Electricity: Relevant, Essential,
and Collaborative
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T

he transformation of the electric power industry
is well underway in the U.S., with new technologies already changing significantly the ways in
which energy is produced and consumed.
That was evident at the 2016 “Powering the People”
forum in Washington, DC, hosted by the Institute
for Electric Innovation, where thought leaders
from electric companies, technology companies,
and the government discussed trends shaping the
future of energy.
But for all the excitement over the potential for new
opportunities, there remains considerable uncertainty over where this transformation will lead and
what roles the investor-owned electric companies
will play in it.
“We’re not going to be the best at everything,” Bob
Rowe, president and CEO of NorthWestern Energy,
said at the closing session of the March 17 event.
“We’re really, really good at projects. We’re good
at networks. We’re quite good at working at the
community level. But we’re not going to have the
magic application.”
What that means, Rowe said, is that electric companies need partners—technology partners—whose
cutting-edge expertise complements their operations and meets the changing needs of their
customers. Rowe added that the proposition is
“very exciting,” though difficult to pull off.

As consumer appetites for new types of energy
services grow, company executives need to “motivate ourselves to get out and figure out how to
engage” with customers who want or need specific
services, while still providing safe, reliable, and
affordable service to the population as a whole,
he said.
The challenges don’t stop there, either, as electric
companies must make sure that new technologies
and services pass muster with their regulators and
provide the companies with a financial return to
investors. That said, meeting those objectives can
pay off big time.
“The market explodes when utilities actually incorporate new services into their business models and
have a cost-recovery mechanism for them,” said
Susan Kennedy, founder and CEO of Advanced
Microgrid Solutions (AMS), who joined Rowe in the
closing session.
“The key is identifying what is the market,” Kennedy
said. “Is it the utility, or the utility’s customers,
and why?”
Kennedy’s company sees such opportunities benefiting both electric companies and their customers
in installing battery systems in buildings for grid
support. Kennedy says AMS can seamlessly shift
groups of buildings from grid power to battery
power when demand for electricity is at its peak.

In fact, the San Francisco-based energy-storage
systems provider launched a pilot project with
Southern California Edison and The Irvine Company,
a California real-estate developer, to put Tesla
Powerpack battery systems in more than 20 office
buildings. Those installations began in January.
Other speakers at “Powering the People” offered
similar stories, including Pedro Pizarro, president
of Southern California Edison, and Chris Black,
chief technology officer at Tendril, a Boulder, Colorado-based company whose analytics assist electric companies and other retail energy providers
in marketing.
Both Rowe and Kennedy compared the changes
taking place in the power sector now to those that
disrupted telecommunications following deregulation of that industry in the 1980s and the proliferation of new technologies and vendors that followed
the breakup of Ma Bell.
Kennedy, a member of the California Public Utilities Commission from 2003 to 2006, recalled the
confusion that overtook regulators as advances in
cell-phone technology began to proliferate in the
1990s, changing the way we communicate.
“Competition grew in ways that regulators never
anticipated, and you ended up with a wildly competitive, completely disrupted telecom industry with
the Internet and everything,” she said. “The same
thing is happening in the electric power industry in
that regulators cannot envision what a competitive
market looks like, where consumers have so much
control over their resources.”
Like Kennedy, Rowe, too, is a former state regulator,
having been a commissioner and chairman of the
Montana Public Service Commission from 1993

to 2004. He drew a similar comparison between
the difficulties that regulators faced over telecom
changes and those they are grappling with now in
the electric power industry.
“I think we see that as a challenge on the electric
side and to some extent on the natural gas side, as
well,” he said.
Among the promising signs for the electric power
sector is what appears to be a growing recognition
among power providers and technology companies—certainly among those attending the Washington meeting—that it’s in their mutual interests
to collaborate.
Not every electric company will prosper in the new
environment, or even survive, in the face of competitors who sell rooftop solar systems and other
options for generating electricity. But Rowe maintained that the infrastructure that electric companies own and operate across the U.S. will remain a
critical component of our energy future.
“What we are hearing today is…that we are not only
relevant but we are essential,” Rowe said.
Where are some of the biggest openings for new
utility or collaborative ventures?
“I think the area where there’s so much opportunity that’s unexplored is in utilizing big data. I think
that’s its own category, and people are just nibbling
around the edges of it,” Kennedy said of the vast
volume of information, much of it unstructured,
that inundates the electric power industry every
day. “When utilities are able to tap into big data in
a meaningful way, and integrate it with large-scale
infrastructure, it will have a transformational effect.”
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