
CITY OF LAREDO 
SPECIAL CITY COUNCIL MEETING 

M2018-SC-01 
CITY COUNCIL CHAMBERS 

1110 HOUSTON STREET 
LAREDO, TEXAS 78040 

January 8, 2018 
5:30 P.M. 

I. CALL TO ORDER

Mayor Pete Saenz called the meeting to order.

II. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE

Mayor Pete Saenz led in the pledge of allegiance.

III. MOMENT OF SILENCE

Mayor Pete Saenz led in a moment of silence.

IV. ROLL CALL

In attendance:

Pete Saenz  Mayor 
Vidal Rodriguez  District II 
Alejandro “Alex” Perez, Jr. Mayor Pro-Tempore, District III 
Alberto Torres Jr.   District IV 
Norma “Nelly” Vielma  District V 
Roberto Balli  District VIII 
Jose A. Valdez, Jr.  City Secretary 
Horacio De Leon  City Manager 
Cynthia Collazo Deputy City Manager 
Kristina L. Hale City Attorney 

Mayor Pro-Tempore Perez joined at 6:16 p.m. 

Motion to excuse Cm. Gonzalez, Cm. San Miguel, and Cm. Altgelt’s absences. 

Moved:  Cm. Torres 
Second:  Cm. Balli 
For:  5   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 

Cm. Perez was not present. 

Citizen comments 

None 
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V. GENERAL COUNCIL DISCUSSIONS AND PRESENTATIONS 
 

Request by Council Member Roberto Balli 
 

1. Discussion with possible action to have the Texas Public Utility Commission 
investigate the recent power outages in Laredo and to file a complaint regarding the 
same and all matters incident thereto. (Co-Sponsored by Council Member Rudy 
Gonzalez, Council Member Alberto Torres, Jr., and Council Member Vidal Rodriguez) 

 
Cm. Balli noted that citizens spend a lot of money on electricity, and he estimated that 
Council and the City Manager’s households alone spend about $30,000 per year on 
electrical power. When residents spend their money, they expect a certain level of 
service. He clarified that this meeting was not called to place blame on AEP but to 
consider an investigation. When he checked the power outages in the state of Texas, 
AEP had the most outages in the state today. Cm. Balli estimated that AEP may lead 
the state in power outages on other days, as well. He noted that the City needs 
answers for its citizens.  
 
Cm. Torres noted that he bears no hard feelings against the employees of AEP, who 
work very hard for Laredo citizens. This is not about finding fault with AEP, but rather 
looking for the cause of the problem to avoid the same results in the future. He iterated 
his respect for AEP and its employees and stated that this item is not a witch hunt, just 
a request for answers.  
 
Julio De Hoyos noted that he was affected by the power outages and stated that 
Laredo is growing. Because of that growth, the City needs to confirm that there is 
sufficient energy for that growth and the ongoing construction. He asked Council to 
find the exact details of the outage causes. When citizens do not pay their bill, they are 
penalized. However, when the citizens are responsible with their utilities and 
payments, they should not experience chronic power failure. He reiterated that the 
citizens need to know what happened.  
 
Cm. Vielma stated that the key component in this issue is communication. She noted 
that the City met with AEP last week with extensive communication via phone and 
texting. Chief Landin was involved in the communication to ensure that the citizens’ 
medical needs were met. There was no need for shelter during the recent outage. She 
explained that after discussion with engineers, the City has learned that these types of 
power outages are due to “acts of God,” such as extreme and uncontrollable cold 
weather, which leads to spikes in power usage. The recent priority was to restore 
power to constituents, which burned through over 50 transformers because users were 
overusing utilities during restoration efforts. Cm. Vielma voiced her opinion that the 
wording of this item sends a bad message for businesses coming to Laredo. She has 
always had a good relationship with AEP and noted how hard they worked to restore 
power. To have called this meeting while AEP was still working so diligently was out of 
place, and she said that she would like to see Council Members provide a professional 
courtesy to the non-affected districts so that they could be informed and included in 
preparations. Cm. Vielma added that AEP had already began a complaint process at 
the beginning of the year to take corrective steps. AEP doesn’t report outages until 
there are over 20,000 people affected, and Laredo only had about 2,000 people 
affected. However, AEP was proactive and took steps last week that Council is 
currently meeting to discuss. She voiced her opinion that this meeting is a waste of 
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time and apologized to the AEP representatives in attendance. 
 
Cm. Torres noted offense taken to Cm. Vielma’s comments, adding that the well-being 
of the entire community is part of the governing body’s decisions. District IV citizens 
also experienced outages. He argued that residents paying for electricity services 
should not be told to turn off their thermostats or to stay at a family member’s home to 
reduce power usage. Instead, the City should provide energy conservation education, 
knowing that conservation is an independent choice. He reiterated that the intention of 
the item’s co-sponsors is to get answers, and he co-sponsored this item for discussion 
purposes.  
 
Cm. Rodriguez reminded Council that South Laredo residents also experienced power 
outages. However, he didn’t find it necessary to file a complaint. South Laredo 
residents also experience water line breaks for over 10 hours, but the accusation of 
Council Members not communicating is not true.  
 
Cm. Balli stated that this issue is not about a lack of communication between AEP and 
Council or the City, although it is valuable. The issue that he is bringing before Council 
is regarding the service being provided to Laredoans. A fair, independent investigation 
is in order. He asked Council to support his request for an investigation and complaint.  
 
Cm. Perez noted that the power outages did not affect his district, but any vulnerable 
citizens experiencing prolonged power failure presents a serious issue for Council to 
consider. He voiced his support of an investigation.  
 
Mayor Saenz reported that no deaths were recorded during the power outages. He 
voiced his opinion that the wording of the agenda item is clear and precise. He asked 
AEP if the power outages were foreseeable and if so, did AEP do everything it could to 
prevent or repair the lapses. 
 
Tony Arce of AEP Texas thanked the AEP customers for their patience. Power 
outages are never easy, and the citizens’ patience was greatly appreciated. He also 
commended the diligence of AEP employees during these outages. He explained that 
power outages can be caused by extreme weather, fallen tree limbs, wildlife, 
equipment malfunction, and overconsumption by the public. Weather conditions 
generally cause the most severe power outages. He presented a timeline of the power 
restoration process.  
 
On January 1, 2018, at 12:34 p.m., an outage affecting 5,353 customers occurred in 
North Laredo. The Del Mar Electric substation was identified as the outage location. 
AEP Texas service crews were dispatched to identify and troubleshoot the cause. At 
12:37 p.m., AEP began communication with City officials. At 1:00 p.m., the number of 
outages peaked at 5,900 customers throughout the City. From 1:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m., 
AEP crews worked on power restoration. Management implemented an Incident 
Command System emergency plan to dedicate all resources for service restoration. By 
6:15 p.m., the number of outages had been reduced to 3,300 customers. A news 
release was issued to all media and City officials to post on social media. At 8:15 p.m., 
only 2,300 customers still experienced power outages. A first notice of call for energy 
conservation was issued. Conservation information was shared with City officials. 
Notice was prompted by cold load issues associated with service restoration. The 
Texas Public Utility Commission was notified of the Laredo outages. Service 
restoration continued overnight. 
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On January 2, by 5:00 a.m., outages were reduced to 1,300 customers, most of which 
were being served from the Del Mar substation. At 8:00 a.m., additional employees 
were added to work on restoring power in Laredo. Approximately 125 employees were 
dedicated to the restoration. At 11:00 a.m., work began to be relocated to a mobile 
substation from Milo to Del Mar to help with service restoration. At 3:00 p.m., AEP met 
with the City Manager’s Office and the Mayor at City Hall to discuss the outage and 
restoration plan. By 3:30 p.m., outages had been reduced to 1,000 customers, most of 
which were serviced by the Del Mar substation. At 4:00 p.m., AEP held a joint press 
conference with Laredo City officials at City Hall, announcing plans to relocate the 
mobile substation and calling for continued energy conservation. At 5:00 p.m., the 
mobile substation arrived at the Del Mar substation site. Installation and connection 
procedures began at 6:00 p.m. By midnight, the connections were completed and 
operational testing began.  
 
On January 3, the mobile substation was energized for service and load transfer at 
5:00 a.m.; customer reconnections began by 5:30 a.m. At 5:45 a.m., outages were 
reduced to 819 customers, with continuing restoration efforts for those remaining 
customers with outages. At 9:00 a.m., AEP gave an update to the Public Utility 
Commission on the Laredo outage and mobile substation. By 11:00 a.m., outages 
were reduced to 90 customers, and another update was given to the PUC Chair 
DeAnn Walker. By 3:00 p.m., all remaining customers had their power restored; 
restoration was completed with no accidents. A follow-up was given to Ms. Walker at 
4:00 p.m. On January 4, at 9:00 a.m., a final follow-up was conducted with Ms. Walker.  
 
Mr. Arce listed projected expansions and new construction for the electric networks 
and station in Laredo in the upcoming few years.  
 
Cm. Balli noted that Mr. Arce did not mention a lack of proper infrastructure as a 
potential cause of power outages, asking if that could have led to the outages Laredo 
experienced. Mr. Arce stated it could be a cause, but it was not in this case. AEP had 
the proper infrastructure in place to handle the power consumption on January 1. 
 
Benjamin Hinojosa of AEP Texas explained that the January 1, 2018, was caused by 
an extreme weather event that had not been seen in Laredo for decades. The Del Mar 
substation’s initial cause of the initial outage was due to unbalance or overloading of 
the transformer. During that time, houses began cooling, which caused cold load 
pickup. Cold load pickup is a load increase because of stripped heat, and they are 
very rare occurrences in Laredo. The mobile substation was brought in to cover the 
incremental cold load pickup.  
 
Mayor Saenz noted that weather forecasts showed that temperatures were going to 
drop ahead of time. He asked what plan AEP should have taken given a drop in 
temperature overnight.  
 
Mr. Hinojosa clarified that in December 2017, there was a snow event that resulted in 
a few minor fuse melting and transformers failing, but no outages or substation 
failures. In this case, the cold load increased exponentially, which was unforeseeable. 
A mobile substation usually takes about 24 hours to set up.  
 
Mayor Saenz voiced his opinion that the citizens should have received notice to make 
plans or arrangements in light of a mobile substation needing 24 hours for setup.  
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Mr. Hinojosa displayed a picture of the Milo substation at the corner of Loop 20 and 
Interstate 35. The mobile substation is kept at this location generally, and at the time of 
the outage, there was soggy ground. The mobile substation got stuck when first being 
moved to the Del Mar substation, and a wrecker was needed to pull it out of the soggy 
ground. This caused a delay in setting it up. Mr. Hinojosa noted that the mobile 
substation will remain at the Del Mar substation until it is expanded to avoid any delays 
should a cold load pickup occur again.  
 
Cm. Balli asked if there were similar outages on December 7 and December 12, 2017. 
Mr. Hinojosa confirmed that there were, but those outages were not to the same extent 
as on January 1, 2018. He iterated that the January 1 outage was unforeseeable 
because the loading characteristics of the feeder distribution systems are very different 
during the summer as opposed to the winter. Winter loads change the loading 
characteristics and imbalances the system. AEP attempted to balance the system after 
the December 2017 outage events, but those attempts were not enough to meet the 
consumption needs on January 1.  
 
Mr. Hinojosa reported that this morning, he gave the same explanation to the Public 
Utility Commission over the phone, and the Commission will receive the same reports 
for their investigation as the reports submitted to the City. He noted that the 
Commission was satisfied with his explanation and answers.  
 
Mayor Saenz suggested that moving forward, AEP should expect severe weather 
conditions and make the appropriate preparations or provide public notice.  
 
Mr. Hinojosa reminded the public that they can call the AEP Customer Service number 
to report any claims or complaints.  
 
Horacio De Leon, Jr., City Manager, stated that AEP is an independent provider of 
electrical services, and they have a franchise agreement with the City. In that 
agreement, the City requests reliability of power supply. While the City does business 
with several utility companies, AEP has the best communication with the City on a 
regular basis. The City refrains from distributing public information without it being first 
released from AEP, but the City provides information as soon as it is released. He 
commended the communication efforts of AEP throughout the outages and reiterated 
that extreme weather conditions caused the outages. However, the public should be 
informed of what happened and why in order to avoid future occurrences. He noted 
that AEP already communicated with the Public Utilities Commission.  
 
Cm. Vielma asked if there is recourse for the customers getting their claims resolved 
regarding food spoilage, since the outage is considered an act of God, which usually 
does not cover many claims. Mr. Hinojosa confirmed that acts of God or extreme 
weather conditions resulting in food spoilage do not cover those claims. 
 
Mr. De Leon reminded Council that AEP cannot make decisions or provide information 
until they make an assessment, which is not immediate. He clarified that Laredo’s 
water and wastewater is not under the purview of the Public Utilities Commission, so 
the City does not report broken water lines to them. The City reports to the Water 
Conservation Board. He thanked citizens for their understanding of the unforeseen 
circumstances, noting that he sympathizes with their discomfort during the outage.  
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Cm. Perez voiced his opinion that extreme weather conditions are more like 10 
degrees Farenheit, but AEP should have been ready for the 30 degree weather in 
January. He noted that this outage was unacceptable and that extreme weather is not 
an excuse for unpreparedness.  
 
Kristina L. Hale, City Attorney, explained that filing a formal complaint with the PUC 
would initiate an investigation, so the two parts of the item would go hand-in-hand.  
 
Mr. De Leon added that it is important for the City to receive an investigation report or 
answer that is independent of AEP. He clarified that the City does not have to file a 
complaint but can submit an inquiry. The result of that inquiry could inform the Council 
in deciding whether to file a complaint or not.  
 
Mr. Hinojosa reported that as part of his conference call with the Public Utilities 
Commission, the PUC mentioned that they were in contact with Senator Judith Zaffirini 
and Representative Richard Raymond regarding AEP’s explanation of the events. He 
clarified to Council that the City’s representatives are aware of the situation and 
circumstances.  
 
Motion to instruct the City Manager to request the Texas Public Utility Commission to 
investigate the recent power outages in Laredo and to file a complaint against AEP 
with TPUC regarding the same. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Balli 
Second:  Cm. Torres 
For:  5   Against:  1   Abstain:  0 
 Mayor Saenz Cm. Vielma 
 Cm. Rodriguez 
 Cm. Perez 
 Cm. Torres 
 Cm. Balli 

 
VI. EXECUTIVE SESSION 
 

None 
 
VII. ADJOURNMENT 
 

Motion to adjourn. 
 
Moved:  Cm. Torres 
Second:  Cm. Perez 
For:  5   Against:  0   Abstain:  0 
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