. Yet,
after going silent before the election
to win back liberals, the Justice De-
partment indicated the day after the
election that it would continue its
policies onmarijuana.

It is hardly news that principle is a
stranger to many politicians. Howev-
er, citizens across the country still
believe in federalism, the idea that
their states should be able to choose
their own positions on social and
criminal issues. They have the U.S.
Constitution on their side. The 10th
Amendment states that “powers not
delegated to the United States by the
Constitution, nor prohibited by it to
the states, are reserved to the states
respectively, or to the people.” James
Madison believed that the states
were safely behind a federalist fire-
wall to protect against the “ambitious
encroachments of the federal
government.” Indeed, Madison as-
sured his contemporaries that it
would take a “degree of madness” for
the federal government to usurp the
power of the states. If that is true, we
are truly living inmad times.

State politicians have largely yield-
ed to the madness, but citizens ap-
pear to have lingering notions of
self-determination. In a couple of
areas, citizens have fought back and
have asserted direct control over
their laws and their lives.

MEDICAL MARIJUANA
Last week,Washington and Colorado
became the first states to legalize rec-
reational use of marijuana. In addi-
tion, Massachusetts became the 18th
state to legalizemedicalmarijuana.

Polls show 74% support medical
marijuana. And 56% support regulat-

ing pot like alcohol. Thismakesmari-
juana one of the sharpest divides
between citizens and their govern-
ment. Despite the fact that only 15%
of voters support continued
prosecution of medical marijuana
cases, Obama has continued the Bush
scorched earth prosecutions..

The push by voters for decriminal-
ization is likely only to increase.
Washingtonwill allow the sale of pot,
which could bring in taxes worth
hundreds of millions of dollars.
Unless blocked by the Obama ad-
ministration, that type of revenue (as
well as the savings in not prosecuting
pot cases) is likely to get the atten-
tion of other states in a bad economy.

Despite three out of four citizens
supporting the use of medical mari-
juana, Congress and the White
House remain in absolute lock step
in expending resources and person-
nel in the prosecution of these cases.
States are expected to adhere to the
federal policy regardless of the wish-
es of their citizens.

SAME-SEX MARRIAGE
Last week, Maine, Maryland and
Washington voted to legalize same-
sex marriage, the first such recogni-
tion made by voters as opposed to
legislatures or courts. They joined
NewYork, Connecticut, Iowa,Massa-
chusetts, New Hampshire, Vermont

andWashington, D.C., in the recogni-
tion of gay marriage. While the
Framers would likely have been sur-
prised by the notion of same-sex
marriage, theywould have celebrated
the role of these referendums. Yet,
many conservatives (including self-
described advocates of federalism)
seek a constitutional amendment to
take away the ability of states to rec-
ognize such unions.

The effort is even more problem-
atic as an amendment to deny rights
as opposed to expand them. Most
amendments in the Bill of Rights ex-
panded rights — part of a noble and
consistent trend of greater liberties
in this country. Faced with citizens
who want to expand the rights of
their fellow citizens, these fair-
weather federalists are moving to
stopmore states from joining.

Citizens aren’t done demanding
self-government. Efforts to enact lo-
cal policy on assisted suicide and deal
with global warming issues will con-
tinue despite federal policies and
laws. This taste for self-determina-
tion could become insatiable. Once
you realize you have a voice, you tend
towant to use it.

Jonathan Turley is a professor of
public interest law at George Wash-
ington University and a member of
USA TODAY’s Board of Contributors.

Jonathan Turley WILL WE
TOLERATE
DEMOCRACY?
Both Republicans andObama should get out of
thewaywhen citizens demand freedom

TED S. WARREN, AP

Seattle residents celebrate election returns earlyWednesday.Wash-
ington state voted to legalize same-sex marriage.


