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Regional 
Transmission 
Organizations 
(RTOs)



RTOs Effectively 
Govern the Grid
q About 2/3 of the electric power 
that flows through transmission 
lines is controlled by RTOs

q RTOs file tariffs with the Federal 
Energy Regulatory commission that 
lay out the rules of accessing the 
system and the methods of price 
making that will satisfy the Federal 
Power Act’s “just and reasonable” 
mandate

qBoth FERC review of RTO filings 
and court review of FERC review of 
RTO filings are deferential



The Energy Dilemma



The Trilemma 
Era
q In the modern era, not only do we want low costs 

and high reliability; we also want green energy, 
which for the time being does not always keep costs 
down or promote reliability.  This creates the 
“energy trilemma” (Dworkin, Sidostov, & Sovacool
2013)

q Example 1: Coal generation can be cheap and 
reliable.  But it isn’t green and it is being driven out 
of the generation mix.

q Example 2: Solar energy is green. But it often is 
not cheap, and without effective storage or 
dramatically increased transmission lines it is not 
that reliable.

qThe result is that tradeoffs need to be made across 
all three dimensions, yet RTO governance makes 
little room for the third leg—it was designed with 
the dilemma in mind.



Corporatism
qA core concept in the comparative literature on democratic institutions (Lijphart 1999) 

qDefined by Phillipe Schmitter (1974) as “a system of interest representation in which the constituent 
units are organized into a limited number of singular, compulsory, noncompetitive, hierarchically 
ordered and functionally differentiated categories, recognized or licensed (if not created) by the state 
and granted a deliberate representational monopoly within their respective categories in exchange 
for observing certain controls on their selection of leaders and articulation of demands and supports.” 

qThree basic features (Mildenberger 2020):
qDefines and structures interest group participation so that certain stakeholders have a representational 

monopoly
qDelegates substantial decisionmaking authority to the stakeholders with a representational monopoly
qSeeks consensus by limiting participation and forcing stakeholder represenatives to negotiate with each other

qCommonly associated with small democracies in Europe, but also commonly linked to negotiated 
rulemaking movement in the US (Rose-Ackerman 1994; Freeman & Langbein 2000)



Corporatist RTOs
qEarly FERC orders in the restructuring era sought to encourage RTOs and also set the corporatist 
direction of the institutions:
qOrder 888 saw the central task as balancing the power of subsectors of the electricity sector so as to “prevent 

the control, and appearance of control, of decision-making by any class of participants.”
qOrder 2000 resisted calls to expand the scope of participation in RTO decisionmaking, noting that “Our logic in 

the NOPR, which we have adopted in the Final Rule, is to define a group of entities, referred to as market 
participants, whose economic or commercial interests are likely to be affected by an RTO's decisions and 
actions.” 

qOrder 2000 also touted the advantages of delegation of policymaking authority to RTOs, explaining that “an 
independent RTO with an impartial dispute resolution mechanism could resolve disputes without resort to the 
Commission complaint process, and that it is generally more efficient for these organizations to resolve many 
disputes internally rather than bringing every dispute to the Commission.”

qThe corporatist foundations of RTOs have hardened into core features that rigidly structure 
participation and force industry consensus:
qPJM Consensus-Based Issue Resolution (CBIR) system
qWeighted sectoral voting
qExclusion of civil society groups from voting in most RTOs
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Towards Reform
qThe pressure that the energy trilemma puts on the corporatist model suggests that RTOs may 
need to pivot to a structures that provide more legitimacy.

qThe foil to corporatism is pluralism:
qSchmitter (1974) defines pluralism as a “system of interest representation in which the constituent units 

are organized into an unspecified number of multiple, voluntary, competitive, nonhierarchically ordered 
and self-determined (as to type or scope of interest) categories which are not specially licensed, 
recognized, subsidized, created or otherwise controlled in leadership selection or interest articulation by 
the state and which do not exercise a monopoly of representational activity within their respective 
categories.”

qIn essence, pluralism eschews structured interest group participation, lodges more 
decisionmaking authority in a neutral public arbiter, and is skeptical about the possibility of 
consensus.  



Instituting Pluralism in 
RTOs
qClassic pluralist reforms would be those that open participation to all and 
remove structural advantages in decisionmaking processes:
qNotice-and-comment rulemaking
qTransparency and formal records
qSimplifying agenda-formation process 

qThe new Office of Public Participation (OPP) could (and should) push RTOs 
toward these and other reforms of their internal governance processes

qUltimately, OPP lacks authority to mandate these reforms, and FERC may also 
lack authority to mandate them, but Congress clearly could legislate it to the 
extent reforms are not voluntarily adopted

qWe need not make RTOs public, as some have argued (Welton 2021) if we at 
least tailor their processes to the politics of the energy trilemma era by 
opening participation and decisionmaking to a broader set of stakeholders 
than industry subsectors



Thanks for Listening!
Any follow up is most welcome: dkw5367@psu.edu or ank1@psu.edu
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