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Presentation to the New Brunswick Energy and Utilities Board 
Matter 430, NB Power General Rate application. 
 
Remarks by Ross Galbraith,  
Business Manager, Local 37, International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 
 
May 9, 2019 
 
 
 
Dear Members of the Board, my name is Ross Galbraith, and I’m the Business Manager of Local 
37 of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, the IBEW.  I’m here today to speak 
on Matter No. 430, NB Power’s general rate application. 
 
SLIDE 1    About the IBEW 
 

 
 
To provide some background, the IBEW is the largest union of electrical workers in the world, 
with over 700,000 members.  Our union has extensive experience representing workers in 
North America’s utility industry.  Approximately 200,000 IBEW members are directly employed 
to operate, maintain and provide support for the electrical utility sector in Canada and the 
United States.  An additional 70,000 IBEW members are regularly involved as temporary 
contractors providing emergency service and regular maintenance to the North American fleet 
of generating stations, the international power grid, and local distribution systems.   
 
In New Brunswick, IBEW Local 37 represents approximately 92% of NB Power’s 2,400 
employees.  Work in the electrical utility sector is extremely complex, and many of our 
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members work in highly skilled technical and professional jobs, with the majority of employees 
coming from Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) occupations: 
technicians and technologists, members of the skilled trades, engineers, IT specialists, finance, 
etc. 
 
Our long history of working with NB Power has led to a strong, positive working relationship 
where we share a commitment to excellence and safety.  We also share a strong interest in 
ensuring that New Brunswick has a reliable and robust power system. 
 
Over the past twenty years we’ve participated in various public hearings on the future of New 
Brunswick’s electrical utility sector, and provided useful information to decision makers and the 
public.  History shows that Local 37 has a consistent track record of advocating for a robust and 
reliable electrical system that can deliver high quality electricity at a fair and reasonable cost to 
the people of New Brunswick.    
 
Our electrical system is an essential service in today’s society.  More so than ever before, we 
rely on electricity for all aspects of life – from the traditional uses of lighting and heat, to 
communication and entertainment, information technology, and increasingly, we’ll be using it 
for transportation.   
 
It’s important to note that New Brunswick power system is owned by the people of New 
Brunswick and is one of the most important assets of the province.  Like any critical asset, it’s 
essential that it has the necessary resources to ensure it’s maintained in good order, and 
operated properly by a well-trained, capable, and stable workforce, so that it can reliably 
deliver the electricity we rely on, and to preserve the value of the investments already made by 
the people of New Brunswick. 
 
For these reasons IBEW Local 37, fully supports NB Power’s application for a 2.5% average rate 
increase. 
 
Slide 2    Areas of Concern 
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We have significant concerns that NB Power has not had the appropriate revenue stream in 
order to maintain the long term reliability of the power system, while also allowing it the 
needed resources to reduce debt and reinvest in the system so that it can meet the evolving 
needs of the people of New Brunswick. 
 
Slide 3    NB Power’s complex system 
 

 
 
NB Power has a complex system with a with a wide variety of generation sources (hydro, fossil-
fuel, nuclear and renewable), a high voltage direct current converter station, over 6,800 
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kilometres of high-voltage transmission line and in excess of 25,000 kilometers of distribution 
lines, all spread out over 74,000 square kilometres in order to serve nearly 300,000 customers.  
In addition, NB Power has made extensive investments in expensive emissions control 
equipment like state-of-art scrubbers at Belledune and Coleson Cove, and various green 
initiatives in order to protect our environment. 
 
 
Yet despite the obvious costs associated with this large and complex system, the cost of the 
investments we’ve made in the environment, and without abundant hydro resources or a local 
fuel supply for generation, NB Power has the lowest residential power rates in the Maritimes 
and New England.   
 
Slide 4    Comparison of rates 
 

 
 
 
In recent data published by Hydro Quebec, NB Power is seen as having the 7th lowest residential 
rates, and the 5th lowest large power rates within 22 North American jurisdictions. 
 
On the face of it, this is good news for the citizens and businesses within New Brunswick, 
however it also raises the question, are the rates sufficient to support appropriate 
maintenance, investment to ensure reliability, and reduction of debt? 
 
Or does it point to the fact that the utility hasn’t been allowed to recover appropriate revenue 
in order to make the prudent investments in the system, or to reduce the debt levels of the 
utility. 
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Over the past two decades, on several occasions NB Power has been required by previous 
governments to lower their approved rates or parties have campaigned on a promises to freeze 
rates, regardless of the resource needs of the utility.  And recently their full rate applications 
have been denied and delayed.    
 
NB Power has engaged in many initiatives to deal with reduced revenue – finding efficiencies, 
implementing various cost saving measures, and a variety of other initiatives which I detailed in 
last year’s submission to the Board.   
 
There’s no disputing New Brunswicker’s deserve an efficient utility and the lowest possible 
rates, and I agree wholeheartedly with initiatives designed to improve and enhance efficiencies.  
However, they’re at the point where there’s no fat left to trim, and they’re being forced to 
carve away from the flesh and bones.  It’s a false economy if the proper investments aren’t 
made to preserve the long-term value and reliability of NB Power for its owners, the people of 
NB.   
 
There’s only so far you can go with “more for less”, before it becomes “less for less”. 
 
Slide 5    Maintenance of existing assets 
 

 
 
 
As discussed previously, our existing electrical system is one of our most important pieces of 
public infrastructure, one that is essential to our existing way of life.  All of its components – 
well-functioning generation, transmission and distribution assets – are required to ensure the 
reliable operation of our electrical system and to meet customer needs as the system continues 
to evolve. 
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We’ve had a number of power plant closures, and as a result the remaining plants are more 
important than ever before to ensure an adequate supply of base load generation, or for 
necessary system reliability and peaking power.   With the Federal government implementing 
carbon pricing, consideration should be given to funding a conversion of these vital facilities to 
low carbon fuel sources.  Accordingly, we support funding to explore the feasibility of 
converting Belledune Generating Station to a hydrogen fuel source.   
 
Slide 6   The need to invest in existing assets 
 

 
 
NB Power also requires the financial resources in order to properly maintain and reinforce our 
transmission and distribution system, especially in an era where we are seeing an increased 
number of extreme weather events.  In addition, aspects of our transmission system, which has 
an average age of 38 years, are reaching the end of their operational life and require significant 
maintenance to ensure system reliability.  As one of the most interconnected jurisdictions in 
North America, we are required to maintain our grid properly and have appropriate security 
measures in place to ensure the integrity of our continental power system.   
 
Accordingly, it’s important to ensure the power system is well maintained and always ready to 
provide power to customers.  Too many utilities have run power plants and transmission 
systems into the ground, not investing in the proper maintenance to ensure their reliable and 
safe operation.  Like trying to save money by rarely changing the oil in your car, the deferral of 
required maintenance is a false economy, one that always ends up costing the consumer in 
lower reliability, and ultimately higher costs.  A good example of this is the 2003 northeast 
power outage, which caused a blackout to over 55 million people in Canada and the United 
States.  One of the root causes identified related to a utility in Ohio that had failed to properly 
maintain its tree trimming program. 
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Closer to home, we’ve also seen the results of inadequate tree-trimming over previous decades 
and also the problems caused by deferred maintenance on the underwater cable to Grand 
Manan.  Although saving money at the time, it’s a false economy that leads to outages and the 
necessity of increased spending to restore reliability.  
 
Slide 7  Staffing and human resources 
 

 
 
Today’s NB Power is a very lean organization - simply put, there is no fat left to trim at NB 
Power.   
 
It’s worth repeating that work in the electrical utility sector is extremely complex, and the 
majority of NB Power’s employees work in highly skilled technical and professional jobs, with 
the majority of employees coming from Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
occupations, and many of the jobs are physically demanding and dangerous.   
 
During the past two decades they have gone through a succession of downsizing initiatives and 
some occupations are now staffed at levels that are exceedingly low, with ongoing mandatory 
overtime assignments required to meet necessary levels of service.  There is also a concern that 
the corporation is not implementing an adequate level of succession planning to capture the 
valuable technical knowledge of retiring employees.  As a result, there is an increased reliance 
on the use of expensive contract staff, and retirees who are returning as consultants.  This 
creates additional costs and business risks for the corporation. 
 
These are all conditions that can create a growing risk to the ability to reliably operate the 
system.   
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Slide 8    EHRC slide of upcoming staffing needs 
 

 
 
Electricity Human Resources Canada recently released a study that raises concerns about 
worker shortages for electrical utilities, with the finding that more than 20,000 new workers 
will be required in the industry over the next five years, in order to deal with retirements and 
new staffing needs within the evolving sector.   
 
The bottom line is NB Power needs the financial means to deal with these human resources 
challenges. 
 
Although some succession planning has already been initiated, we feel that better efforts are 
required, with greater emphasis placed on hiring replacements for retiring individuals, with 
enough lead time to have proper knowledge transfer.  This will reduce the cost of hired 
services.  In addition, for specialized trades like Lineworkers, Power Plant Operators and other 
occupations where there are growing shortages, there is an opportunity for NB Power to 
significantly increase the hiring of apprentices and new graduates who will become fully 
qualified as they work and gain experience.  This would reduce overtime expenses, while 
ensuring NB power will have an adequate number of staff to reliably operate the system and 
respond to storms and outages.   
 
On top of the that, there are several occupations (nuclear response force, emergency response 
team, power line technician) within NB Power that are extremely physically demanding and 
require employees to maintain extremely high levels of physical fitness.  It is unlikely that 
employees who are in these critical classifications will be able to work until retirement age of 
65, and NB Power needs the resources to ensure that workers in these physically demanding 
jobs can transition into planning, support or knowledge roles while ensuring that there are 
enough people being hired to adequately staff these required services. 
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Slide 9    Evolving Utility Sector and system demands 
 

 
 
Although some have been predicting the death of traditional utilities due to the introduction of 
renewables, the fact remains that utilities have a significant role to play in the successful 
adoption of this new technology, particularly in the area of grid reliability.  But no matter what, 
we need to avoid NB Power becoming a victim of a utility “death spiral”, because that would 
represent a huge loss of the investments made by the citizens of New Brunswick. 
 
Evidence suggests that in order for utilities to remain successful and viable into the future, they 
must innovate and adapt to the changing environment.  As more renewable energy sources are 
placed onto the grid, the grid must adapt to allow these variable sources to be smoothly 
integrated to achieve their full benefit.  
 
To facilitate this transformation, NB Power must be allowed to make the necessary investment 
in the “smart grid”, like the adoption of a Distributed Energy Management System, along with 
the supporting technology like advanced “smart” meters and devices that can support energy 
storage, monitor and communicate energy usage, and provide demand response opportunities.  
This will allow our electrical system to evolve in the ways that will support reliability and 
customer needs into the future. 
    
Regardless, the current power grid needs investment to function in a way that will facilitate the 
integration of renewables.   
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Slide 10    Evolving Customer demands 
 

 
 
Also of consideration for the future viability of NB Power is their evolving interaction with 
existing customers.  Utilities that will make the successful transition into the future are also the 
ones that will find new ways of serving customers - enabled by a modernized grid that can 
support evolving customer needs.   
 
Utilities have relationships with their customers and are often perceived as trusted service 
providers.  Many utilities are capitalizing on these relationships and are offering new products 
and services to their customers, often focused on home energy products that help promote 
conservation.  Many customers want to have products like energy-use dashboards, mini-split 
heat pumps, home energy storage, electric vehicle chargers, roof-top solar, etc., that are 
supplied and installed by a trusted service provider like their local utility.  In many cases, 
customers can’t purchase these products outright, but will be interested in rental arrangement 
from their trusted utility, and this can help offset losses from declining sources of traditional 
revenues. 
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Slide 11    Summary 
 

 
 
In closing, I want to recap that NB Power is a well-run organization that has been very 
responsible in looking for ways to cut costs and run efficiently while providing safe, reliable 
electricity to New Brunswick customers.  But saying that, years of cost cutting and efficiency 
measures have created a very lean organization.  There is simply no “fat” in the organization.  
Additional cuts and the lack of financial resources for maintenance, appropriate staffing and 
investments in the future will lead to degradation of service.   
 
NB Power is one of the province’s most important public assets, if not the most important.  It 
represents a significant investment by the people of New Brunswick. The utility is vitally 
important to all aspects of our way of life, and its value to New Brunswickers must be preserved 
by ensuring its infrastructure is properly maintained and operated. 
 
Although a changing electrical system presents some challenges, there are also significant 
opportunities available if NB Power is able to evolve so that it can provide the products and 
services that our customers will need. 
 
Slide 12    IBEW 37 supports NB Power’s full rate application 
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For all of the reasons discussed, we fully support NB Power’s application for a 2.5% average rate 
increase. 
 
 


