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Abstract Preference power allocations are allowances of
electricity produced at government-owned power-generating
facilities that are designated for sale to specific users at belowmarket rates. The Niagara Preference Power Program (NPPP)
provides power to 51 municipally and/or cooperatively owned
rural electric providers in the New York State. In this research,
we use the analytical framework of the three E’s of sustainability—ecology, economy, and social equity—to explore
how the NPPP influences municipal efforts to conserve energy, integrate energy planning into community development,
and advance social equity among community members. Our
survey of municipal officials in NPPP communities and
follow-up semi-structured interviews indicate that the NPPP
offers significant benefits to participating communities. Benefits include low electric rates and high levels of energy
literacy among municipal leaders. Simultaneously, preference
power may complicate economic development and energy
conservation initiatives. Several communities involved in this
study have developed techniques for overcoming these obstacles, such as creative rate structures and approaches to the
promotion and implementation of energy conservation efforts.
Consequently, these select municipalities challenge deeply
held assumptions about the motivations that underlie energy
conservation efforts and effective communication about the
value of conservation behaviors in situations with weak, indirect, and invisible financial incentives.

C. D. Gervich (*)
Center for Earth and Environmental Science, SUNY Plattsburgh, 147
Hudson Hall 101 Broad Street, Plattsburgh, NY 12901, USA
e-mail: cgerv001@plattsburgh.edu
D. R. Pitt
L. Douglas Wilder School of Government and Public Affairs,
Virginia Commonwealth University, Scherer Hall, Room 515,
Richmond, VA 23824, USA

Keywords Energy policy . Sustainability . Community
planning . Preferencepower . Energyconservation . Economic
development

Introduction
The town of Boonville, NY, USA in 2011, was targeted by a
large paper-recycling company as a potential site for a new
facility. Many municipalities in rural New York would jump at
the chance to recruit a large new employer and generator of
tax revenue. Yet, in Boonville, the regional economic development commission and publicly owned municipal electric
department led a decision-making process that culminated in
the community choosing to forego this opportunity (personal
communication, Ken Stabb 2013).
Why did Boonville’s decision-makers choose this atypical
path? Several factors were at play in this decision, but chief
among them was a rather unusual evaluation criterion: electricity consumption. The town of Boonville sits within the
distribution area of the village of Boonville’s publicly owned
municipal electric department, which is a member of the
Niagara Preference Power Program (NPPP). The NPPP provides Boonville with 13.46 MW of electricity at a heavily
discounted rate (personal communication, Ken Stabb, 2013).
If Boonville exceeds its allotment of preference power, it must
find alternative sources to meet the needs of residents and
businesses, which often means purchasing power on the open
market where rates are up to ten times those provided by the
NPPP. The proposed paper-recycling plant would have required large amounts of electricity to operate, likely leading
to increased electric rates for Boonville’s residents. Consequently, Boonville’s decision-makers determined the paper
recycler was not worth pursuing. Instead, the economic development commission allocated resources to support the
expansion of a local furniture maker, which could provide
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some additional employment and tax revenue without requiring the purchase of supplemental power (personal communication, Ken Stabb 2013).
The NPPP offers preference power to 51 municipally and/
or cooperatively owned rural electric providers in the New
York State. Municipalities that participate in the NPPP are
concerned with keeping electricity consumption below their
allocations, but the low electric rates consumers pay in these
communities do not provide a strong price signal that encourages residents to take part or invest in energy conservation or
efficiency initiatives. Likewise, it is tacitly understood that the
NPPP is intended to provide economic support to domestic
users and businesses, but as demonstrated in Boonville, some
participating communities are unable to support business expansion or recruitment without exceeding their preference
power allocations (Mentor and Jory 1983). Communal action
to reduce energy consumption could create a window of
available electricity for new development, but there are few
rewards for individuals that act to conserve power. Municipal
energy planners and economic development officers are faced
with a conundrum: how to encourage communal action in a
scenario where individual rewards are indirect, weak, or
invisible.
The purpose of this paper is to explore preference power
allocations through the analytical framework of sustainability
(Dawe and Ryan 2003; Saha and Paterson 2008; Young
1997). Our exploration begins with a brief historical account
of preference power allocations in the USA. Following this,
we provide an overview of the NPPP. We then use the “Three
E’s” of sustainability—ecology, economy, and social equity—
to explore the effects of the NPPP on municipal energy use,
the integration of energy planning into community development, and whether the NPPP advances social equity.
An overview of preference power allocations
Preference power allocations are allowances of electricity
produced at government-owned power-generating facilities
that are designated for sale to specific users at below-market
rates (Greening 1982; Mentor and Jory 1983; Redman 1983;
Wells 2001). In the USA, preference power programs are
often promulgated through federal and state legislation and
implemented via power authorities established by federal or
state governments. Preference power is generally made available to rural municipal and/or cooperatively owned nonprofit
electric providers for further distribution to domestic
consumers.
Many preference power policies in the USA were written in the early to mid 1900s and were associated with
hydropower-generating facilities (Federal Water Power
Act of 1920; Wells 2001), although more recent programs
are also connected to nuclear generators (Federal Atomic
Energy Act of 1954). Two well-known examples of

hydroelectric preference power programs in the USA are
the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) Act of 1933 (48
Stat. 58, 64; 49 Stat. 1075, 1076, 16 U.S.C. 831, 831i)
and the Bonneville Project Act (BPA) of 1937 (50 Stat.
731, 733, 16 U.S.C. 832, 832b), which provide preference
hydropower to municipalities in the southeastern USA
and the Pacific Northwest, respectively. The timeline presented in Fig. 1 illustrates the evolution of federal policies
related to hydroelectric power generation and preference
power.
A review of legal case histories and other historical documents reveals that preference power programs were founded
upon three primary objectives (Adams et al. 1983; Fereday
1979; Wells 2001). First, preference power programs were
written to insure that public resources including rivers were
used for public benefits. Second, the designation of inexpensive power to rural areas was intended to encourage the
expansion of the transmission grid in these regions, which,
in the mid-1900s, received inconsistent electrical service.
Preference power allocations encouraged rural municipalities
and cooperatives to take on the development of their own
energy infrastructures and became a common element of the
Rural Electrification Administration’s approach to electrical
development in the early part of the twentieth century (The
Brattle Group 2005; Wells 2001). Third, preference power
programs were designed to encourage economic development
in rural areas through the provision of electricity at reduced
costs to residential, commercial, and industrial customers
(Wells 2001).
These philosophical underpinnings combine to form
the central policy components of preference power allocations. The pillars of preference power programs are as
follows: (a) designation of target customers in limited
geographic areas, (b) specified volumes of electricity to
each customer, and (c) ratemaking guidelines that provide
electricity to target customers at or near the cost of production. Operationally, preference power policies are generally enacted through contracts between participating
municipalities and cooperatives, and state power authorities or public service commissions. Periods of contract
reevaluation and renegotiation allow changes to the details of implementation such as the addition of municipalities with newly developed electric utilities and modifications to the calculations used to make energy allocations
and determine electric rates (personal communication,
Lenny Catelino 2013 and Tony Modafferi 2013).
The Niagara Power Project and preference power allocation
In 1957, the Federal Power Act was amended to include the
Niagara Redevelopment Act (NRA, 1957) (16 U.S.C. § 836).
The NRA authorized the construction of the Niagara Power
Project, a series of hydroelectric dams, and associated
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Fig. 1 Timeline of Federal Preference Power Policies and the Niagara Redevelopment Act

facilities on the Niagara River. Currently, the Niagara Project
generates approximately 2,441 megawatts (MW) of electric
power (New York Power Authority 2007).1 The NRA includes a preference clause, which allocates 40 % of the power
generated from the project to municipal and cooperative electric providers throughout the New York State and another
10 % to similar providers in neighboring states. The preference clause reads:
In order to assure that at least 50 per centum of the
project power shall be available for sale and distribution
primarily for the benefit of the people as consumers,
particularly domestic and rural consumers, to whom
such power shall be made available at the lowest rates
reasonably possible and in such manner as to encourage
the widest possible use, the licensee in disposing of 50
per centum of the project power shall give preference
and priority to public bodies and nonprofit cooperatives
within economic transmission distance (16 U.S.C.
§836).
The three common features of preference programs are
evident in this clause. The policy identifies target customers
as municipally or cooperatively owned electric providers with
the specific intent of providing services to domestic

consumers, allocates a portion of the project’s power to these
designees, and directs this power to be sold at the lowest
possible rates. Details regarding the actualization of these
provisions in the New York State are outlined in Table 1.
The NPPP is implemented through a contract between
participating municipalities and cooperatives and the New
York Power Authority (NYPA), which owns and operates
the Niagara Project. The contract expires in 2025, and the
contract’s renewal process will offer an opportunity to modify
the program. Figure 2 illustrates the different agencies and
relationships involved in the provision of preference power
from the Niagara Power Project to participating municipalities
and cooperatives in New York.

Methods
This analysis explores the implications of the NPPP through
the analytical framework provided by the three E’s of sustainability—environment, economy, and social equity (Agyeman
and Evans 2003; Campbell 1996; Dawe and Ryan 2003;
Edwards 2005; WCED 1987; Young 1997). The following
sections describe the three E’s of sustainability and their
alignment with our research questions, as well as our methods
of data collection and analysis.

1

The output of hydroelectric dams and other electricity-generating facilities is measured in watts, which represent the total electrical power that
the facility can generate in a given moment, assuming it is functioning at
100 % capacity. Likewise, the amount of power that an individual
consumer or group of consumers requires in a given moment is also
measured in watts. Over time, their use of power is referred to as energy
consumption (power×time=energy), measured in watt-hours.

The three E’s of sustainability as a framework for policy
analysis
The three E’s of sustainability are frequently described
through the metaphor of a three-legged stool, in which the
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Table 1 Policy and implementation details of the NPPP
Components of preference clause

Implementation in the New York State

Designation of target customers

The NPPP serves 47 municipally owned electric providers and 4 rural electric cooperatives.
Participating municipalities and cooperatives collectively serve about 150,000 metered
residences in addition to commercial and industrial sites (The Brattle Group 2005).
The Jamestown Board of Public Utilities is the largest participating electric provider,
with 16,876 residential meters, while the Village of Silver Springs is the smallest with 358

Limitations on preference power allocation

The Niagara Project generates approximately 2,441 MW, of which 40 % is designated to
preference customers in the New York State (The Brattle Group 2005). The allocations
to individual municipal utilities range from roughly 1–100 MW
Preference power is sold to participating municipal and cooperative electric providers at the
cost of production as determined by NYPA (The Brattle Group 2005). Current rates are
0.05 cents/kWh with adjustable ancillary charges for capital costs, operations, and
maintenance of the Niagara facilities and transmission infrastructure. Each electric provider
sells power to its customers at retail rates of 3 to 7 cents/kWh (US Energy Information
Administration 2013b), far less than the national average residential rate of 12.6 cents/kWh
(US Energy Information Administration 2013a)

Preferential rate structure

environment, economy, and social equity serve as the legs and
governance as the seat. Sustainability is a normative theory,
suggesting that balancing the three E’s is an ethical and moral
obligation.
Environmental sustainability requires that as humans interact with the natural environment, they must ensure that the
systems and cycles that comprise ecosystem functions are not
impaired (Edwards 2005). Economic sustainability requires
that financial systems and activities do not threaten interactions among elements of the ecosystem by externalizing the
costs of environmental degradation from the prices of goods
and services (Edwards 2005). Achieving social equity

necessitates that the inequalities often created by the use of
natural resources for economic purposes are addressed
through attention to human rights and cultural values
(Agyeman and Evans 2003; Edwards 2005). The threelegged stool can stand, the metaphor suggests, only if governance structures consider all three legs equally in planning and
decision making.
The three E’s have been used as an analytical framework to
evaluate a host of local government policies and programs
(Godschalk 2004; Jepson 2004; Mayer and Knox 2006; Opp
and Saunders 2013; Saha 2009; Saha and Peterson 2008). Our
primary analysis follows in this tradition and asks “How does

Fig. 2 The Social-ecological system of the Niagara Preference Power Program
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the NPPP influence the abilities of municipal stakeholders to
attain the normative objectives of the Three E framework
within the context of municipal energy planning?” Figure 3
illustrates the focus of our exploration into each of the three
E’s. Secondarily, we consider the NPPP at broader scales by
exploring how the program could be altered to promote regional planning and adaptability.

Data collection and analysis
Our research began with a review of key policy and legislative
documents, including the Niagara Power Project power allocations, rates, and opportunities report (The Brattle Group
2005) and the New York Power Authority’s Relicensing and
Global Settlement Agreement of 2007 (US Federal Energy
Regulatory Commission 2007). We then distributed an internet survey to the mayors of the 47 participating municipalities
and the superintendents of their respective public electricity
providers (we excluded the four cooperatives from our sample, as several of our frames of analysis apply to municipal
utilities only). To preserve anonymity, respondents were not
required to identify their municipality or electric provider,

although some did voluntarily. Twenty surveys were completed, for a combined response rate of 21.3 %. Survey results
were primarily used to develop our understanding of the
challenges local electric providers and municipal governments
face when integrating energy planning, conservation, and
community development initiatives, and to identify potential
interview respondents. After reviewing the survey’s results,
we conducted semi-structured interviews with mayors and/or
electric department superintendents from 7 municipalities and
with administrators from NYPA and the Municipal Electric
Utilities Association, a trade association that supports municipal electric utilities in New York through lobbying and other
collaborative efforts.

Findings: the Niagara Preference Power Program
and the three E’s of sustainability
We find that the NPPP both facilitates and poses challenges to
the attainment of sustainability. This portion of our paper
documents these points through an exploration of the NPPP
via the lenses of the environment, economy, and social equity.

Fig. 3 Research questions and themes of exploration within the three E’s of sustainability
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Environment
Our analysis of the environmental sustainability implications
of the NPPP focuses on energy conservation and efficiency at
individual and municipal scales.
The utilities that participate in the NPPP offer some of the
lowest average residential electricity rates in the country, with
a weighted average of 6.08 cents/kWh according to the US
Energy Information Administration (2013b). This is approximately half the national average retail electricity rate. Only 29
utilities in the country offer average residential rates of below
5 cents/kWh, and 16 of those are NPPP participants. By
comparison, residential customers of the eight private
investor-owned utilities (IOU’s) that operate in New York
pay some of the highest rates in the country, with a weighted
average retail price of 18.28 cents/kWh (US Energy
Information Administration 2013b). Electric bills in NPPP
communities typically employ a tiered rating structure, with
one price for the first 500 kWh of electricity consumed and a
second, higher price for consumption above 500 kWh. However, in NPPP communities, even this higher figure is far
below the average residential rate in the New York State.
The average rates for NPPP communities also include fluctuating Purchase Power Adjustment Charges (PPAC), which
cover the costs of supplemental energy purchases when communities exceed their allowances of preference power. When
all of these factors are considered, base electricity rates in
NPPP municipalities, absent additional charges, are often 2–
3 cents/kWh.
The US Department of Energy’s Residential Energy Consumption Survey (US Department of Energy 2009) indicates
that single-family homes with electric heat in Northern New
York use an average of 958 kWh per month, while those with
an alternative heat source use 703 kWh.2 Table 2 compares the
average monthly electricity bills for single-family homes in
Northern New York and demonstrates that customers of NPPP
utilities have far lower electricity costs than those served by
IOU’s. The NPPP rates shown are from the City of Plattsburgh
Municipal Lighting Department (2009) and are comparable to
those of other NPPP utilities. The IOU rates are based on the
weighted average for all eight private investor-owned utilities
in the state as described above.
These low rates are clearly of great benefit to NPPP customers, but they represent an obstacle for energy conservation
2

These figures were generated using the US Department of Energy’s
(2009) Residential Energy Consumption Survey (RECS) micro-data.
Survey responses from single-family homes in New York were isolated
(including detached, attached, and mobile homes) and then filtered to
include only the homes in the coldest two American Institute of Architects (AIA) climate zones. Each RECS micro-data entry has an associated
sample weighting factor, and these were used to calculate weighted
averages for the total electricity consumption (kWh) in homes using
electric heat then again for those using other forms of heat.

and efficiency. With electricity rates so inexpensive, residents
are less likely to alter their behaviors to conserve energy.
Furthermore, electric rates in NPPP communities prolong
the payback periods on energy efficiency investments because
cost savings accrue slowly. Indeed, on average, NPPP public
utility customers consume 10.34 MWh per year, while customers of New York’s investor-owned utilities consume
6.59 MWh per year (US Energy Information Administration
2013b).
The situation is different, however, when considering motivations for energy conservation at the community scale. At
this scale, consumption by all users determines whether a
municipality exceeds its preference power allotment and must
purchase more expensive supplemental power. The costs of
supplemental power purchases are transferred to, and spread
across, all municipal customers in the form of higher PPAC.
Therefore, the NPPP creates a situation in which communal
action has a direct impact on individual consumers’ energy
expenses.
Again, Boonville, NY, USA provides a clear example.
Boonville typically exceeds its allocation in winter and spring
when heating demand is highest but remains below the allocation in summer and fall. In the fiscal year ending May 31,
2011, Boonville’s monthly peak demands were below the
preferred power allocation of 13.46 MW from June through
November, reaching a low of 9.62 MW in September. From
December through May, peak demand exceeded the allocation, with a max of 21.74 MW in February. Consequently,
total kilowatt hour sold in winter was roughly double the
amount from the summer months. Demand remained above
the allocation regularly during the winter, resulting in large
supplemental power purchases and, consequently, higher
PPAC (Municipal Commission of Boonville 2011; personal
communication, Ken Stabb, 2013).
The impact of those PPAC on base electric rates is shown in
Fig. 4. The average base rate for Boonville’s electric customers is 3 cents/kWh without the PPAC. The PPAC, however, fluctuated from 0.55 cents in November to nearly 3 cents in
February. Consequently, the total price that customers pay is
about 50 % higher in winter.
Figure 5 compares average monthly residential energy bills
in Boonville, based on average monthly residential energy
consumption under three scenarios: the base electric rate
without a PPAC, the base rate plus a fixed PPAC of 0.8
cents/kWh (the average PPAC for the summer months, with
no supplemental power purchases), and the actual PPAC for
those months (including supplemental power purchases).
Figure 5 illustrates that the fluctuating PPAC results in more
extreme differences between summer and winter electric bills
than with a base rate or fixed PPAC. The difference in total
expenses between the fixed and variable PPAC scenarios reaches
$50 in the coldest month. This increase may represent a significant financial hurdle for residents on fixed incomes. A similar
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Table 2 Comparison of utility
rates and average monthly bills
for typical single-family homes in
NY

Utility type and heat source

Consumption (kWh)

Rates (in cents)

Base rate

Base rate

Higher tier

Higher tier

Total bill ($)
IEEP

NPPP—electric heat

500

458

2.6

4.4

0.1

34.48

NPPP—gas heat
IOU—electric heat
IOU—gas heat

500
958
703

203
NA
NA

2.6
18.3
18.3

4.4
NA
NA

0.1
NA
NA

22.33
175.31
128.65

pattern is found when applying these scenarios to the commercial sector. This situation demonstrates that while individual utility customers benefit from reducing their energy
consumption, customers of NPPP utilities may also benefit
from energy conservation and efficiency programs at the
municipal scale.
Accordingly, 100 % of the lighting department superintendents and mayors that responded to our survey indicated that
their municipal lighting departments actively encourage residential and commercial users to reduce energy consumption.
Furthermore, some NPPP communities have initiated creative
techniques for reducing electrical demand at peak times of the
day or during peak seasons. Example practices include
remote-controlled water heater shut-off programs and tiered

rate structures that charge more for electricity during high
demand periods (personal communication, Andrew McCann,
2013).
Many of the NPPP municipalities (32 of the 47) seek to
reduce energy consumption via the Independent Energy Efficiency Program (IEEP), which adds a 0.1-cent/kWh surcharge
to all electricity sales (incorporated into the PPAC). As investments accrue, municipalities use the funds to support 35
different energy conservation, efficiency, and renewable energy programs. Activities range from providing customers with
compact fluorescent light bulbs to the installation of geothermal heating in public buildings, solar and wind power generation, and demand/response load management programs. One
highly successful initiative of the IEEP is the Village

Fig. 4 Effect of PPAC on total base electric rate, village of Boonville, FY 2011
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Fig. 5 Effect of PPAC on average monthly electric bills, village of Boonville, FY 2011

Insulation Program (VIP), run in collaboration with NYPA
since 2011. The VIP provides low-interest loans and coordinates bulk contract bidding for the installation of attic insulation in older electric-heated residential and commercial buildings. Through December 2012, a total of 781 projects had
been completed within the participating IEEP/NPPP utility
service areas, at a total cost of nearly $2 million. Together,
these projects achieved an estimated annual energy savings of
nearly 10 million kWh, saving customers nearly $575,000
annually, for an average of $736 per project (Independent
Energy Efficiency Program 2012).
Economic
New York’s NPPP intends to provide a unique economic
development tool to the 47 participating municipalities. Our
analysis explores the roles that low-cost power plays in decision making regarding economic development and how communities publicize their access to inexpensive power when
recruiting new businesses. On the survey, 100 % of respondents noted that their low electric rates were an important
component of their municipalities’ economic development
strategies. Likewise, 100 % of respondents agreed or strongly

agreed that reducing energy consumption will benefit economic development efforts.
Several NPPP municipalities highlight their access to preference power in marketing materials such as municipal
websites and other publications intended to recruit new businesses to the community. Others do so in collaboration with
regional economic development agencies. For example,
Massena’s regional economic development website reads,
Our abundance of natural resources, affordable financing options, the most competitive power costs (as low as
$0.02 / kWh) and variety of available sites are just a few
of the reasons why so many companies – from Fortune
500 corporations to small- and mid-sized companies –
have chosen our community for their business (Business
Development Corporation for a Greater Massena 2013).
Massena targets recruitment efforts toward businesses that
require large amounts of electricity to operate and has an
ongoing partnership with a local university to identify target
businesses. Respondents from other communities noted that
energy intensive businesses often seek NPPP communities as
potential expansion sites. Furthermore, lighting department
superintendents in several communities reported serving on
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economic development councils and planning-related committees, thus enabling the integration of energy concerns into
community growth patterns.
However, the NPPP also creates occasional challenges
related to economic development. The anecdote from
Boonville in the introduction to our paper provides an example of the complications the program creates. Indeed, 100 % of
survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their municipalities must consider the limitations posed by their allotment of preference power when formulating economic development plans. Presumably, rural communities in New York
that are not included in the NPPP are not concerned with the
impacts that new developments have on local power consumption patterns and electric rates. In some NPPP communities, however, one additional electric consumer could force
an electric department to purchase supplemental power more
frequently and result in rate increases for all consumers. For
example, the city of Solvay has an allocation of approximately
52 MW; yet, the community’s average power demand is
approximately 90 MW (personal communication, John
Montone, 2013). One local factory built in the 1990s uses
approximately 35 MW. Subsequently, Solvay purchases supplemental power on a perpetual basis. The following quote
from the superintendent of Solvay’s electric department demonstrates the deliberate approach NPPP communities make
when evaluating development opportunities:
We definitely are cautious… what’s their demand going
to be? How big is their load going to be? Is it going to be
an improvement to the area? Would we have to add a
transformer to a substation? The system becoming a
gravy train for industrial customers isn’t really what it
was put there for (personal communication, John
Montone 2013).
Watkins Glen and Springville, among other communities,
demonstrate one way that municipalities mitigate the impact
of large power consumers on other customers’ rates. When
large commercial enterprises (Wal-Mart and Lowes,
respectively) moved to these communities, the local electric
providers developed new rates for these retailers so that residents did not experience rate increases (personal communication, Mark Swinnerton 2013; personal communication, Karl
Lux 2013). In Watkins Glen, for instance, residents pay 3.9
cents/kWh, while Wal-Mart pays 4.9 cents/kWh (Watkins
Glen Department of Public Works 2013).
Social equity
Our analysis explores the extent to which NPPP member
utilities address three facets of social equity: educational efforts to inform local consumers about the NPPP and its benefits, financial and/or other support to vulnerable community

members, and public participation in NPPP decision making
and governance.
Many of the electric providers in NPPP communities share
information with their customers via departmental websites
and/or by inserting pamphlets into electric bills. Educational
materials often describe how the municipality’s energy is
obtained, along with basic information on electric rates and
billing cycles. Outreach materials occasionally include ways
that customers can reduce energy consumption but do not
include specific information on the role of the NPPP or
preferred power allotments in determining local rates. A
smaller group of municipalities provide details about their
preferred power allocations and the supplemental purchases
that must occur if they are exceeded. Fewer still offer their
customers comprehensive information such as that provided
on the Salamanca Board of Public Utilities’ website. The
Salamanca electric providers’ website explains the meaning
of individual line items on customers’ bills; the sources of the
electricity that the utility purchases; the roles of NYPA, the
New York Municipal Power Agency (NYMPA), and National
Grid (the local electric transmission authority) in regulating
and distributing electricity to consumers; the components of
the PPAC; and the reasons why PPAC charges fluctuate (i.e.,
because the utility has to purchase additional supplemental
power in the winter months) (City of Salamanca Board of
Public Utilities 2014). A final group of communities, including Solvay and Boonville, provide little information to
residents.
Most NPPP municipalities do not offer financial aid programs
to cover bill payments for low or fixed income residents. Our
survey results, however, indicate that municipal officials often
focus their weatherization and insulation programs on more
vulnerable community members. The officials we interviewed
reported that federal programs currently in place to help low and
fixed income residents pay electric bills, including the Low
Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) and the
Weatherization Assistance Program (WAP), adequately serve
their consumers. Respondents reported partnering with county
and state agencies to connect residents in need with these opportunities and to ensure their effective implementation.
Finally, the officials we interviewed noted little community
participation in energy planning at local levels. Electric departments in NPPP communities are typically governed by
appointed boards of directors, which oversee the departments’
financial, operational, and planning activities. Respondents
acknowledged few opportunities for community members to
interact with their local lighting departments, though they
welcomed comments and suggestions from local customers.
Additionally, respondents noted that the provision of energy
and the NPPP were not commonly integrated into municipal
comprehensive, land use, or zoning plans, which are typical
avenues through which community members participate in
long-term municipal planning.
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The current NPPP contract among municipalities and
NYPA expires in 2025. The renewal and negotiation process
offers an opportunity for stakeholder involvement, but whether a significant degree of public participation occurs remains
to be seen. The transparency of this process will have implications for social equity. At the time of our research, respondents forecasted that discussions would begin in 2015. This
creates an opportunity for stakeholder involvement that has
not been present in the past.

Discussion and conclusions
Our analysis of the NPPP finds that the program is achieving
many of its objectives. The mayors and lighting department
superintendents we interviewed and surveyed reported that the
program substantially benefits participating communities and
positively influences their growth. Respondents attested to the
program’s influence on energy conservation, investment, and
planning in their communities. Customers in NPPP communities receive electricity at rates far below the national average,
and the program’s low electric rates play a positive role in
economic development. Specific actions occurring in NPPP
municipalities that achieve these goals include membership in
the IEEP, development of municipal energy infrastructure, the
integration of energy considerations in economic development initiatives, and creative rate structures that enhance
accountability among consumers.
The unique features of New York’s preference power program endow participating communities with an atypical
awareness for energy planning. Electric rates and consumption patterns are discussed in civic arenas such as city council
meetings and municipal elections. Therefore, NPPP communities are ideal settings for integrating energy concerns into
municipal planning processes so that the preference allotments
are seen as opportunities rather than limitations. If this integration is achieved, the prospects for more expensive, technically and legally complex energy conservation, efficiency and
generation projects become realistic. Examples of potential
projects include the development of zoning codes that allow
for privately owned power generation infrastructure, which is
often restricted in urban environments. Municipalities may
also wish to develop rate structures that provide reduced tariffs
to new, locally owned low-energy businesses. Programs such
as these would complement the increased rate tariffs some
lighting departments have developed for large, externally
owned high-energy users. Communities could also develop
municipally owned power generation facilities. Programs
could be developed to pair private and public generation sites
with high demand users or to bring generation facilities online
during peak demand periods. Projects such as these are often
seen as too expensive, technically complex, heavily regulated,

and long-term to be worthwhile. Yet, they would help NPPP
municipalities reduce their need for supplemental power and
create openings for extending low-cost power to more customers. Achieving these integrations would require a level of
public participation in energy planning beyond what we observed in the NPPP communities.
A second area in which the NPPP may expand its focus is
on energy planning at the regional scale. Currently, the NPPP
does not include mechanisms that encourage member communities to consider energy planning in regional contexts.
Allowances, for example, cannot be shared, bought, or sold
among member communities or between member and nonmember communities. As a result, neighboring communities
face hurdles when trying to work collaboratively on development initiatives. Additionally, when a new municipality joins
the program, its allowance of low-cost power is created
through a reallocation of the power granted to all other communities. As a result, NPPP municipalities tend to protect their
memberships and allowances, and the program at-large, from
intrusion. Yet, the benefits brought by economic development
opportunities do not recognize jurisdictional boundaries. A
new firm that locates in one municipality is likely to employ
residents of nearby communities. If the NPPP contained provisions to encourage regional planning, member and nonmember communities might better be able to leverage their
strengths.
The NPPP does offer an economic development program
that supplies additional power allotments to municipalities
with confirmed new high-energy businesses locating in their
jurisdictions. These additional allotments are created by
reallocating power from all other NPPP members, regardless
of their location and whether they are already exceeding their
allotments. Consequently, reductions in donor communities’
allotments sometimes fuels development in distant parts of the
state and from which they may not see benefits. A more
considered, deliberate, and explicit regional approach to economic development and energy planning could enhance development and equity simultaneously. Furthermore, the economic development program included in the NPPP, and the
development efforts of NPPP municipalities themselves, tend
to emphasize exogenous development. NPPP municipalities
and NYPA may wish to reorient the program to focus on local
business growth and incubation. The NPPP’s economic development program could be directed to provide additional
power allotments to municipalities working to encourage the
expansion or launching of locally owned businesses. Additionally, just as some municipalities increase electric rates for
large consumers, NPPP communities may wish to consider
providing rate reductions to new or expanding locally owned
businesses.
Enhancing the regional perspective of the NPPP would
also reflect the changing circumstances of many of the program’s member communities. Several communities in the

Author's personal copy
J Environ Stud Sci

NPPP that were relatively rural, independent, and isolated
when the program was initiated are now surrounded by, or
are suburbs of, urban areas. Others have experienced significant declines in population and industry. Yet, the allowances
of low-cost power granted to these communities have not been
adjusted to reflect these changes. A current assessment of
local and regional energy needs might highlight adjustments
to the NPPP that could enhance regional sustainability.
At the programmatic level, the energy efficiency incentives
included in the IEEP are at least as robust as those offered by
the TVA and BPA. The TVA, however, offers much greater
support to renewable energy use. For example, through TVA’s
“Green Power Switch” program, customers can voluntarily
pay a higher rate to support investments in renewable power
generation (Tennessee Valley Authority 2014a, b). Some
NPPP utilities offer support to solar, wind, or geothermal
energy investments via IEEP, and IEEP has completed 19
municipally owned renewable energy demonstration projects
(IEEP Annual Report 2012), but there is not a system-wide
program to encourage or facilitate customer-generated renewable power. By comparison, TVA’s Green Power Providers
program purchases energy from small customer-owned renewable power systems (e.g., rooftop solar panels) at premium rates above the retail electricity price (often called a “feedin tariff” program). Participants also receive a one-time $1,000
rebate incentive. However, only a limited number of TVA
customers are allowed to sign on to this program each year
(Tennessee Valley Authority 2014a, b). The BPA on the other
hand, provides flexibility, outreach materials, and technical
support to utilities that are developing alternative generation
and conservation strategies but places the responsibility for
creating energy efficiency programs on member utilities.
The core challenge to which the NPPP must adapt is that
participating utilities must stay within the NPPP allotment to
maintain their low electricity rates, but those same low rates
weaken the incentive for customers to conserve energy or
invest in efficiency improvements. This contradiction presents
a problem for economic development, as the recruitment of
new firms must be balanced with the desire to keep municipal
electric consumption within range of the preferred power
allocation. Additionally, in communities where the allocation
is exceeded, fluctuating electricity rates may provide a challenge for residents with low and fixed incomes. Furthermore,
municipal officials in participating communities reported that
there are few opportunities for community members to participate in energy planning.
One limitation of this research is the narrow scope in which
we consider sustainability. The theoretical lenses of adaptation,
resilience, vulnerability, and risk provide alternatives to the
three E’s (Alessa et. al 2009; Walker et al. 2004; Walker and
Lawson 2009; Walker and Salt 2006). From these perspectives,
progressing toward sustainability does not simply entail maximizing gains in the ecological, economic, and equity arenas.

Rather, sustainability is the process of weathering changes
while progressing toward ecological, economic, and social
objectives. While the three E’s provide an accessible framework for exploring sustainability within well-defined geographic areas such as communities, exploring resilience requires examining sustainability from a social-ecological systems perspective. Alessa et al. provide a multi-criteria framework for evaluating resilience in social-ecological systems that
includes indicators such as diversity, distance, retention, persistence, collectivism, and substitutability among others (for
specific definitions of these indicators, please see Alessa et al.
2009, p. 34). The suggestions we provide to the NPPP align
with these criteria and are meant to enhance the NPPP’s position in these areas relative to its current status. For example,
encouraging the use of renewable energy sources would increase the diversity of energy sources available to the community, thereby softening the impacts of power outages. Encouraging NPPP communities to think regionally could enhance
their abilities to persist in the face of economic and social shifts.
Future research on preferred power arrangements should explore a more robust sustainability framework that considers the
system’s overall resilience and vulnerability, particularly in the
light of the eventual renegotiation of the NPPP contracts and
major changes already underway in the ways that energy is
produced, distributed, and consumed.
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