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4.3.16 Utility Interruption 

A utility interruption could include power failure, potable water service outage, telecommunications 

infrastructure failure, natural gas infrastructure failure, or sewer infrastructure failure.  For the purpose of this 

plan, utility interruption focuses on power failure, because it is the major cause of utility failure and has had 

widespread impacts on the County.  A power failure is defined as any interruption or loss of electrical service 

from disruption of power transmission caused by accident, sabotage, natural hazards, or equipment failure.  A 

significant power failure is defined as any incident of a long duration that would require the involvement of the 

local or State emergency management organizations to coordinate provision of food, water, heating, cooling, 

and shelter.  Interruptions in other basic utilities (such as data/telecommunications, water, natural gas, or sewer) 

can have a detrimental impact on Lancaster County.  Utilities that employ aboveground wiring (power and 

data/telecommunications) are vulnerable to the effects of other hazards such as high wind, heavy snow, ice, rain, 

and vehicular accidents. 

This section describes the location and extent, range of magnitude, past occurrence, future occurrence, and 

vulnerability assessment for the utility interruption hazard for the Lancaster County Hazard Mitigation Plan 

(HMP).  

4.3.16.1  Location and Extent 

Utility interruptions occur throughout Lancaster County, but are usually of small scale and short duration.  Utility 

interruptions in Lancaster County are primarily power failures and are often a secondary impact of another 

hazard event.  For example, severe thunderstorms or winter storms could bring down power lines and cause 

widespread disruptions in electricity service.  Strong heat waves may result in rolling blackouts causing loss of 

power for an extended period.  Local outages may be caused by traffic accidents or wind damage. 

Local companies, such as PPL, which provide electricity to Lancaster County are capable of handling minor 

interruptions (Section 2 of this plan describes other utilities in the County).  Interruptions are possible anywhere 

utility service has been installed.  Some utility facilities are especially vulnerable.  For instance, potable water 

interruption is possible when water intakes and many water control facilities are in the 1 percent annual chance 

floodplain, a flood of this magnitude may seriously impair water service.  Section 4.3.3 provides more detail on 

possible flood impacts. 

4.3.16.2 Range of Magnitude 

Generally speaking, the most severe utility interruptions are regional power outages.  Regional loss of power 

affects lighting; heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) and other support equipment; 

communications; fire and security systems; and refrigerators, which can in turn cause loss of water and sewer 

service, and food spoilage.  These effects are especially severe for individuals with functional needs and the 

elderly. 

At a minimum, power outages can cause short-term disruption in the orderly functioning of businesses, 

government operations, and private citizen functions and activities.  Examples of everyday functions that would 

be affected by power outages include traffic signals, elevators, and retail sales.  A worst-case scenario for utility 

interruption in Lancaster County would be a countywide power outage during winter months, forcing the 

evacuation of vulnerable populations.   

Sabotage also plays a role in some utility outages.  Sabotage may be the direct result of a malicious attack against 

utilities, or may be the secondary effect of the theft of copper wiring.  In a report published in October 2010 

titled “An Updated Assessment of Copper Wire Theft from Electric Utilities,” the U.S. Department of Energy’s 
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(DOE) Office of Electricity Delivery and Energy Reliability reported that United States-based utilities suffer 

copper thefts costing several million dollars annually (DOE 2010).  The estimated minutes of outages 

experienced by utilities nationwide as a result of copper theft were 456,000 or about 7,600 hours (American 

Public Power Association [APPA] 2012). 

4.3.16.3 Past Occurrence 

Every year, Lancaster County is susceptible to minor utility interruptions either through technological failure or 

as the result of inclement weather.  Table 4.3.16-1 below shows major utility interruptions in the County since 

2002.  In all, there were 62 incidents that included downed utility lines from 2002 to July 2017.  Events that 

simply included downed trees and power lines are not listed in Table 4.3.16-1. 

Table 4.3.16-1:  Utility Interruptions from 2002‒2017 

Dates of Event Event Type Losses / Impacts 

September 18, 2003 
Hurricane 

Isabel 

Winds resulted in hundreds of reports of trees or tree limbs being knocked down.  

These took down utility poles and power lines in many parts of the region, causing 

numerous power outages as well as property damage, with the most significant 

damage over the lower Susquehanna region.  1.4 million people lost power 

throughout the Commonwealth. 

February 4, 2006 
Thunderstorm 

Winds 
About 4,000 customers lost power because of the storm. 

August 25, 2007 
Thunderstorm 

Winds 
More than 7,000 power outages (largely due to lightning strikes) were reported. 

December 15, 2007 Winter Storm 
Numerous trees and wires down, which resulted in over 11,000 reported power 

outages. 

June 10, 2008 
Thunderstorm 

Winds 

All utility companies across the Commonwealth were affected by power outages.  

The overall outage affected approximately 230,000 customers. 

December 31, 2008 High Winds Over 1,000 PPL customers were without power. 

February 12, 2009 High Winds 

Dozens of downed trees and utility lines were reported from East Drumore to West 

Donegal Townships.  The high winds knocked out power to nearly 7,000 PPL 

customers. 

July 21‒22, 2011 Excessive Heat 
The heat also put significant stress on power stations and HVAC systems with 

localized rolling blackouts in some locations. 

August 28, 2011 
Hurricane 

Irene 
Strong to damaging winds caused thousands of power outages. 

September 11, 2011 
Tropical Storm 

Lee 

PPL ordered the evacuation of its Holtwood Hydroelectric Plant.  The generating 

plant was shut down. 

October 29, 2011 Heavy Snow 

More than a half-million (520,000) power outages statewide at the height of the 

storm.  Warming shelters were opened to accommodate the power outages.  

Several secondary roads were closed due to the downed trees and wires. 

October 29‒30, 2012 High Wind 13,000 customers were without power. 

February 4, 2014 Winter Storm 
Downed trees and utility lines caused power outages to nearly 850,000 people 

across Pennsylvania, primarily in the southeast.   

Sources: NCDC 2017 

4.3.16.4 Future Occurrence 

Minor power failure (in other words, short outage events) may occur several times a year for any given area in 

the County, while major events (long, widespread outage events) take place once every few years.  Power failures 

often occur during severe weather; therefore, they should be expected during those events.  Based on the 

assumption that the County will experience severe weather annually, in addition to outages from other causes, 
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the future occurrence of utility interruptions in Lancaster County should be considered highly likely as defined 

by the Risk Factor Methodology probability criteria. 

4.3.16.5 Vulnerability Assessment 

Utility interruptions most severely affect individuals with access and functional needs (such as children, the 

elderly, and individuals with special medical needs).  Special medical equipment will not function without 

power.  Likewise, a loss of air conditioning during periods of extreme heat or the loss of heating during extreme 

cold can be especially detrimental to those with medical needs, children, and the elderly.  Table 4.3.16-2 shows 

the demographic change in children and the elderly from 2000 through 2016.  The population of all three 

vulnerable groups listed in Table 4.3.16-2 has increased, but none as dramatically as the population 65 years and 

over, which grew by nearly 40 percent since 2000.  Data on individuals with special medical needs was not 

available. 

Table 4.3.16-2:  Demographic Trends for Vulnerable Populations 

Vulnerable 

Population 2000 Census 2010 Census 

2016 Census 

Estimate 

2000 to 2016 

Change 

Children under 5 

years 
32,680 35,521 35,765 +3,085 

Under 18 years 125,291 129.015 128,457 +3,166 

65 years and over 66,060 77,780 92,089 +26,029 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2017 

All facility infrastructure considered critical are vulnerable to utility interruptions, especially the loss of power.  

The establishment of reliable backup power at these facilities is extremely important to continue to provide for 

the health, safety, and well-being of Lancaster County’s population.  

No data regarding economic impacts from utility interruptions in Lancaster County are available.  However, 

utility interruptions can cause economic impacts stemming from lost income, spoiled food and other goods, costs 

to the owners or operators of the utility facilities, and costs to government and community service groups. 


