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 The interactive, computer-managed electric 
distribution system known as smart grid isn't just 
smart — it's expensive.

The cost of upgrading the country's system is set 
at $165 billion over the next two decades by the 
industry-funded Electric Power Research 
Institute.

In Colorado, Xcel Energy's pilot SmartGridCity in 
Boulder comes with a $100 million price tag.

As the costs mount, there are questions from 
consumer advocates in Colorado and across the 
country about how smart grid should be financed 
and who should pay the bill.

"This is all uncharted territory," said Bill Levis, 
director of the Colorado Office of Consumer C

 ounsel. "The costs have to be properly accounted 
for."

Consumer advocates in Pennsylvania and 
California are questioning the usefulness of 
expensive smart-grid technologies — especially 
smart meters that track real-time energy use 
and can control appliances.

"The cornerstone of smart grid is this house 
where your meter talks to your appliances," said 
Mindy Spatt, spokeswoman for TURN, a 
California utility advocacy group. "My toaster is 
never going to talk to anyone."

Homes can be made more energy-efficient and 
energy use can be managed without expensive 
meters, Spatt said.

Xcel seeks $42 million

In December, Levis' office, the city of Boulder 
and other consumer groups convinced the Public 
Utilities Commission that Xcel should file for 
smart-grid expenses separately from other rate 
increases.

Xcel is looking to recover $42 million in smart-
grid investments and operations over the life of 
the project.

"How much will it cost? What are the benefits?" 
said Jonathan Koehn, Boulder's sustainability 
coordinator. "We need a transparent forum to 
discuss these questions."
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 This will be done through the commission's 
certificate- of-need process, which looks at the 
need for and prudent cost of a project, Koehn 
said.

Xcel appealed, arguing that smart grid was just 
an upgrade of existing transmission and that 
software and proprietary technologies do not 
usually need special review.

On Feb. 3, the commission rejected Xcel's 
arguments. 

"You don't have only improvements of a 
distribution system discussed on 'Good Morning 
America' as this was," said PUC chairman Ronald 
Binz. "It deserves and requires" its own 
certificate of need. 

Still, Xcel's program has drawn praise.

"Xcel has done a great job of implementing the 
system," Koehn said. "We still have to figure out 
how to use it."

Utility companies elsewhere, however, are 
facing "stiff pushback," said Charles Acquard, 
executive director of the National Association of 
State Utility Consumer Advocates.

"We feel we are moving too fast," Acquard said. 
"Smart gird is the brand-new, shiny toy of the 
utility industry."

In California, Pacific Gas & Electric, in a $2.2 
billion program, has installed 4.6 million smart 

 meters.

The meters, which can automatically report back 
to the utility, send signals to appliances in the 
home and keep track of energy use by the hour, 
are key to managing peak loads and better using 
wind and solar power, said Paul Moreno, a PG&E 
spokesman. 

There have, however, been protests in 
Bakersfield and Fresno as electricity bills jump.

"People can see the costs, not the benefits," 
said TURN's Spatt.

The California Public Utilities Commission is 
going to conduct a study on the accuracy of the 
meters.

The higher bills weren't caused by the meters, 
and the utility welcomes the study, Moreno said.

In Pennsylvania, a plan by Allegheny Power to 
fund a $482 million smart-grid program through 
a surcharge on new smart meters — starting at 
$5.32 a month and rising to $15.77 in 2013 — is 
drawing fire.

"They are loading all the costs onto the 
surcharge, and it isn't clear that every customer 
is going to benefit," said Sonny Popowsky, the 
state consumer advocate.

Revolution or revolt?

Allegheny Power needs the smart-grid 

Advertisement

http://media.formatdynamics.com/accipiter/adclick/CID=0000022c0000000000000000/aamsz=FD_HORIZONTAL/site=MNGI/KEYWORD=www.denverpost.com/PAGEID=7607338168729939.2198282/AAMGNRC1=www.denverpost.com/business_article/FD_PAGE_NUMBER=2/FD_CONTENT_CLASSIFICATION=NEWS/ACC_RANDOM=7607338168775939.2198284?


4/10/10 6:54 PMCost of smart-grid projects shocks consumer advocates - The Denver Post

Page 3 of 3http://www.denverpost.com/business/ci_14394848

 technology to meet state-mandated reductions 
in energy use, said company spokesman Doug 
Colafella.

The dilemma is trying to find ways to finance 
the entire package, from hardware to software 
to smart meters.

"We need the whole structure because without 
it, a smart meter isn't that smart," Colafella said. 
"So, we'll have to see if smart grid is a revolution 
or a revolt."

Mark Jaffe: 303-954-1912 or 
mjaffe@denverpost.com
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