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State utility regulators will review the proposed merger of utility giants Northeast Utilities and NSTAR, a Boston-based company, according to two sources close to the Public Utilities Regulatory Authority. 

PURA issued a preliminary decision Wednesday that throws out the agency's June decision not to review the deal. That decision falls short of calling for a review of the merger, which would create a $17.5 billion utility, serving 3.5 million New England customers with dual headquarters in Hartford and Boston.

Later today, however, the agency is expected to make a further announcement that it will, in fact, see a review, said the sources, who requested anonymity because the announcement has not happened yet.

Since last year's two devastating storms, which left hundreds of thousands of Connecticut residents without power for up to 11 days, the pressure has been on for state regulators to review the deal, A decision by state regulators to conduct a full review of the merger could kill the deal — as could a current review by Massachusetts utility regulators. The merger agreement between the two utilities expires April 16.

The agency's preliminary decision is a response to a motion filed last month by NRG Energy Inc.

In its petition, NRG, which owns nine power generation plants in Connecticut, requested that regulators re-examine the merger based on NU's poor response to last year's storms. Hartford-based NU is the parent company of Connecticut Light & Power Co.

"I hope they will review the merger," Elin Swanson Katz, who heads the state Office of Consumer Counsel, which advocates for the state's ratepayers, said Tuesday.

"I believe there are plenty of important reasons to review the merger based on the law," Katz added.

Pressure has been mounting for regulators to reverse the decision. The Office of Consumer Counsel, and Attorney General George Jepsen have pressed regulators to reconsider their decision, which was issued last January, not to review the merger. The OCC filed an appeal last June in state Superior Court.

PURA, formerly the Department of Public Utility Control, ruled last year that it had no authority to review the merger because there was no clear change in corporate control. The decision is being contested in court under a challenge by the Office of Consumer Counsel. The court challenge will continue no matter what PURA's draft decision says, Katz said Tuesday.

"We have the opportunity to address the draft decision," NU spokesman Al Lara said Tuesday. Beyond that, he said, "it would be speculation until we see the final decision."

Jepsen has been advocating for a review of the proposed merger for the past year. In late December, he described PURA's refusal to review this merger as an "abdication of [its] regulatory responsibilities."

Jepsen said Tuesday he had not seen the agency's draft decision.

If a review is opened, "it starts at day zero," Katz said. "It's less convenient from NU's perspective, but there is no time line here."

The merger, approved by the companies' respective stockholders, awaits approval by Massachusetts' regulators. The Federal Regulatory Commission and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission approved the merger last year.

