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Almost 24 hours after her Bethesda home went dark Tuesday evening, with the 
food in her refrigerator spoiled and with another night ahead without air 
conditioning, Heather McGiffin wondered: 
 
Why is it taking so long for the lights to come back on? 
 
"All of Manhattan went down, and they had it up in a day," she said. 
 
Consolidated Edison, New York's electric utility, had Manhattan back on the grid 
by 9:03 p.m., within 30 hours of the big blackout. As of late yesterday afternoon, 
McGiffin and about 80,000 other Pepco customers were still without electricity as 
a result of Tuesday's massive storm. And that was before a storm hit the region 
last night, causing the number of Pepco customers without power to rocket to 
about 115,000. Nearly 72,000 of the outages were in Montgomery County. 
 
Regional utility officials say some homes may not have service until tomorrow. 
 
David Morehead, a Pepco spokesman, said the Aug. 14 blackout that hit the 
Northeast, Midwest and parts of Canada and the outages in the Washington area 
"are totally different situations." In the Northeast, the blackout occurred because 
of equipment failures, he said, and utilities were able to bring back power -- in 
most areas, at least -- without extensive systemwide repairs. 
 
"We're having to untangle trees and clear away the debris," Morehead said. 
 
Local utility officials, under fire from frustrated residents, emphasized yesterday 
that the storm's unusual severity has complicated the task of restoring service. 
 
"One of the most violent in our recent memory," Pepco spokesman Robert 
Dobkin said of the storm. Unlike many summer storms, which occur in isolated 
pockets, this one pelted much of the area, knocking down power lines from 
Loudoun County, across the District, to the Chesapeake Bay. 
 
The loss of power wasn't just a huge inconvenience, it was a major public safety 
hazard, officials said. Hundreds of downed wires, pulsing with fatal voltage that 
could start fires, were tangled in trees and spread across the ground like 
spaghetti. 
 



Clearing up the lines became the first priority. It meant that in some areas, 
restoring power became a secondary concern for Pepco, which serves the 
District and most of Montgomery and Prince George's counties. 
 
"Try to understand," Dobkin said, "there is a lot of damage, and our first concern 
is public safety." 
 
Workers fanned out across the region, armed with chain saws and rubber gloves, 
to clear up the power lines, block by block, neighborhood by neighborhood. 
 
Another priority was restoring power to emergency services affected by the 
outages, including hospitals and police and fire departments. Only after the 
downed lines were cleared and vital facilities were up and running could utility 
officials focus on restoring power, they said. They gave priority to the lines and 
substations that serve the most customers. 
 
That process was complicated. Lines had to be refastened, fuses fixed or 
replaced. Pepco assigned more than 250 crews to the task, including 60 from 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Delaware. Knowing the storm was coming, Pepco 
had ordered its day-shift workers to stay on duty throughout the night. 
 
Baltimore Gas and Electric Co., which serves Howard and Anne Arundel 
counties, also brought in out-of-state reinforcements and had crews work through 
the night. 
 
As many as 80,000 BGE customers were without power immediately after the 
storm. Late last night, 33,000 BGE customers in Howard, Prince George's and 
Anne Arundel counties remained without power. BGE officials urged patience. 
 
"We are restoring power as fast as we can," said Stephen J. Woerner, manager 
of electric system operations and planning. 
 
Both Pepco and BGE routinely trim trees near power lines to prevent 
interference. But they said it doesn't do any good when winds are knocking down 
trees and branches in bunches. "When you have high winds taking down entire 
trees, no amount of trimming is going to do much for you," Dobkin said. 
 
Dominion Virginia Power, which serves Northern Virginia, also worked through 
the night Tuesday. But its outages weren't as widespread as in Montgomery, 
which was the hardest hit with 99,000 Pepco customers without power right after 
Tuesday's storm. At 6 p.m. Tuesday, 50,000 of Dominion's customers were 
without power. About 24 hours later, power had been restored to all but about 
1,800, spokesman David Botkins said. 
 



After all that work, Dominion was struck by additional outages last night. About 
37,000 customers were without power late last night, including 24,200 in the 
Herndon area, Botkins said. 
 
Northern Virginia Electric Cooperative, which had about 2,000 customers without 
power mostly in Loudoun County, restored service to all its customers by 4 p.m. 
yesterday. 


