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Utility Gives Power to the People 
Home Energy Use, Adjusted Remotely, Reality in Colorado 
By REBECCA SMITH 
Wall Street Journal, March 13, 2008; Page D7 
 

Xcel Energy Inc. plans to roll out "smart grid" technology in Boulder, Colo., in coming months that will give 
residents a chance to test sophisticated equipment for monitoring and adjusting how much electricity they use, even 
from remote locations. 

The move puts Boulder at the forefront of a movement to give consumers tools that make them informed 
participants in resource decisions. Boulder Mayor Shaun McGrath said it should help the city reduce greenhouse-gas 
emissions by increasing use of more environmentally friendly "green" electricity, especially from wind farms. 

Departing from the norm, Xcel isn't seeking permission from regulators to recover its costs in advance, but will wait 
until "we have proven the benefits," says Mike Carlson, Xcel's chief information officer. Xcel has units in eight 
states. 

The utility also intends to install equipment upstream of consumers, on its energy-delivery system, such as in 
substations, that will boost grid intelligence and reliability, squeezing out some of the inefficiencies that push up 
costs. 

One of the first things consumers will see is installation of 25,000 advanced meters, enough for half the city's 
homes, during the next year. The remainder of homes may be retrofitted at a later date. The meters will be capable 
of two-way communication and will provide a gateway allowing the homeowner -- or, with permission, the utility -- 
to remotely control furnaces, lights, air conditioners and other devices. 

The meters also could give the utility the ability to dynamically price electricity -- in the future, they could allow 
Xcel to assign different prices to electricity used at different times of the day, or for electricity used for different 
purposes. It could charge one price for basic lighting and another for running air conditioners or recharging batteries 
of plug-in hybrid electric vehicles, expected to be marketed in three years or so. These pricing plans would require 
approval of state utility regulators, something Xcel hasn't yet sought. 

Most meters on U.S. homes today simply log electricity consumption and must be read monthly by human meter 
readers. 

Mr. McGrath said the array of tools should help Boulder "move toward greater energy efficiency" and use of 
renewable sources. He added that the challenge for city and utility officials "is that we're going to ask people to 
change some of their behaviors." 
 

Boulder looks like the right city for the test. In 2006, voters agreed to tax themselves $1 million a year for a climate-
action plan. It seeks to reshape the city's energy use, weaning itself off power from coal-fired plants and cutting 
overall greenhouse-gas emissions 22% from 2006 levels. 

Xcel tripled its wind-turbine generating capacity in Colorado last year, adding 775 megawatts of capacity. Currently, 
the Colorado unit gets 57% of its electricity from coal, 35% from natural gas, 5% from wind and 1% from hydro 
projects. Its state-mandated goal is to get 20% of its supply from nonpolluting sources by 2020. 

Other partners that will share the $100 million cost are Accenture Ltd., Current Group LLC, Schweitzer Engineering 
Laboratories Inc. and Ventyx. 
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