
Addendum A to the First Quarter 2020 Trends Report of April 7 2020 

Rethinking Customer-side Shifts in the Electric Power Industry in 
light of the Coronavirus Pandemic 

The world has entered an unprecedented period of high uncertainty. The novel coronavirus and its 
associated disease—Covid-19—pandemic continues causing unprecedented public health and 
economic hardship around the world. As the pandemic began its global reach in early March 2020, 
its effects were amplified by two additional drivers: the oil price war between Russia and Saudi 
Arabia amid significant demand fall off, and an already weakened global economy. 

As we come to the end of April, almost 3 million people have contracted the virus, and deaths total 
211,000. In the US, 980,000 have contracted the virus, and almost 56,000 have died. There is 
mounting evidence that the true number of infections and deaths are underreported.1 

In the US, from March 15 to April 18, 26.5 million people were probably laid off or furloughed, 
erasing all of the jobs created after the 2008 recession. The US unemployment rate is now 
estimated at 15% to 20% or higher. Analysts have agreed that when full April and May numbers are 
in, the US and the global economy will be in recession.2 Oil demand and prices continue to decline, 
with West Texas Intermediate, the benchmark for US crude, trading at $15.54/bbl—while Canadian 
crude is trading at $10.67/bb.  

As we noted in the First Quarter 2020 trends Report3, at this point, NO ONE knows the long term 
impact of the pandemic on humankind or our economic activities, but there are three drivers to 
consider: 

1. What course will the Covid-19 disease take over time? Viruses develop in many ways, from 
a singular event to becoming seasonal and repeating each year. 

2. How long will it take to develop an effective vaccine for the disease, and distribute it widely 
enough to stop the disease’s spread? Our best guess at this writing is 12-18 months to get 
the vaccine proven, with the timing unknown for significant distribution. 

3. How effective will the economic policies and the actions taken to slow the economic 
downturn be, and at what point would a recovery begin? And, how long will the recovery 
take? 

For WECC, a key question is how the pandemic and economic recession timeline will play out, and 
what will be the short- and long-term impacts on the electric power system. We already see the first 
effects on the electric power system worldwide and in the US, as demand is falling, and the loads 
are shifting away from normal patterns. The WECC 2038 Scenarios focused on customer-side issues 
in the electric power industry, pinpointing two ways4 of looking at them: 
1. Evolution of Customer-side Energy Technology and Supply Options  
Distributed and smaller-scale energy supply options are evolving and expanding rapidly, especially 
solar power (both rooftop and ground-based), energy storage, fuel cells, demand response, energy 
efficiency, and small-scale natural gas-fired generators. Commercial and industrial customers have 
distributed energy resource options as well as residential customers. Technological innovation 

                                                             
1CNN Corona Virus Update web page, April 27 2020 
2 The Washington Post, Economy Report, April 23 2020 
3 WECC, Trends Rpt 1Q 2020, April 7 2020 
4 WECC, WECC Scenarios for 2018-2038, Draft of July 18 2019, pp 7-8 

https://www.cnn.com/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/04/23/economy-coronavirus-unemployment/
https://www.wecc.org/SystemAdequacyPlanning/Pages/Scenario-Planning.aspx
https://www.wecc.org/Reliability/WECC%202018-2019%20Draft%20Scenarios%20for%20Horizon%20Year%202038%20v0.1.docx
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appears to be expanding those options by making them less costly, easier to install, and adding 
more features for customer management and engagement. 

As electric distribution systems evolve, more of those distributed energy supply options may 
become a part of the electric power infrastructure and change how assuring electric power 
reliability is managed. Specific areas covered in this driver might include the emergence and 
evolution of:  

• Devices or machines which can allow customers to generate power that can be used onsite 
or sold into wholesale or retail power markets.  

• Devices or machines which allow the customer to store power that can be used onsite or 
sold into wholesale or retail power markets.  

• Penetration of electric vehicles which allow new distributed power supply and demand-side 
management options within electric distribution systems, and which may affect wholesale 
or retail power markets.  

• Systems that allow customers to participate as buyers or sellers of power into wholesale or 
retail power markets, including the purchase and sale of customer demand.  

• The emergence of technology in the electric distribution system that allows two-way power 
flows.  

• The emergence of corporate (e.g., Google, Apple, Anheuser Busch, and industrial 
companies), municipal, and community-based activities (e.g., Community Choice 
Aggregation) to procure clean energy supplies and options.  

• The emergence of power flow control technology that allows the Bulk-Power System (BPS) 
to respond quickly and effectively to meet rapid changes in customer energy use or energy 
supply.  

• The emergence of information management systems that allow power sales and purchase 
options for customers with distributed energy resources (i.e., blockchain and other related 
innovations). 

2. Changes in the Character of Customer Demand for Electric Power  
Customer demand for electric power can shift for a wide range of reasons, including costs and need 
for new features and benefits (like carbon reduction). The many segments of customers include 
large and small industrials, large and small commercial, large, and small agriculture, and high 
income to low-income residential customers. Customers within all of the segments may change the 
features they desire for electric power service as market conditions change. Economic factors may 
influence the costs and features offered. Social values may shift and change how customers value 
different aspects of their electric power consumption, e.g., how clean or how exposed to cyber-
security risk. 

The basis upon which customers are segmented or put into categories may shift as customers adopt 
new service options (especially those customers who have some level of onsite self-generation or 
use new information services). Customers’ adjustments will affect how power is supplied and thus 
have implications for sustaining electric reliability. Specific areas covered in this driver might 
include:  
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• Any social or economic issue which emerges that persuades electricity customers to shift 
the values on which they make electricity purchasing decisions from any source.  

• The emergence of any capability or technology that allows customers to act on values (new 
or previously not actionable) related to electricity consumption.  

Note the first bullet above, “any social or economic issue which emerges that persuades 
electricity customers to shift the values on which they make purchasing decisions from any 
source”—the Covid-19 pandemic meets these criteria. What is unclear is where the shift in 
values may go, the timing and trajectory of the shifts long-term, and what the underlying factors 
may be. These shifts will impact both short- and long-term planning for WECC and its stakeholders. 
Since we are in the early stages of unfolding events, we think it is time for WECC, and particularly 
the Scenario Development Working Group, to re-consider customer-side issues in the light of the 
pandemic and economic uncertainties.  

To drive a learning agenda, here for discussion are some starting points focused on the residential 
customer: 

1. Many customers are facing job losses and large decreases in income and wealth. So pulling 
back from expensive purchases and increasing concern about costs (maybe of just about all 
purchases) may be a factor impacting markets for most goods and services. Electricity costs, 
which are essential for modern living, will likely be monitored by many customers to keep 
the unavoidable cost as low as feasible. This concern may also show up as pressure on 
regulators to keep rate increases as moderate as possible. 

2. Purchases of electric vehicles fell slightly in 2019 from the previous year. All automobile 
purchases (globally) have fallen during the first early months of the pandemic. It may be 
reasonable to imagine that car purchases (often the second or third largest purchase by a 
household) will be delayed until normal employment conditions reemerge. EV adoption will 
likely slow further as a result. Much lower gasoline prices (expected to be around for a 
while) will also cut into the fuel-related saving associated with EV purchases. 

3. If households are struggling to make mortgage payments, it is unlikely that they will 
willingly incur the additional cost of adding solar panel systems. Companies in this space in 
California are currently in the process of laying off workers. In states where solar panel 
installations were just entering a growth period (like the SE US), slower growth is occurring 
as well. 

4. In general, to the extent that behind-the-meter power supply spending can be delayed or 
avoided, we might expect customer demand for those purchases to slow down. 

5. Energy efficiency investments with the shortest paybacks and which lead to early and 
significant cost savings, may likely do well with customers. Still, even those may be subject 
to customer loss of income and thriftiness. 

6. Reliability and security of supply will likely be just as much, if not more, important to 
customers considering that some equipment may be life-saving or life-protecting. 
Maintaining reliable power to hospitals and other key health-related and service industries 
will likely be seen as vital by both customers and policymakers. This concern may suggest 
that centrally controlled, and abundant power resources may be seen as vital to national 
security. 

This addendum presents just a starting list of issues that could influence residential customer-side 
issues in the electric power industry. Additions and suggestions will be welcome during the May 
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SDS meeting. Impacts of the pandemic and economic fallout on agricultural, commercial and 
industrial (C&I) customers will present a different set of issues and maybe related to residential 
customer decisions. As part of the EPS monitoring and scanning process for WECC, QPG will seek 
out information that can shine a light on the issues raised above. 
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