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August 27, 2020 

TO:  Joint Committee on Energy and Technology 

FROM: Matthew Knickerbocker 

  First Selectman, Town of Bethel 

RE:  Response to Tropical Storm Isaias 

Dear Sen. Needleman, Rep. Arconti and Members of the Committee: 

I want to first express my gratitude for the opportunity to share the Town of Bethel’s experiences and 

frustrations with the recovery of electricity following Tropical Storm Isaias. While no public utility can be 

expected to predict weather with 100% certainty, nor be able to fully prevent the destructive forces of nature, 

Eversource could have been, and should have been far more prepared for this event. Additionally, following the 

storm, the company should have had an effective communication and recovery plan in place. It did not.  

Tropical Storm Isaias left over 5,800 Bethel residents and businesses without power for up to nine days. Many 

residents, some who are unemployed due to the COVID-19 pandemic, lost frozen foods totaling into the tens of 

thousands of dollars. The core of Bethel’s downtown retail business district, including some family-owned 

shops as well as the downtown area’s only grocery outlet, were without power into the seventh day following 

the storm. Some of these small businesses, already battered by the pandemic, may now close for good as a result 

of the extended outage. 

More troubling is the fact that several critical infrastructure facilities were not addressed until nearly a week had 

passed. The Bethel Police Department and both fire stations remained without power for one week following 

the storm. The town’s utility department operates 11 sewage pumping stations; 7 of them were left without 

power for up to 8.75 days. There are also 8 drinking water pumping stations. 6 remained without power for up 

to 8 full days. While most of these critical facilities have generation capacity, there were frequent instances of 

fuel tanks running within few hours of zero, due to the difficulty in obtaining fuel deliveries. In total, the Town 

spent over $40,000 in unplanned fuel purchases due to the extended outages. 

LOWER PRIORITY GIVEN TO “MAKE SAFE” OPERATIONS 
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The greatest concern is the company’s apparent abandonment of long-established “make safe” protocols. 

Following the devastation of storms Irene, Alfred and Sandy in 2011 and 2012, municipal and state emergency 

management officials met with representatives from Northeast Utilities (prior to the merger) to agree on a set of 

protocols to keep the public safe from downed live power lines. First and foremost is prioritizing “make safe” 

operations to clear the roadways of downed wires and downed trees with wires in them. This is work that local 

municipal road construction crews are not permitted to do unless accompanied by a qualified Eversource line 

crew. 

Eversource failed to support “make safe” operations in favor of restoring power where easily 

accomplished. 

In Bethel’s case, there were ten roads blocked with downed trees and wires. Two of these locations were cul de 

sacs, trapping a total of 16 homes without access to emergency fire or medical assistance. Despite repeated top 

priority requests through our Eversource liaison, the company provided no “make safe” crews until 5:00pm on 

Friday, August 7
th

, three full days after the storm. That crew helped Bethel’s highway department clear just one 

blockage, but was then pulled off the job to another town by Eversource. The company did not again provide 

“make safe” help until the following weekend. Downed trees and wires were not fully cleared until 4am on 

Monday, August 10
th

.  

State Route 58 in Bethel was partially blocked by a large tree and was suspended over the roadway only by 

power lines, creating a clear danger to the public. The company did not address this site until the afternoon of 

Friday, August 7
th

, three days after the storm. See picture below of a delivery truck attempting to squeeze under 

the tree. In one attempt (not shown), the driver moved farther to the side of the road, causing the top of the truck 

to scrape the communication cables holding up the tree. The driver was unsuccessful. The truck became 

temporarily lodged under the tree and was forced to back away. Passenger cars passed under the tree 

unrestricted for three full days (see picture no 2 below). 
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DYSFUNCTIONAL COMMAND AND CONTROL 

Bethel opened its emergency operations office the day before the storm. Our Eversource liaison was provided a 

full list of road closures with wires, including dead-ends no access, as well as priority-one critical infrastructure 

such as fire, police, school buildings used for emergency purposes and water and waste water utilities as soon as 

the storm ended. These priorities were reviewed and discussed several times per day, sometimes on an hourly 

basis. Repeated requests were submitted to the liaison for a “make safe” crew to allow our highway department 

to reopen roads for emergency access. 

Our liaison was unable to provide accurate information. It was clear she had no support from or direct access to 

decision makers at higher levels. She would often report that a crew was being dispatched to one of our priority 

locations, only to have that instruction overridden, diverting the crew to a different town without informing her. 

The most serious breakdown occurred when trying to have power restored to the Bethel Police Department. The 

liaison tried to get a crew dispatched for six days without success, despite daily requests from our emergency 

management official. On the seventh day, the Chief of Police decided to bypass the liaison and call 

Eversource’s “downed wire” line directly from the police dispatch center. The Eversource employee who 

answered that call was incredulous that the Bethel PD was still without power that long after the storm, saying 

“no one told us, we had no idea you were out”, after six days of escalating the outage through the liaison’s 

office. A truck was dispatched and the power restored to the police facility within one hour of the call. 

There were numerous cases observed in Bethel and other locations where both Eversource crews and outside 

contractors who had come in from out of state were found sitting in parking lots, waiting for instructions from 

Eversource. These crews were observed idling for hours, waiting for instructions.  
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POOR CONSUMER COMMUNICATION 

For multiple days following the storm, residents were unable to contact Eversource to report outages through 

either their customer service 800 number or their website, as both were malfunctioning. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based upon the storm recovery experience in Bethel, we can conclude the following: 

1. Eversource failed to preposition sufficient assets in preparation for the storm.  

2. Eversource failed to adhere to previously agreed upon “make safe” protocols, leaving residents 

vulnerable to life-threatening danger. 

3. Eversource failed to address critical infrastructure and public safety facilities, instead dedicating scarce 

resources to reducing the total number of outages. 

Based on these conclusions, I urge, in the strongest possible terms, that the General Assembly and Public 

Utilities Regulatory Authority work to immediately enact and implement the following: 

1. Hold the company legally responsible for private residential food spoilage that occurs as a result of 

extended, preventable outages (this is already done in other states). 

2. Require the company, by law, to use the latest NOAA weather forecast, rather than their own internal 

forecast, when pre-deploying recovery assets prior to the arrival of a storm. 

3. Put an end to guaranteed profit margins and take exorbitant executive pay packages into account when 

ruling on rate increase requests. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to share these experiences. 

   

 

Enclosures: 

1. Letter from M. Knickerbocker to PURA in opposition to Eversource rate increase. 

2. Analysis by DPW Director summarizing Eversource response to TS Isaias. 

 
















