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Background 

Thank you to Mr. Speaker, Chairmen Brannan, Constantinides, and Espinal and 

members of the Committees on Resiliency and the Waterfronts, Environmental 

Protection, and Consumer Affairs and Business Licensing for the opportunity to submit 

testimony regarding Consolidated Edison’s Summer 2019 Service Outages.  

New York City Emergency Management (NYCEM) works closely throughout the year 

with the city’s utility providers including Consolidated Edison (“Con Edison”), Public 

Service Enterprise Group – Long Island (“PSEG-LI”), and National Grid on preparing for 

and responding to utility outages and incidents. Our 24x7 operations center, Watch 

Command, maintains direct communication with all three utility providers, and we have 

procedures in place to receive and process information in order to inform interagency 

partners, elected representatives, and the general public of outages, planned 

maintenance, and utility emergencies when they occur.  

During large-scale utility emergencies, like those experienced on the West Side of 

Manhattan on July 13th and in the Flatbush and Mill Basin neighborhoods of Brooklyn 

and the Jamaica neighborhood in Queens on July 19th through the 21st, utility personnel 

are embedded in the City’s Emergency Operations Center (EOC) and NYCEM 

personnel are embedded in Con Edison’s Corporate Emergency Response Center 

(CERC). Understanding the stress that heat waves place on the electric grid, the New 

York City Heat Emergency Plan has several operational strategies dedicated to 

protecting the integrity of the power grid. These include, but are not limited to, 

messaging the public to curtail use of certain appliances and to keep thermostats set to 

78 degrees or higher, issuing Excavation Safety Alerts, coordinating with the New York 

City Department of Transportation (DOT) for the issuance of Special Construction 

Embargoes, and supporting utility-managed demand/load relief programs as they are 

implemented.  

During the recent heat wave, Con Edison did not provide timely information to NYCEM 

and other City officials which put public safety at risk. For example, on July 21, 2019 

ConEd shed power in Brooklyn, affecting over 30,000 customers. ConEd informed the 

City of the outage as it was being implemented. The lack of advanced notification from 

Con Ed that they were experiencing significant issues in the Flatbush area inhibited the 

City’s ability to warn the public of the impending outage and stage first responders and 



emergency equipment (e.g., generators, light towers, etc.) in the area to ensure a rapid 

response 

The power outages of July 2019 were the largest the City has experienced since 

Hurricane Sandy in 2012, and NYCEM was deeply involved in the response to both 

events. While both events had major impacts and public safety implications to the 

affected communities, it is important to note that the Manhattan outage was a no-notice 

event while the Flatbush and Jamaica outages occurred during a forecasted excessive 

heat event, allowing the City to stage personnel and resources for immediate response.  

July 13, 2019 – Manhattan No-Notice Power Outage  

NYCEM began seeing reports via social media and 911 calls of a major power outage in 

Manhattan at approximately 6:47PM. While there were consistent reports of a major 

power outage on the West Side of Manhattan, the exact boundaries of the outage area 

were not known. Within minutes of those initial reports, NYCEM dispatched Citywide 

Interagency Coordinators, senior agency leadership, including Commissioner Criswell, 

and our mobile Interagency Command Center to West End Avenue and West 64th 

Street to establish a field interagency command post. Our on-call team was also 

immediately activated and recalled to the EOC. Additionally, once Con Edison informed 

us that it was activating its CERC, a NYCEM representative was immediately 

dispatched to serve as a liaison. 

An initial interagency conference call was conducted by NYCEM with Con Edison and 

key public safety, health, and human services partners at 7:40PM to ascertain the 

scope of the outage, identify any immediate life-safety impacts, and determine if there 

were any resource requests or needs from other agencies. Initial reports during the call 

stated that the Columbus Circle and Hudson networks were impacted but within a few 

minutes the power outage expanded to the Lincoln Square, Plaza, Rockefeller Center, 

and Pennsylvania networks. The police and fire departments were reporting an increase 

in call volume and, in particular, hundreds of calls for stuck elevators. Based on the 

expanding number of affected networks and no estimated time for restoration, more 

than twenty (20) City, state, and partner agencies were directed to send representatives 

to the EOC and the City’s Generator Task Force was mobilized.  

At the field command post NYCEM, FDNY, NYPD, and the New York City Department 

of Buildings (DOB) established an Elevator Task Force to facilitate rapid response and 

reduce resource duplication to “stuck elevator” calls. NYPD declared a Level Three 

Mobilization which surged dozens of police officers and traffic enforcement agents into 

Manhattan to ensure public safety and restore the safe flow of traffic affected by 

approximately 200 traffic signals being offline. Vehicular traffic was restricted from West 

42nd Street to West 71st Street between 8th Avenue and the West Side Highway to 

facilitate the response and staging of emergency assets and protect pedestrian and 

bicycle traffic. FDNY deployed its Queens and Bronx Tactical Response Groups to the 

area to handle the increased call volume. In the EOC, NYCEM personnel conducted 



outreach to healthcare facilities in the affected area; provided information to elected 

officials and the general public via Notify NYC, social media and direct emails; 

coordinated the deployment of over one hundred (100) City and State owned light 

towers; notified our 1,500 Community Emergency Response Team volunteers; and 

worked with our emergency contractors, New York State Department of Homeland 

Security and Emergency Services (NYS DHSES), and other City agencies to identify 

nearly two hundred (200) generators in the tristate area potentially available for 

deployment in the event the outage was prolonged.  

NYCEM and partner agency personnel worked in the EOC until approximately 4:15AM 

when Con Edison confirmed that all power was restored, the power grid had stabilized, 

and no further issues were expected.  

July 17th-23rd Heat Wave and Associated Power Outages  

The National Weather Service forecasted an extreme heat event beginning on 

Wednesday, July 17th and continuing through Sunday, July 21st where heat indices were 

anticipated to be in excess of 105 degrees and overnight temperatures were not 

expected to drop below 80 degrees. These were the highest forecasted temperatures 

and heat indices experienced in seven (7) years.  

NYCEM activated the City’s Heat Emergency Plan on July 17th, coordinated the opening 

of nearly five hundred (500) cooling centers, and activated the EOC to facilitate a rapid 

and coordinated response to any incidents that developed during the heat wave. Due to 

the unprecedented heat indices and in an effort to reduce strain on the power grid, 

Mayor de Blasio declared a State of Emergency and ordered office buildings that were 

one hundred (100) feet tall or higher to set their thermostats to 78 degrees and directed 

City agencies to take all necessary and appropriate steps to protect the security, well-

being, and health of city residents. In preparation for power outages, NYCEM activated 

one of its emergency contractors and staged six (6) large generators at our Emergency 

Support Center in Brooklyn. Ten (10) electricians from City agencies and our 

emergency contractor were also on stand-by to support generator installation. This was 

in addition to eight (8) large NYCEM-owned generators, and the more than forty (40) 

generators owned across eight City agencies that are earmarked for emergencies. 

NYCEM also rented eighty (80) portable air conditioning units that could be installed at 

cooling centers, senior centers, and other facilities if their existing air conditioning 

systems failed. Of the eighty (80) portable air conditioners, forty six (46) were deployed 

during the heat wave.  

For the first two days of the heat wave, the power grid remained stable, and there were 

no widespread power outages. However, beginning in the late afternoon on July 21st, 

power outages began to increase, and NYCEM was notified by Con Edison that it had 

implemented a pre-emptive voltage reduction in its Flatbush and Brighton Beach 

networks due to several electric distribution feeders going out of service. Just before 

7:30PM, Con Edison advised NYCEM that it would be pre-emptively de-energizing 



customers in the Flatbush and Mill Basin areas in order to protect the balance of its 

Flatbush network. Within minutes of that notification, NYCEM learned that 

approximately 30,000 customers were removed from service.  

NYCEM and agency partners in the EOC immediately assessed impacts of the outage. 

Two private adult care facilities – with a combined census of more than 200 elderly and 

vulnerable individuals who are at extreme risk for heat-related medical complications – 

lost power. These facilities, by NYS code, are not required to and did not have back-up 

generation. The outage prompted the deployment of MTA buses to serve as mobile 

cooling centers, generators and electricians. With advanced notice from Con Edison 

that part of their power grid was in trouble, NYCEM would have been able to deploy 

generators and electricians to the facilities prior to the outage.  

 

Several New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) developments were also identified 

in close proximity to the outage area, and NYCHA assigned personnel to check on the 

status of these facilities. Personnel were dispatched from the New York City 

Department of Education (DOE) and American Red Cross (ARC) to open an overnight 

shelter in a school in close proximity to the outage area. NYCEM deployed Citywide 

Interagency Coordinators, our mobile Interagency Command Center, and portable light 

towers. The local CERT team also deployed several members that worked alongside 

City workers long into the night.    

 

NYCEM also observed a large and increasing number of customer outages in the 

Jamaica section of Queens and worked with DOE and the American Red Cross to open 

an additional overnight shelter in that area. Additionally, NYCEM issued public 

messaging via Notify NYC and social media, provided updates to elected officials, and 

checked on the status of critical facilities within that network.  

The EOC remained activated until 5:00PM on July 23rd, once the overwhelming majority 

of customers were restored.  

Communication and Coordination with Con Edison  

As noted at the beginning of this testimony, NYCEM considers the utility providers to be 

key emergency planning partners and we highly value our relationship. These two most 

recent events did highlight some communication, coordination, and information gaps 

that we are working to resolve, including: 

 Understanding which portions of the electric grid are more vulnerable to power 

outages in various circumstances;  

 Gaining more advanced warning when pre-emptive power outages are being 

considered so the City can communicate to the public, mobilize and stage 

resources, and identify available shelter locations close to areas of potential 

impact; 



 Understanding the boundaries of a power outage (or potential power outage) in 

real time to better target resource deployment; and 

 Additional steps the City can take, in support of Con Edison, to protect the 

integrity of the power grid. 

Conclusion 

NYCEM recognizes that global warming and aging infrastructure are likely to 

exacerbate the threat of power outages in the future.  

As we do following all major emergencies, NYCEM is in the process of conducting 

internal and interagency after action reviews to identify and prioritize gaps, highlight 

best practices, and develop improvement plans. NYCEM is fully committed to working 

with the utility providers, other City agencies, New York State, and our private and non-

profit partners so that together we can improve our preparedness for and response to 

power outages.  

In addition to planning and preparing for outages and grid emergencies, the City is 

actively working with key energy stakeholders to understand and prepare for the 

impacts of climate change. The City has been a strong proponent throughout multiple 

rate cases and other energy regulatory forums in pushing Con Edison to study, plan and 

take action for how increased temperatures, more intense and longer duration 

heatwaves, sea level rise and increased precipitation will change its planning 

processes, investment priorities, assets and operations. In 2016, Con Edison agreed to 

conduct a study on these issues and is expected to release the results of this study by 

the end of this year.  

The recent events in July underscore the fundamental fact that the climate is changing 

now - historical conditions are no longer an accurate predictor of what will happen today 

and in the future. Accordingly, urgent actions are needed to mitigate the impact that 

these risks will have on our power grid. 

Thank you.  
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Wednesday, September 4th, 2019 
  
Comments of the New York City Hospitality Alliance 
RE: Oversight - Consolidated Edison Summer 2019 Service Outages. 
 
The New York City Hospitality Alliance is a not-for-profit association representing restaurants and 
nightlife establishments that were impacted by Consolidated Edison’s Summer 2019 Service 
Outages. 
  

their When restaurants and nightlife establishments lose power, it has a dramatic impact on 
tomers are unable to finish their and cus operations and finances. Restaurants must stop cooking,

meals. Since many of these businesses process a significant amount of revenue via credit card 
cannot accept payment they transaction, which they are often unable to do without electricity, 

wouldn’t be appropriate to charge anyway since people may  from customers. In many cases, it
not have finished their meals. This also results in some workers not earning tips and therefore 
losing out on income. 
  
While the recent blackout did not last long enough to result in widespread food spoilage or 
situations that create foodborne illness concerns, if the outages lasted any longer, both could 
have been a serious concern from a financial and public health perspective.   
  
A sudden loss of electricity can also cause a sudden panic among workers and customers 
because of heightened public safety and security concerns, which may be even more pronounced 
at nightlife establishments.  
  
Because restaurant and nightlife venues are places where the public congregates, New Yorkers 
and visitors often ask them questions about why the power is down, when it’s expected to return, 
and other related questions. These businesses can also become hangouts where people come 
to drink, consume food before it spoils and commiserate about the outage. 
  
While the utilities and regulators discuss ways to avoid future outages, we suggest the following 
measures are taken to help mitigate the consequences future outages may have on the city’s 
restaurant and nightlife industry: 
  

1. Communications:  
 
• Enhance existing communications and develop new systems where information about 

the service outages can be transmitted to businesses in real time. 
 

• Because the public often asks the operators of restaurants and nightlife 
establishments about the outage, related Facebook, Instagram and Twitter images 
and posts can be created and given to these businesses for them to share on their 
social channels. These businesses often have large followings on these social media 
channels, so they can share important announcements with the public. 

 
• Workers are often confused about whether to report to work, transportation options 

available, and how their lives will be affected by the outage. Information related to  
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these issues should be provided ASAP to employers, so they can better determine how to plan 
for the business interruption and inform employees as appropriate. 
 

2. Financial Impact:  
 
• There should be a larger conversation about the process and how much lost money 

impacted businesses can recoup from utilities due to such outages. 
 

• Businesses should be educated about types of insurance coverage available to them 
should such an outage occur. 

 
3. Safety: 

 
• Businesses should be educated about how to best manage security and safety related 

issues that may occur. 
 

• The NYC Department of Health and Mental Hygiene should provide information to 
businesses on how to address food safety matters related to power outages. 
 

4. Miscellaneous:   
 
• If the outage is expected to last for an extended period of time and a restaurant will 

likely have to dispose of its food, information about the city’s new Food Donation portal 
and other food rescue services should be provided. 

  
In addition to the aforementioned recommendations, the City and utilities should develop a 
reference guide to inform restaurant and nightlife establishments about best practices for 
preparation, in the moment, and post power outage. This guide should also include different 
resources available to them. The New York City Hospitality Alliance is happy to discuss these 
issues further and work with all parties to address them. Of course, the main goal must be to 
prevent these outages from occurring again, as they can have serious safety, operational, and 
economic consequences for our city’s businesses and New York has a whole. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
Andrew Rigie 
Executive Director 
arigie@thenycalliance.org 
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My name is Jumaane D. Williams and I am the Public Advocate for the City of New                 
York. I would like to thank Speaker Corey Johnson, Council Members Costa G.             
Constantinides, Rafael L. Espinal Jr., and Justin Brannan, chairs of Council Committees            
on Environmental Protection, Consumer Affairs and Business Licensing, and Resiliency          
and Waterfronts respectively, for convening this hearing to investigate this summer’s           
blackouts. Thank you for your hard work. 
 
The electric transmission and distribution infrastructure in New York City is not overseen             
directly by a city agency. Rather, it is Consolidated Edison (Con Edison), a private              
company, with whom the public entrusts the maintenance and management of our city’s             
vital power grid. In theory, the city guarantees Con Edison 8.5 million users and, in               
return for that captive customer base, Con Edison provides a resilient and reliable service              
to those users. In return, New Yorkers experienced multiple power outages this summer,             
including one in Manhattan on July 15 and Brooklyn on July 21 of this year.  
 
At the same time, Con Edison is seeking to raise its already high rates by a record margin                  
this year. Similar to previous years, Con Edison claims they need the extra $695 million               
to invest in infrastructure, despite receiving approximately $1.4 billion in profits in the             
last year. In the past, they have provided very little transparency as to where that money                
actually gets spent including the infrastructure upgrade of West 65th street area station             
that Con Edison had promised.  
 
Con Edison’s lack of transparency, infrastructure and communication were apparent in           
Con Edison’s response to this summer’s Brooklyn blackout. On July 21, 2019, the first              
press release put out by Con Edison announced that the company was “responding” to              
multiple outages. Two and a half hours later at 11 pm, the second press release put out by                  
the company stated that the blackout was an intentional, preemptive move to protect vital              
equipment.  
 
I would like to thank Con Edison’s leadership for allowing my staff and I to tour its                 
Brooklyn command center following these outages. During the visit, when asked about            
the conflicting nature of these statements, Con Edison seemed to be completely unaware             
of the conflict. My staff and I were also briefed on what led to the decision to cut power                   
to the Flatbush network. The area that lost power is serviced by the Bensonhurst No. 2                
substation. Like many substations in NYC, it is designed with multiple redundancies. In             
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this case, of the 19 feeder lines that service this area, as many as six can go offline at a                    
time.  
 
In the hours leading to the outage, my office found out that one of the feeders was offline                  
for regular maintenance. As the temperature remained high and people returned to their             
homes and turned on appliances that evening, demand on the grid began to rise and               
voltage to the area was reduced to mitigate the impact of this increased demand. Soon,               
one of the feeder cables malfunctioned, shifting the burden to the remaining feeders, and              
subsequently leading to a chain of failures. After the fourth failure, the Corporate             
Emergency Response Center (CERC) - which includes Con Edison leadership, Public           
Service Commission representation, and the NYC Emergency Management office         
(NYCEM) - was put on direct notice of the potential for a blackout. Shortly after, a fifth                 
and final feeder failed.  
 
My office was informed that after this moment, Con Edison leadership had            
approximately five minutes to make the call to depower the grid to prevent a more               
catastrophic outage. After that call was made, there were approximately 20-90 minutes            
between when the call to de-energize the network was made and the blackout itself.              
These are in addition to the time Con Edison has between the fourth and fifth feeder                
failure. These vital minutes could have been used to warn the public about what was               
going to happen, especially vulnerable citizens such as those dependent on electronic            
medical equipment or people with low mobility who may need to seek a cooling center.  
 
When my office asked Con Edison about outreach policy for blackouts, the company             
admitted it currently “has no policy” to communicate with customers. Con Edison has             
demonstrated that it does not provide customers with ample notification ahead of planned             
power outages. It has also been made clear that there is no official communication policy               
given multiple representatives--Con Edison leadership, the PSC, and NYCEM--in the          
room working to address the potential power outage. We are reaching out to NYCEM to               
better understand their role in the matter, but it is simply unacceptable that no outreach               
was made to even the most vulnerable members of the community, such as seniors and               
people with disabilities, and it is a miracle that nobody was harmed. 
 
To date, my office sent two letters to Con Edison and made two visits to the Con Edison                  
Brooklyn command center. While I appreciate Con Edison’s response explaining its           
process of restoring power outages, I have yet to get assurance that these catastrophic              
communication failures were a fluke. Specifically, the conflicting nature of public           
comments and the lack of clear communication with government entities and officials            
still remain to be answered. Moreover, I am still unclear of its future communication              



plans if a similar incident were to happen again in New York City. I sincerely hope this                 
hearing will help quell these concerns. 
 
One of the Public Advocate’s most important tasks is being the bully pulpit for the people                
of New York, especially when it comes to matters as vital as emergency management. In               
other jurisdictions, utility companies recently launched a new notification service. For           
example, in Los Angeles, customers can sign up to be texted or emailed whenever there               
is a blackout. The communication includes the areas impacted, as well as estimated time              
service will be restored. Customers can sign up for up to three neighborhoods. I see no                
reason why we cannot have a similar system in place.  
 
In the coming days, I will be working on legislation to improve communication and              
transparency during blackouts and hold the company accountable.  
 
Again, I thank the council committees for hosting this hearing today.  










