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Difficult New Year for Savoonga

At 10:10 p.m. on Sunday, December 26, our dispatch service forwarded a call from the power
plant operator in Savoonga. It was below zero, blowing at 45 miles per hour and several homes
in the new section of town were out of power. He thought he had a blown fuse in the line, but
couldn’t replace the fuse because it was blowing too hard.
We immediately made arrangements for one of our linemen to divert to Savoonga from Wales.
He arrived in Savoonga around 5 p.m. Monday and started trying to restore power to the community, two-thirds of which was out of power. With continuing terrible weather, it was impossible to determine exactly what was causing outages across town, but we assumed we had sustained
damage to the system because of icing and high winds.
As the bad weather continued, two more linemen were dispatched to Savoonga, and efforts
continued to isolate the cause of the outages and to restore power. In the meantime, about 30
homes and businesses were out of power for almost a week, resulting in up to 150 people seeking shelter in the school building. Weather conditions prevented air traffic to and from Savoonga,
with the problem made worse due to the airport being without power.
As the days passed, we realized we had a unique situation on our hands. Savoonga had seen
a spell of warm weather (above freezing) the week before Christmas, which resulted in the sea
ice around the north shore of the island either melting or drifting away. A sudden drop in temperature of almost 50 degrees, accompanied by strong winds from the north, resulted in saltwater being picked up and deposited on our lines and, especially, hardware such as insulators and
transformers.
The extreme cold resulted in the salt spray freezing into a semi-solid slush—a highly conductive coating. As a result, we had numerous faults occurring throughout the system, causing outages. While it was a relief, finally, to know we had not experienced any equipment failures, as we
had surmised for a week or more, it was dismaying to realize how extensive the salt-slush coating
was and how many outages it had caused.
Power was restored to everyone in Savoonga by January 3, but a number of homes and businesses suffered damage due to frozen pipes. The state of Alaska sent out a damage assessment
team in early January. As a result of the findings, Gov. Sean Parnell declared a state disaster for
Savoonga on January 15.
AVEC will retrofit the distribution system in Savoonga with equipment that can withstand the
arcing caused by frozen salt-spray in the next few weeks. We also will look at possibly retrofitting
systems in other AVEC villages that may be susceptible to similar conditions.
In the meantime, we urge all of our members to be prepared to deal with several days without
electricity. We have experienced extreme storms accompanied by ice-free water in recent years,
and the results can be extended outages. If we are prepared to deal with such outages, we can
emerge with minimal damage, but we must all work together, because united we are stronger!
Until next time,
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