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Abstract: This study is focused on the assessment of the seismic risk for elements of the electric
network (thermoelectric powerplants and substations) in Romania. Firstly, the main elements of the
electric network analyzed in this study are briefly presented. Thermoelectric powerplants account
for about 30% of the electricity production capacity and for about 40% of electricity production. The
damage to the electric network in Romania caused by the Vrancea 1977 seismic event is presented
in this study. The seismic fragility of thermoelectric powerplants as recommended by the SYNER-
G project is evaluated in relation to the damage observed after the Vrancea intermediate-depth
earthquake of March 1977. The impact of anchoring the components of substations and of powerplants
on the seismic risk metrics is also evaluated using fragility parameters from the literature. The
analyses show that the impact of anchoring the components on the seismic risk metrics is less
important for substations than for thermoelectric powerplants. In addition, it was observed that the
level of seismic risk is larger in the case of electric substations as compared to powerplants.

Keywords: seismic hazard; seismic fragility; ground motion models; seismic damage; elements at
risk; thermoelectric powerplants; probability of exceedance

1. Introduction

The evaluation of the seismic risk for the European gas and electricity systems was
performed by Poljanŝek et al. [1] considering the seismic hazard results for rock conditions
obtained in the GSHAP project [2]. Kongar et al. [3] performed a seismic risk assessment
for the electric and water networks in Christchurch (New Zealand). Salman and Li [4]
proposed a framework for the seismic risk assessment of the electric network. A multi-
hazard risk assessment framework of electric power systems subjected to earthquake and
hurricane was proposed in the paper by Salman and Li [5]. Liu et al. [6] developed in their
study a seismic risk assessment framework for the electric power distribution system which
considered both the network topology and the functional vulnerability of distribution
substations. A regional seismic risk assessment of electric substations was performed in
the study by Zekavati et al. [7]. Nuti et al. [8] evaluated the safety of electric networks
under seismic action and concluded that the modelling of soil conditions has an important
impact on damage assessment. The study by Fregonese et al. [9] proposed a structural
upgrading procedure for the reduction of the seismic risk of electricity grids. Vanzi [10]
presented a procedure for choosing the optimal retrofitting strategy of electric networks
subjected to earthquake action. The structural retrofit of the components of an electric
network was also discussed in the study by Romero et al. [11]. Lee et al. [12] estimated the
seismic damage to electric and water networks using a Bayesian network. The impact of
spatial ground motion correlation on the seismic performance of an electric network was
analyzed in the study of Wang et al. [13]. The dynamic interaction between components
of electrical substation equipment interconnected by rigid bus conductors was studied
by Filiatrault and Kremmidas [14]. Shinozuka et al. [15] noted that within the electrical
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equipment, buses, circuit breakers, and disconnect switches are the most seismically vul-
nerable. Sarreshtehdari et al. [16] proposed an approach to evaluate the post-earthquake
performance of an electric network in order to determine the regions without power. The
seismic resilience of a 220 kV substation in China was analyzed in the study of Li et al. [17].

In the study of Pavel et al. [18], a seismic risk assessment of lifelines (gas, electricity,
water, and sewage) in Bucharest was performed. The study of Pavel et al. [18] showed
that larger mean damage probabilities were associated with components of the electricity
distribution system, namely, electric substations and small generation plants in Bucharest.
A preliminary study on the seismic risk of the electric network in Romania using an earth-
quake scenario-based approach was performed within the RO-RISK project [19]. In both
studies, the fragility functions recommended by the SYNER-G project were employed [20].
This study is an extension of the previous two researches in the sense that: (i) the seismic
risk was evaluated for ground motion levels computed through probabilistic seismic hazard
assessment; (ii) an evaluation of the damage sustained by thermoelectric powerplants after
the Vrancea 1977 earthquake was performed; (iii) the seismic risk assessment was evaluated
using fragility functions from the literature, as well as models derived from the damage
observed after the Vrancea 1977 seismic event; (iv) the seismic exposure was updated using
other relevant information from the literature (in Romanian language).

2. Seismic Damage of the Electric Network

The post-earthquake performance of electric networks has been studied in a signifi-
cant number of literature studies. For instance, Erdik [21] showed the impact of the two
earthquakes occurred in Turkey in 1999. In the case of the electric network, damage was
concentrated to the substations and to the distribution lines. No damage was observed to
the powerplants in the affected area. Scawthorn et al. [22] discussed the impact of the Ni-
igata (Japan) 2004 earthquake on the lifelines. The effects of the Molise (2002) seismic event
on the electric network were minimal, as shown in the study of Rasulo et al. [23]. Kwasinski
et al. [24] analyzed the seismic performance of the electric network in Christchurch (New
Zealand) affected by the 2010–2011 series of earthquakes. The overall seismic performance
of the network was satisfactory. The damage to the substation buildings was limited due
to a previous seismic upgrade program, but significant damage to underground cables
due to liquefaction was observed. The damage of the electric network in China due to
the Wenchuan 2008 earthquake was presented by Liu et al. [25]. In addition, this study
provided information regarding the recovery of the functionality of the substations as
a function of macroseismic intensity. Estimated repair times for some elements of the
electric network were presented in Karagiannis et al. [26]. In addition, this study provided
a description of the damage scales for the buildings and the equipment of the electric
network. A statistics of the damage to the low-voltage distribution system in the area
affected by the Napa 2014 seismic event was presented by Eidinger [27]. The Maule (Chile)
2010 earthquake caused damage to about a quarter of the substations, while the immediate
load blackout was of more than 4500 MW [28].

Some information regarding the seismic performance of the electric network in Roma-
nia and of its main elements during the major Vrancea earthquake of March 1977 (moment
magnitude Mw = 7.4 and focal depth h = 94 km) was presented in several studies [29–33].
The 1977 seismic event caused the collapse of the roofs (made of heavy precast concrete
elements) of two thermoelectric powerplants (one in Bucharest, and the other near Ploiesti).
In both cases, the roof elements were supported by steel purlins and trusses. The use
of heavy precast concrete elements for single-story industrial buildings was widespread
before 1977 in order to limit steel consumption. In addition to the heavy damage sustained
by the two above-mentioned plants, moderate damage was observed to another thermo-
electric powerplant in Bucharest. Only repair works aiming at restoring the original seismic
capacity of the damaged buildings were performed after the earthquake.

The March 1977 earthquake caused damage to a significant number of substations
in the affected area (damage to circuit breakers, transformer bushing leaks, transformers
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or autotransformers were displaced from their foundation, breaking of the isolation for
the dischargers). About 25 % of the substations in use at the moment of the earthquake
were damaged. The damage observed to the buildings which housed interior substations
(having masonry structures) was limited, even though the ground motion amplitude levels
were significant in some areas. The damage sustained by the reinforced concrete chimneys
and cooling towers was very limited.

3. Elements at Seismic Risk

The identification of the main elements at seismic risk was performed using publicly
available data. No information related to the main elements at seismic risk was obtained
from other sources. The elements at seismic risk analyzed in this study were:

• The main thermoelectric powerplants (coal- or hydrocarbon-fired). Only the power-
plants delivering electricity were considered in this study, while the heat-producing
plants were not included. A total of 15 thermoelectric powerplants (7 coal-fired and
8 hydrocarbon-fired) were considered in the analysis. Among the thermoelectric pow-
erplants, two (one at Brazi and the other in Bucharest) were built in the past 15 years
and used a combined cycle for the production of electricity;

• The main substations of the electric network (220 kV, 400 kV, and 750 kV). According
to the data provided by Transelectrica (the company in charge of the transport of
electricity in Romania), the electricity transport network in Romania consists of one
750 kV substation (at Isaccea), 38,400 kV substations, and 42,220 kV substations. The
number of 110 kV substations in the network is more than 1000 [34].

The nuclear power plant at Cernavoda, the hydroelectric facilities, as well as other
electricity-producing facilities (solar, wind, etc.) were not considered in this study, since the
necessary information for the risk analyses was not available. In addition, the correspond-
ing transmission and distribution lines were not considered.

The distribution of the production of electricity as a function of the source is shown
in Figure 1. The information in Figure 1 is based on public data from the Transelectrica
company website [35]. It can be observed that the coal and hydrocarbon powerplants made
up about a third of the total electric power capacity in Romania in 2021.
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Figure 2 shows a comparison of the average production of energy as a function of
the source for July 2021 and December 2021 [35]. In Figure 2, it can be observed that the
thermoelectric powerplants accounted for about 40% of the electricity production in each
of the two analyzed months. The coefficients of variation of the daily electricity production
from the two sources was, in both July 2021 and December 2021, less than 10%. The most
important daily variations of electricity production were encountered for wind-generated
electricity. In addition, the share of electricity production of the hydroelectric powerplants
was much smaller in December as compared to July.
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2021; (b) December 2021.

The positions of the main elements at seismic risk analyzed in this study (thermo-
electric powerplants and substations) is shown in Figure 3. It can be observed that most
of the thermoelectric powerplants are grouped in the southern part of Romania, while
the substations are spread in the entire territory. A significant number of high-voltage
substations can be found in the eastern part of Romania (towards the Black Sea), mainly
because: (i) the nuclear powerplant at Cernavoda is also situated in that part and (ii) the
connection with Ukraine and Bulgaria also passes through that region.
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analyzed in this study.

A brief description of the structural systems employed for the main buildings of the
thermoelectric powerplants in Romania was presented in the study of Hristoforov et al. [36].
The general layout of the main building of the thermoelectric powerplants built in Romania
consisted of three parts:

• The generator room;
• The boiler room;
• The intermediary building.

The first two rooms are single-story buildings generally consisting of reinforced
concrete columns (precast or cast in place) which support the roof trusses, while the
intermediary building has a reinforced concrete frame structure. Few thermoelectric
powerplants built before 1977 have a steel structure for any of the components of the main
building. The height of the boiler room could reach more than 100 m, as in the case of the
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large thermoelectric powerplants in Turceni and Rovinari [34]. Besides the main building,
each thermoelectric powerplant has other installations and equipment housed in various
buildings. Reinforced concrete chimneys having heights of up to 280 m are employed
in all thermoelectric powerplants. In addition, a number of cooling towers (depending
on the capacity of the powerplant) having also a reinforced concrete structure are also
present in each plant. The seismic design of the thermoelectric powerplants was in line
with the official seismic prescriptions in Romania (e.g., the P13-63 [37] and P13-70 [38]
design regulations in use before the Vrancea 1977 earthquake). After 1977, the seismic
design regulations were significantly improved in the light of the observations made as a
result of the Vrancea March earthquake.

4. Seismic Hazard Assessment

The seismic hazard for each considered element at seismic risk was based on the
seismic hazard model developed in the study of Pavel et al. [39]. Based on this model,
13 crustal seismic sources and the Vrancea intermediate-depth seismic source can influence
the seismic hazard of the Romanian territory. The site conditions for each element at
seismic risk were taken from the study of Pavel et al. [40] or based on the topographic
slope method of Wald and Allen [41]. Some examples of seismic hazard curves for peak
ground acceleration (PGA) are illustrated in Figure 4. Four of the considered sites, namely,
Bucharest, Craiova, Iasi, and Ploiesti are under the influence of the Vrancea intermediate-
depth seismic source, while the seismic hazard of the other four sites (Resita, Satu Mare,
Sibiu, and Timisoara) is mainly affected by local crustal seismic sources. The different slopes
of the hazard curves of the sites under the influence of the Vrancea intermediate-depth
seismic source compared to the hazard curves of the sites under the influence of crustal
seismic sources are clearly visible in Figure 4. The recent study of Pavel et al. [42] compared
the seismic hazard results from two different models (ESHM 2020 [43] and Pavel et al. [40]).
The results showed a good match in terms of spectral accelerations for the two models.
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5. Seismic Fragility and Vulnerability Assessment

The seismic fragility assessment of the main elements at seismic risk was based on the
recommendations of the SYNER-G project [20], which used the functions from HAZUS [44].
The same approach was also employed in other studies with the same focus (e.g., [5,7,45,46]).
Dunn et al. [47] developed fragility functions for overhead electric lines due to wind action.
A discussion regarding the development of vulnerability models for the electric network can
be found in the paper of Holmgren [48]. Shinozuka et al. [49] proposed fragility functions
for the transformer stations in the electric network. The fragility functions developed by
Dueñas-Osorio [50] for three levels of connectivity loss can be used in order to perform the
seismic risk assessment of an entire power grid. The elements at seismic risk considered in
this study were (according to the notations given in HAZUS [44]):
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• Small generation plants (with a capacity of less than 200 MW)—9 powerplants;
• Medium/large generation plants (with a capacity of more than 200 MW)—6 powerplants;
• Medium-voltage substations (220 kV substations)—42 substations;
• High-voltage substations (400 kV substations and 750 kV substation)—39 substations.

A comparison between the seismic fragility curves for the medium-voltage substations
and for medium/large powerplants is illustrated in Figures 5 and 6, considering unan-
chored and anchored components [44]. The fragility parameters for the other elements at
seismic risk can be found in HAZUS [44]. The adequacy of using PGA as a ground motion
intensity measure has been discussed extensively in the literature, and it has been observed
that other measures (e.g., spectral accelerations) are more appropriate [51–57]. However,
since in this study the focus was on powerplants which consist of buildings having various
dynamic properties, the peak ground acceleration was employed as an intensity measure.
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Subsequently, empirical fragility functions based on damage data collected after the
Vrancea 1977 earthquake were derived. Schitco et al. [30] analyzed the damage degrees
of 18 thermoelectric powerplants after the Vrancea 1977 earthquake. The positions of the
18 powerplants and the epicenter of the 1977 event are illustrated in Figure 7. It can be
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noticed that the surveyed powerplants were situated in various regions across Romania.
Some of the thermoelectric powerplants are still in use today.
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Figure 7. Positions of the 18 thermoelectric powerplants surveyed by Schitco et al. [30] and epicenter
of the Vrancea 1977 intermediate-depth earthquake.

The distribution of the damage degree as a function of the epicentral distance and
ground motion amplitude (e.g., peak ground acceleration) of some thermoelectric pow-
erplants in Romania is shown in Figure 8 based on the results of Schitco et al. [30]. The
epicentral distance for the 18 sites was in the range of 47–239 km. The peak ground acceler-
ation for each site was estimated using the ground motion model of Vacareanu et al. [58].
This ground motion model indicated different coefficients for the sites situated in the forearc
(regions to the south and east of the Carpathian Mountains) and backarc regions (regions to
the west and north of the Carpathian Mountains) due to the different attenuation of ground
motions in the two areas. The range of the PGA values was 0.02–0.35 g.
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Based on the damage data provided by Schitco et al. [30], a fragility model for the
Romanian thermoelectric powerplants built before 1977 was constructed. The analyzed
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thermoelectric powerplants were all built in the 1960s and 1970s. Guidelines for con-
structing vulnerability functions based on empirical data can be found in the study of
Rossetto et al. [59]. A maximum likelihood approach was applied for the derivation of the
fragility function parameters. This procedure was also described in the study of Baker [60].
The damage states were assigned to each individual powerplant based on the description
by Karagiannis et al. [26] and HAZUS [44]. The parameters obtained for the lognormal
fragility function are presented in Table 1. It can be observed in Table 1 that the variability of
the fragility functions derived from the damage observed after the Vrancea 1977 earthquake
was much larger compared to that of the curves presented by HAZUS [44]. In addition,
the median values for the slight, moderate, and extensive damage states were significantly
larger than those of the corresponding curves by HAZUS [44].

Table 1. Parameters (median and logarithmic standard deviation) of the fragility functions ob-
tained for the Romanian thermoelectric powerplants built before 1977 and comparison with
the HAZUS [44] parameters.

Damage State
Romanian Powerplants Built

before 1977 (This Study)

Small Powerplants with
Unanchored Components

(HAZUS)

Medium/Large powerplants with
Unanchored Components

(HAZUS)

Median β Median β Median β

Slight 0.21 0.78 0.10 0.50 0.10 0.60
Moderate 0.45 0.72 0.17 0.50 0.22 0.55
Extensive 0.65 0.83 0.42 0.50 0.49 0.50
Complete 0.78 0.76 0.58 0.55 0.79 0.50

6. Evaluation of Seismic Risk

For each element at seismic risk, the damage probabilities were obtained by combining
the results of the site-specific seismic hazard with those of the seismic fragility models.
Since the information regarding the anchoring of the components for the powerplants and
for the substations was missing, the seismic risk assessment was performed considering
both hypotheses. The failure of an element at seismic risk occurs when a state of extensive
damage is realized [1,50]. This extensive damage state implies damage beyond short-
term repairs [50].

Figures 9 and 10 show the curves representing the number of thermoelectric elements
reaching extensive or complete damage as a function of the mean return period (MRP) of the
ground motion, as well as the curve for the loss of electricity production capacity. The compu-
tations in Figures 9 and 10 were performed for both anchored and unanchored components.
The curves showing the loss of electricity production capacity were computed by removing
the capacity of the powerplants reaching extensive or complete damage states from the total
production capacity. The computations were performed considering the fragility curves from
HAZUS [44], as well as the model derived using the damage observed after the Vrancea 1977
earthquake (shown in Table 1). It can be noticed in Figures 9 and 10 that the risk metrics
determined using the fragility model derived from the damage observed after the Vrancea
1977 earthquake provided smaller risk estimates as compared to the results computed with
the fragility functions from HAZUS [44]. Figure 10 shows that the largest loss in the electricity
production capacity of thermoelectric powerplants occurred for ground motions having mean
return periods lower than 500 years. In addition, from the seismic risk analysis, it was observed
that the five main coal-fired powerplants in the South-Western part of Romania (Turceni,
Rovinari, Craiova, Isalnita, and Paroseni) would not reach the extensive damage state even for
ground motions having mean return periods of 2500 years. The most affected powerplants
would be the ones situated at Brazi and Bucharest, close to the Vrancea intermediate-depth
seismic source. Nevertheless, the maximum loss in electricity production capacity obtained
for a ground motion with a mean return period of 2500 years appeared to be less than half of
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the current production capacity. The impact of anchoring the components is clearly visible in
Figures 9 and 10 in the sense that the seismic risk metrics are reduced (as expected).
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Figure 9. (a) Number of small powerplants reaching or exceeding an extensive damage state using
the fragility functions from HAZUS [44] with and without anchored components, as well as using
the model derived from the damage observed after the Vrancea 1977 earthquake; (b) number of
medium/large powerplants reaching or exceeding an extensive damage state using the fragility
functions from HAZUS [44] with and without anchored components, as well as the model derived
from the damage observed after the Vrancea 1977 earthquake.
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Figure 10. Loss of electricity production capacity curves obtained using the fragility functions from
HAZUS [44] with and without anchored components, as well as the model derived from the damage
observed after the Vrancea 1977 earthquake.

Figures 11 and 12 show the curves representing the number of substations reaching
or exceeding an extensive damage state as a function of the mean return period (MRP) of
the ground motion and the loss of connectivity curves. The computations were performed
considering both anchored and unanchored components of the substations using the
fragility curves from HAZUS [44]. It can be observed that the influence of anchoring
the components on the seismic risk metrics for substations is less important than for
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thermoelectric powerplants. The number of substations reaching or exceeding an extensive
damage state increases steadily with the level of the ground motion.
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Figure 12 shows the loss-of-connectivity curves taking into account the number of
connections lost. The lost connections occur when a substation reaches an extensive or
complete damage state. The curve for the loss of connectivity resembles that of the loss of
electric production capacity, in the sense that the largest losses occur for ground motions
having mean return periods lower than 500–1000 years. It appears that the number of
connections lost exceeds 50% of the total number for ground motions having a mean return
period of 1000 years.

The distribution of the powerplants and substations reaching or exceeding an extensive
damage state for a ground motion corresponding to a mean return period of 475 years
(considering the seismic fragility for unanchored elements) is shown in Figure 13. It can
be easily noticed that the relative number of electric substations (36 out of 81) reaching
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or exceeding an extensive damage state is much larger than in the case of thermoelectric
powerplants (4 out of 15) for the selected ground motion level.

Buildings 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 14 
 

The distribution of the powerplants and substations reaching or exceeding an exten-
sive damage state for a ground motion corresponding to a mean return period of 475 years 
(considering the seismic fragility for unanchored elements) is shown in Figure 13. It can 
be easily noticed that the relative number of electric substations (36 out of 81) reaching or 
exceeding an extensive damage state is much larger than in the case of thermoelectric 
powerplants (4 out of 15) for the selected ground motion level. 

 
Figure 13. Distribution of powerplants and substations reaching or exceeding an extensive damage 
state considering a ground motion with a mean return period of 475 years and seismic fragility for 
unanchored components. 

7. Conclusions 
This study was focused on the seismic risk assessment of elements of the electric net-

work in Romania. Only thermoelectric powerplants and medium- and high-voltage sub-
stations were considered in the analyses, since very limited information was available for 
the other elements of the network. Seismic fragility, as recommended in the SYNER-G 
project, was evaluated in relation to the damage to thermoelectric powerplants observed 
after the Vrancea 1977 intermediate-depth earthquake. The impact of anchoring the com-
ponents of the main elements at seismic risk was also evaluated in this study. The most 
important observations of the study can be summarized as follows: 
• The thermoelectric powerplants (coal-fired or hydrocarbon-fired) accounted for 

about 30% of the electricity production capacity and for about 40% of the actual elec-
tricity production in both July 2021 and December 2021; 

• Extensive damage was observed at two thermoelectric powerplants in Bucharest and 
near Ploiesti as a result of the Vrancea 1977 earthquake; 

• The damage to the substations of the electric network in Romania consisted of dam-
age to circuit breakers, transformer bushing leaks, displacement of transformers or 
autotransformers from their foundation, break of the isolation for the dischargers. 
The seismic damage to the buildings housing the substations was not significant; 

• The risk metrics computed using the fragility model derived from the damage ob-
served after the Vrancea 1977 earthquake provided smaller risk estimates as com-
pared to the results computed with the fragility functions from HAZUS [44]; 

Figure 13. Distribution of powerplants and substations reaching or exceeding an extensive damage
state considering a ground motion with a mean return period of 475 years and seismic fragility for
unanchored components.

7. Conclusions

This study was focused on the seismic risk assessment of elements of the electric
network in Romania. Only thermoelectric powerplants and medium- and high-voltage
substations were considered in the analyses, since very limited information was available
for the other elements of the network. Seismic fragility, as recommended in the SYNER-G
project, was evaluated in relation to the damage to thermoelectric powerplants observed
after the Vrancea 1977 intermediate-depth earthquake. The impact of anchoring the com-
ponents of the main elements at seismic risk was also evaluated in this study. The most
important observations of the study can be summarized as follows:

• The thermoelectric powerplants (coal-fired or hydrocarbon-fired) accounted for about
30% of the electricity production capacity and for about 40% of the actual electricity
production in both July 2021 and December 2021;

• Extensive damage was observed at two thermoelectric powerplants in Bucharest and
near Ploiesti as a result of the Vrancea 1977 earthquake;

• The damage to the substations of the electric network in Romania consisted of dam-
age to circuit breakers, transformer bushing leaks, displacement of transformers or
autotransformers from their foundation, break of the isolation for the dischargers. The
seismic damage to the buildings housing the substations was not significant;

• The risk metrics computed using the fragility model derived from the damage ob-
served after the Vrancea 1977 earthquake provided smaller risk estimates as compared
to the results computed with the fragility functions from HAZUS [44];

• The maximum loss in electricity production capacity obtained for a ground motion
with a mean return period of 2500 years (ranging from 0.13 g to 0.85 g) was less than
half of the current production capacity of thermoelectric powerplants in Romania.
The five main coal-fired powerplants in the South-Western part of Romania (Turceni,
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Rovinari, Craiova, Isalnita, and Paroseni) would not reach an extensive damage state
even for ground motions having mean return periods of 2500 years;

• The influence of anchoring the components on the seismic risk metrics for substations
was less important than in the case of thermoelectric powerplants;

• The relative number of electric substations (36 out of 81) reaching or exceeding an
extensive damage state was much larger than in the case of thermoelectric powerplants
(4 out of 15) for the selected ground motion level;

• As a general observation, it appears that the level of seismic risk is larger for electric
substations than for powerplants, due to the parameters of seismic fragility. More anal-
yses and a validation of HAZUS [44] seismic fragility using data from the Romanian
electricity network should be performed in the future. In addition, more data about
seismic exposure (considering other energy production facilities, transformers, etc.)
are needed in order to improve the quality of the seismic risk model. The impact of
the spatial correlation of ground motion amplitudes on the seismic risk metrics should
also be assessed.
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