
Editorial: This time, design the Texas power system to protect customers 

Gov. Greg Abbott is right: Texans are angry. Not only, as Abbott said, because “the system broke.” But because 
the system wasn’t designed to protect them — leaving millions to suffer and dozens to die. 

The recent ice storm laid bare the structural failures of that system. The state didn’t require power plants and 
natural gas pipelines to be equipped to operate in extreme cold, even though storms in 2011 and 1989 showed 
these systems could freeze up when customers needed electricity the most. The state failed to ensure Texas had 
sufficient power reserves to meet a spike in demand. And the state allowed utility companies to sell predatory 
billing plans, so when demand soared, a small group of customers were charged thousands of dollars for just a 
few days’ worth of electricity. 

Investigations and hearings have already begun on the catastrophic power outage that recently left millions of 
Texans shivering in their homes and half the state without safe tap water, if they had running water at all. A tally 
of the dead — those who perished from hypothermia, carbon monoxide poisoning or fires — is growing and far 
from complete. 

Experts believe this event will be the state’s most expensive disaster. State Sen. Brandon Creighton, a 
Republican from Conroe, called the power failure  “the largest train wreck in the history of deregulated 
electricity.” State Rep. Charlie Geren, a Republican from Fort Worth, noted “some of the blame lies right here,” 
with the Legislature that failed to enact stronger protections after the 2011 storm. 

For now, the Capitol is filled with righteous indignation and calls for reform, but the true test comes in the 
months ahead. Lawmakers must step up with meaningful legislation that — this time — puts customers front 
and center. 

Winterization is essential 

Texas must require power plants, pipelines and natural gas pumping facilities to insulate and adapt so they can 
continue to run in extremely cold weather. Texans also deserve a fair discussion on who bears these 
costs. Abbott has suggestedthe state — Texas taxpayers — should pay for it. We think the power companies, 
who profited for decades while failing to do enough to protect their own infrastructure, should share in the tab. 

We need a better buffer. 

Texas has one of the lowest “reserve margins” in the country, meaning the state has a small cushion of extra 
power-generating capacity it can use if demand spikes. Most other regions of the country have a surplus 
capacity of at least 20 percent. Texas’ buffer is closer to 13%. That leaner surplus capacity keeps costs down — 
but as Texans have seen, it also provides less reliability for customers. NRG President Mauricio Gutierrez urged 
lawmakers this week to require a better cushion. “That reserve margin is something that I believe the 
Legislature has an opportunity to bracket, define, provide the industry the guideposts, so the state agencies can 
implement how … we achieve it,” Gutierrez said. 

Rein in the price swings 

The fact that wholesale electricity prices — normally a few cents per kilowatt-hour — soared to $9 per kilowatt-
hour after the storm is a feature, not a bug, of Texas’ system. The high prices are designed to attract more 
power generators to the grid. But the massive swings create volatility and, in some cases, significant spikes in 
customers’ bills. “It doesn’t have to be that way,” Vistra Energy President Curtis Morgan told lawmakers this 
week. “These are all choices we make.” 
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End variable-rate billing 

Industry leaders estimate only 1% of Texans are on the variable-rate billing plans that drew so much attention 
this week. Such plans tie customers’ utility bills to the minute-to-minute price of power on the state grid. When 
prices soared after the storm, many of those customers’ bills spiked by thousands of dollars. Abbott and other 
Texas leaders are expressing outrage now, but the state never should have allowed utility companies to sell such 
risky plans to the public. It’s time to pull the plug on them. 

Improve emergency communications 

Stuck without power, millions of Texans were also left in the dark about the severity and duration of this latest 
outage. Many got little or no advance warning about the likelihood of extended power outages, giving them no 
opportunity to prepare. State Rep. Richard Peña Raymond, a Democrat from Laredo, has refiled a bill he offered 
last session that would establish a statewide disaster alert system, which Texans can see is badly needed. 

There’s universal agreement Texas must not allow a repeat of this disaster. That starts with a recognition that 
the state’s power system wasn’t designed to protect customers — and now, it needs to be. 
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