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Province of Alberta committed 
to going green, by growing wind 
power and other renewables, 
as coal-fired electrical power is 
eliminated by 2030    
• New path forward significantly 

helped by introduction of the 
Eastern Alberta Transmission Line 
(EATL), the longest transmission 
line in Alberta history

• EATL features energy flowing 
both from south to north and 
from north to south, with wind 
and renewables from the south 
heading north to complement a 
traditional north-south flow

• EATL built by electricity 
transmission company ATCO;  
it was the largest and most 
complicated undertaking in 
company history 

Siemens chosen as the perfect 
partner for making EATL a reality
• Siemens constructed two convert-

er stations with leading-edge 
valves and transformers based on 
high-voltage direct current (HVDC) 
technology to make possible the 
bi-directional energy flow 

• Labour shortage, brutal cold and 
unexpectedly tough ground condi-
tions made construction and de-
ploying the technology very difficult 

• Siemens rose to the enormity of 
the challenges and in the process 
developed a rock-solid trusted 
partnership with ATCO

Ingenuity for life with 
Siemens and ATCO 
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Siemens helps bring 
renewable energy to Albertans 
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11,000 kilometres of transmission lines to 
more than 220,000 customers throughout 
northern and east-central Alberta. 

At a cost of nearly $2 billion, ATCO was 
given a mandate to build the Eastern 
Alberta Transmission Line (EATL), a 500 kV 
direct current line running 485 kilometres 
from near Edmonton to southeast of Cal-
gary. The line – which would carry energy 
sourced from the north southward, as well 
as energy sourced from the south north-
ward – was to address growing energy de-
mand in southern Alberta while increasing 
the system’s overall long-term reliability. 

Building EATL – the longest transmission 
line in Alberta’s history – would represent 
the largest and most complicated project in 
ATCO’s long history. 

From Europe to Asia to North and South 
America, the future of energy lies with 
renewables like wind and solar.

The Canadian province of Alberta is no ex-
ception. With abundant wind in the south, 
there is exceptional potential for Alberta to 
forge a new path toward cleaner energy.

However, for that to happen, there are sub-
stantial hurdles to overcome, starting with 
the fact that the province has always had 
an electricity infrastructure designed for a 
north-to-south flow. 

In 2010, to establish a foundation to allow 
for renewable power from the south to be 
distributed – while also strengthening the 
conduit emanating from the north – the 
government turned to ATCO, an investor-
owned utility delivering electricity over 
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Collaboration with ATCO is redefining 
the province’s energy future

A leap of faith: ATCO relies on Siemens for 
massive undertaking
For EATL to serve as part of a flexible, dependable 
backbone of the electricity transmission system, 
the alternating current (AC) technology of yes-
teryear would not be sufficient. Instead, high-
voltage direct current (HVDC) was needed. This 
would bring up to 50 per cent greater efficiency 
compared to AC transmission, while also requir-
ing much less land and leaving a dramatically 
smaller footprint on the environment. 

In addition, HVDC would enable a bidirectional 
flow, with the two converter stations on either 
end playing vital roles. At those facilities, the AC 
flow from existing networks could be received 
and fed into the stations, where all those currents 
would be converted into DC. Then, when leav-
ing the new line at the other end, the DC power 
could be converted back to AC, so it could power 
existing AC lines in that region.      

“Throughout the EATL project what I 
value most was the relationship we 
had with Siemens. Never once was I 
worried that Siemens was just going 
to give up and throw their hands up in 
the air and not be able to resolve the 
issues. They weren’t going to walk 
away from us. They work very hard to 
deliver on what they say they are 
going to deliver. I saw that throughout 
the entire project. They really were a 
trusted partner.”

Sett Policicchio 
President of ATCO Electric

Siemens and ATCO came together 
to ensure the needed technology 
possessed the reliability, cost-
effectiveness, scalability, and 
flexibility for EATL to serve as part 
of a backbone of green energy for 
generations to come 
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Siemens up to the task: Overcoming  
extraordinary difficulties
Alberta is known for its climate of ex-
tremes. Temperatures in the summer can 
reach as high as 40ºC, and tornadoes are 
common, while in the winter, snow bliz-
zards are frequent and nighttime lows can 
fall below -40ºC. In addition, wintertime 
Chinook winds in the south can increase 
the temperature by as much as 30ºC in a 
matter of hours, only to revert to the previ-
ous cold temperature just as quickly. 

These factors shaped not only the technol-
ogy involved – for example, high-speed 
switches were specially designed to be 
capable of handling the extremes – but 
also project management, as the goal was 
to avoid the heart of winter as much as 
possible for key construction phases.

Unfortunately, the project came at a time 
of unusually difficult weather, even by Al-
berta standards. Most notable were severe 
floods, which reached catastrophic propor-
tions within and around Calgary. With the 
economy booming at time, it was already a 
very tight market for construction workers. 
Because of the City of Calgary’s emergency 
needs, the labour shortage became even 
more pronounced.

Meanwhile, a key EATL site experienced un-
expectedly tough ground conditions. Some 
of the areas involved became massive mud 
pits. An extraordinary effort was required 
by Siemens to get a large team on site to 
clean it all up and get everything construc-
tion ready. But that caused a delay to the 
schedule. To keep things on track, most of 
the logistics had to be shifted to winter-
time – and in a classic case of Murphy’s 
Law – work had to be done during one of 
the harshest winters on record, with large 
amounts of snow, plenty of heavy ice, and 
bone-numbing temperatures.

In 2012, after an in-depth, open-tender 
bidding process, ATCO decided on Siemens 
for these most complex and important ele-
ments of the new transmission line.   

“When you do your largest project ever, 
you want to make sure that you partner 
with someone you know can deliver, and 
we felt very comfortable that Siemens 
could deliver on this project,” says Sett 
Policicchio, President of ATCO Electric. 
“Siemens has a great reputation for always 
working through any technical issues and 
challenges that come up and that was one 
of the selling features for us.”

Policicchio says the two organizations 
began to develop a good working relation-
ship right from the start – with close collab-
oration on the initial layouts and designs of 

the stations, the innovative technologies 
to be deployed, and the intricate planning 
process for rolling everything out.   

With work beginning late in 2012, after 
regulatory and political reviews had con-
cluded, Siemens moved forward as quickly 
as possible. Two converter stations were 
to be built – one near Brooks in the south 
and one at Heathfield in the north – along 
with the AC infrastructure adjacent to the 
two stations.

As that implementation work unfolded, the 
strength of the Siemens-ATCO relationship 
was to be severely tested, because some of 
the toughest operating conditions imagin-
able emerged, yet the deadline of operat-
ing by late 2015 could not be changed.
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Eckhard Schultze, EATL Project Director for 
Siemens, will never forget the experience.

“Working closely with ATCO, we did 
whatever it took to make sure the very 
tight timeline was met,” he says. “There 
were heroic efforts put in by team mem-
bers, with extremely long hours under the 
most adverse conditions. The team spirit 
and support for each other on EATL was 
exceptional. We faced so many brutally 
tough challenges and yet everyone pushed 
themselves to the limit to deliver with just 
one goal in mind – to successfully complete 
the project for ATCO. And we did with zero 
lost time, while still adhering to ATCO’s En-
vironmental Protection Plan to ensure any 
impacts on the environment were avoided 
or mitigated.” 

Christian Koppers, Installation Manager for 
the Brooks site, adds that he witnessed a 
remarkable level of dedication and deter-
mination.

“There were high winds and temperatures 
dipping down to -45ºC, which made logis-
tics like equipment delivery extremely dif-
ficult,” he recalls. “When the transformers 
were delivered using specially-designed rail 
cars, our team members walked hundreds 
of metres in that bitter cold to do regular 
checks on the equipment and make sure it 
was OK.”

The team also, he notes, had to draw upon 
a lot of ingenuity, because once transport-
ed, the transformer had to be filled, which 
requires a temperature of at least 10ºC.

“We found a solution,” he says. “We built 
a tent over it and heated the tent, so the 
equipment was warm enough, even when 
it was very cold outside at night. And the 
crews monitored everything around the 
clock to make sure there were no issues.”  

Efforts like that did not go unnoticed by 
ATCO. 

“Throughout the EATL project what I value 
most was the relationship we had with 
Siemens,” says Policicchio. “Never once was 
I worried that Siemens was just going to 
give up and throw their hands up in the air 
and not be able to resolve the issues. They 
weren’t going to walk away from us. They 
work very hard to deliver on what they 
say they are going to deliver. I saw that 
throughout the entire project. They really 
were a trusted partner.”

From Siemens perspective, Faisal Kazi,  
Senior Vice President of Energy Manage-
ment, sums it up: 

“I’m proud of our hundreds of people on 
this team,” he says. “When the going gets 
so tough, you learn about the real charac-
ter of people. It’s easy to walk away, but 
we stood there with our customer and exe-
cuted, doing whatever we had to do for our 
customer to be successful. That’s showing 
what it means to be a trusted partner.”  

Heroic efforts from the team
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“This project is a great deal for customers in 
the short term, but it’s also a project that’s 
here for the long haul. It’s a project that will 
benefit the province for at least the next 50 
years. It’s a great investment for the province.”

Sett Policicchio, President of ATCO Electric

Siemens ingenuity
Advanced technology lays foundation for the future

Beyond project management and implementa-
tion, the collaborative relationship between 
Siemens and ATCO also extended to the technol-
ogy being delivered.

Policicchio says that although the innovation in 
the Siemens technology was “amazing,” it was to 
be expected in a project of such size, scope and 
complexity that some technological modifica-
tions would be required to meet his company’s 
particular needs.

“Siemens engineering of the transformers, con-
verter stations, and controls was exceptional,”  
he says. “We also saw a lot of ingenuity when we 
got to the factory acceptance and how some of 
the new logistics and some of the new software 
that was being introduced. And yet, they were 
also open to the ideas we brought forward. So it 
all came together collaboratively. It was great to 
see such innovative and imaginative people 
coming together to plan for Alberta’s future. 
That’s ingenuity for life.”

He adds that he was impressed at the global sup-
port Siemens was able to tap into to make sure 
ATCO had world-class solutions.

“They had people brought in from Germany, the 
U.S., South America, Eastern Europe, China and 
India – they are able to pull people and bring 

whatever global expertise is needed to tackle 
the issues, whether it was on site, in the engin-
eering, or during the commissioning efforts.”

Most notable, he says, Siemens and ATCO came 
together on the Static VAR Compensation (SVC) 
technology Siemens delivered, which was need-
ed to reduce the wasteful “reactive energy” asso-
ciated with electricity transmission. The teams 
created enhancements in that technology to lay 
the foundation for potentially bringing hydro 
from north to south, while ensuring maximum 
flexibility for accommodating growing amounts 
of wind energy moving from south to north.  

“Wind is not reliable, you can never count on it 
being there all the time,” explains Policicchio. 
“The SVCs give us that flexibility, so when the 
wind’s blowing, we can respond quickly enough 
to take that energy and convert it and then move 
it up north. When it’s not running, we’re able to 
move energy north to south. In five minutes, you 
can flip the switch and energy’s moving in the 
other direction.”

And with what he describes as the biggest driver 
for the line being the “proven reliability” Siemens 
is known for, he notes that if another brutal win-
ter hits, the Siemens technology can handle it. 
And the extreme heat of summer is not a prob-
lem either.



Case Study | ATCO

7

Siemens is a partner for the long term
Michael Blohs is the former Vice President, 
Transmission Solutions, Canada, at 
Siemens. He and his business unit were 
major contributors to this project. He says 
moving toward a future of sustainable 
energy is a priority all over the world, and 
Siemens is proud to be playing a leading 
role in that shift, with EATL serving as a 
great example for others to follow.

“Moving to renewables is a difficult change 
because it requires a new way of thinking 
and a close collaboration with our custom-
ers,” he says. “But if we look back to our ori-
ginal pioneering roots at Siemens, from 
that start all the way to where we are to-
day, the fact is we’ve always been helping 

society change and adapt. This is just an-
other part of that continuous process.”

With Siemens having played such an essen-
tial role to make EATL a reality, Policicchio 
looks forward to the partnership continu-
ing for years to come.

“After all is said and done, I would definite-
ly feel comfortable going back to Siemens 
for future expansions and other projects 
and I would have no difficulty recom-
mending Siemens,” he explains. “It’s no dif-
ferent than a relationship on a personal 
level. We worked through some ups and 
downs to end up with a phenomenal pro-
ject that ATCO is very proud of and I think 
the province of Alberta is proud of as well.”

The payoff: Making Alberta a greener 
place for generations to come
Most importantly, EATL is designed with 
the scalability to expand from 1,000 mega-
watts to 2,000 likely over the next decade, 
and then to 3,000 in the decade after that, 
with no impact on landowners or the en-
vironment because the needed infrastruc-
ture is already in place. It’s just a matter of 
making some adjustments to the converter 
stations.  

“This project is a great deal for customers 
in the short term, but it’s also a project 
that’s here for the long haul,” states Policic-
chio. “It’s a project that will benefit the 
province for at least the next 50 years. It’s 
a great investment for the province.” 

He adds that Albertans are always looking 
for reliable, safe, and cost-effective energy, 
but now they’re also looking for green 
energy.

“The Eastern Alberta Transmission Line 
brings all of those together for Albertans,” 
he says. “We’ll have that same reliability, 
that same safety, that same cost-effective-
ness, but all while providing green power. 
We can be so much greener than we used 
to be. It will allow the entire perception of 
the province to change.”


