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STATE OF ILLINOIS 

ILLINOIS COMMERCE COMMISSION 

 

 

Illinois Commerce Commission,  ) 

On Its Own Motion    ) 

      ) 

Regarding Illinois’ Consideration of  )  ICC Docket No. 17-0142 

the Utility of the Future: “NextGrid”  ) 

Grid Modernization Study   ) 

 

 

COMMENTS OF ELEVATE ENERGY IN RESPONSE TO ICC RESOLUTION 

 

Elevate Energy submits these Comments in Response to the Illinois Commerce Commission’s 

(ICC or Commission) March 22, 2017 Resolution in Docket No. 17-0142. The intent of this 

proceeding is to “develop a shared base of information and work to build consensus on critical 

issues facing the electric utility industry now and as it continues to rapidly transform.”  

(Resolution at 2). Elevate Energy looks forward to participating in this process and helping to 

shape our mutual understanding of industry issues in this time of change, particularly as they 

apply to communities that need the benefits of industry transition most.  

 

Elevate Energy is a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit corporation with a mission of Smarter Energy Use 

for All.  We design and implement energy and water-saving programs that lower costs, protect 

the environment, and ensure the benefits of energy efficiency, demand response, and renewable 

energy reach those who need them most.  Since 2008, Elevate Energy has partnered with 

stakeholders across sectors to keep housing costs manageable for working families by reducing 

utility costs through energy and water efficiency. Our range of programs includes efficiency 

retrofits in childcare centers and affordable homes, educating native Spanish speakers on energy 

and water efficiency, administering hourly pricing programs that connect participants to the 
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benefits of the smart grid, and working with Cook County on a community solar initiative to 

bring innovation and affordable clean energy to a large segment of the population. We have 

helped Missouri and Iowa develop state energy plans.  In 2016, we published and presented 26 

papers and, while stakeholders know us best for our work in Illinois, we have worked on projects 

in 18 other states in the past year.  Elevate Energy has approximately 100 employees in Illinois 

and offices in Michigan, Missouri, California, and, beginning on May 1, Ohio.  

 

I. Introduction 

First, Elevate Energy would like to commend the Commission for their initiation of this process.  

As the ICC’s Resolution notes, the modernization of Illinois’ electric sector has brought 

numerous benefits to consumers, including lower prices, improved reliability, new jobs, and 

decreased emissions of harmful pollutants.  Elevate Energy is proud to have participated in 

aspects of this transition and looks forward to working with utilities and stakeholders to identify 

the most critical issues that must be addressed to optimize the smart grid and benefit customers 

further.     

 

We have organized our comments according to the four categories of topics listed in the 

Resolution: 

1. Consumers, Communities, and Economic Development,  

2. Grid Design, Digital Networks and Markets,  

3. Regulation and Encouraging Innovation, and  

4. Climate Change and the Environment.  (Resolution at 2). 
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Since some policies may fall into several of these categories, we have placed our 

recommendations on policies that this proceeding should address in a separate section at the end. 

 

II. Consumers, Communities, and Economic Development:  The NextGrid Process 

Must Meet the Needs of Economically Disadvantaged Communities 

Almost half of Illinois’ families have low incomes, and their needs should be the central 

organizing principle of all aspects of this proceeding.  46% of households in Illinois have 

incomes below 80% of Area Median Income (AMI), which is the low-income definition used by 

the Future Energy Jobs Act and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD).
1
  These families face serious barriers to accessing programs that can help them manage 

their energy use and bills.  If Illinois designs its regulatory paradigm and grid design to serve 

these customers successfully, despite their time and money constraints, then it will succeed at 

serving everyone else, too. Consequently, Elevate Energy urges the Commission to put these 

families’ needs at the forefront of this proceeding.   

 

Prioritizing the needs of economically disadvantaged communities will enhance the economic 

development gains achieved by Illinois’ investment in grid modernization. As much as 28 

percent of the poorest Illinoisans’ annual household income is diverted out of communities to 

pay for utilities and support the aging infrastructure we wish to modernize.
2
 In many cases, these 

energy-burdened families must move or relocate to retain basic services such as heat, power, and 

water. Homes, businesses, and social service infrastructure suffers from avoided maintenance. 

                                                           
1
Elevate Energy analysis of 2015 American Community Survey, 5-year estimates; 220 ILCS 5/8-103B(c); HUD area 

median income estimates available at:  https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/il.html, last accessed 4/24/17. 
2
 Households earning 50% of the Federal Poverty Level (FPL), according to the Illinois Home Energy Affordability 

Gap. Figure includes electricity and natural gas utility costs. 

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/il.html
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Integrating the long-term goal of ensuring that these underserved communities are economically 

stable, healthy, and vibrant into this proceeding will bolster other efforts to increase community 

resilience and economic growth.  Consequently, in developing this proceeding’s process, Elevate 

Energy recommends that the needs of economically disadvantaged communities not be set apart 

as a separate work group or topic area, but consistently integrated into all discussions.   

 

III. Grid Design, Digital Networks and Markets:  Focus On Providing Service to 

People, Not Transactions 

We caution parties against thinking of the electric industry as a market whose purpose is 

transactions, but instead argue that the market’s purpose is to enable the provision of services to 

people, with transactions as merely a necessary practical consequence of that greater purpose.  

Elevate Energy believes that grid design, digital networks, and markets hold the potential to 

benefit Illinoisans by reducing service costs, improving reliability, and providing services that 

help customers manage their energy use.  But the mental framework we use to understand grid 

design, digital networks, and markets is important to our ability to achieve those goals.  The 

electric grid’s function has transformed from a pre-1997 one-way pipeline that moved electrons 

from generation to customers to a post-1997 platform for connecting multiple generators to 

customers.  Electric utilities are in the process of transforming further to fully actualized 

platform businesses that connect generators, customers who may buy or sell energy, and a 

myriad of energy service providers. Framing the purpose of this platform and the markets it 

enables as service-oriented will help keep all parties focused on two things throughout the 

proceeding: (1) customer needs, and (2) the value these services impart to create reliability, 
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lower costs, and boost economic development for Illinois.  It is also, in our experience, generally 

consistent with the way utilities think of themselves.   

 

In contrast, framing the market solely around the transaction itself leads to a more zero-sum way 

of thinking about grid modernization that focuses only on the flow of funds.  Recognizing that in 

business it is common and natural to think in terms of transactions, we recommend that the ICC, 

parties, and the facilitator make a deliberate effort to instead focus discussions on service and 

value to the customer throughout this proceeding.   

 

IV. Regulation and Encouraging Innovation:  Regulatory Purpose Remains the 

Same, but the Methods May Need to Change  

As electric distribution utilities transition to fully actualized platform businesses that connect 

generators, customers who may buy or sell energy, and a myriad of energy service providers, 

they remain a monopoly provider of distribution services.  As we have seen in other sectors, 

unregulated platform businesses can facilitate new services and lower costs, but they can also 

form a chokepoint that prevents further innovation and siphons immense value from customers 

and other sectors to their investors.
3
  Because electric utilities are regulated monopolies, the ICC 

already has many of the tools needed to ensure that utilities operate the grid to benefit customers 

and utility investors in a reasonable way that serves the public interest.   

 

                                                           
3
 For a layman’s explanation of platform companies, see John Herrman, Platform Companies 

Are Becoming More Powerful – But What Exactly Do They Want?, N.Y. Times, March 21, 2017, 

available at:  https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/21/magazine/platform-companies-are-

becoming-more-powerful-but-what-exactly-do-they-want.html?_r=2 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/21/magazine/platform-companies-are-becoming-more-powerful-but-what-exactly-do-they-want.html?_r=2
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/21/magazine/platform-companies-are-becoming-more-powerful-but-what-exactly-do-they-want.html?_r=2
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However, to optimize benefits from Illinois’ grid modernization, we must ensure that the 

regulatory regime that referees monopoly power also allows new services facilitated by the 

distribution grid to grow.  The regulatory tools that we have used historically do not necessarily 

lend themselves to the quick pace of innovation in modern energy services markets. 

Consequently, this process should focus on identifying the most likely services to be introduced 

in the next few years and the barriers they face to entry.  Where possible, the process should 

provide recommendations for adapting the regulatory process, and finding new regulatory 

mechanisms, that support a robust marketplace where innovation can thrive and customers, 

utilities, and energy service providers gain from modernization.  As parties consider particular 

services and technologies, the facilitators must take care to ensure the process addresses issues 

that affect customers’ ability to take on useful combinations of technologies, such as renewables 

and energy efficiency or dynamic pricing, as well.   

 

V. Climate Change and the Environment:  Grid and Regulatory Innovation Must 

Move Illinois Toward a Cleaner, More Equitable Environment 

Elevate Energy appreciates the Resolution’s explicit mention of climate change and the 

environment as topics that should be covered by the NextGrid proceeding.  Climate change will 

have a disproportionately negative impact on the poor, residents of environmental justice 

communities, and others who are unable to take steps to mitigate their exposure to its harmful 

effects.  In a proceeding for which the mandate is to shape the future of our energy system, we 

believe it is critical to incorporate our knowledge of the changing climate in order to develop a 

structure that promotes resiliency, protects the state’s most vulnerable residents, and enables 

greater conservation and efficiency in our daily energy usage. 
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VI. Specific Technologies and Services To Consider in the NextGrid Proceeding 

The modernized grid can facilitate a wide range of technologies and services, and each will face 

its own barriers to grid connection and market entry.  However, Elevate Energy encourages the 

ICC and facilitator to keep the scope of the NextGrid proceeding manageable, perhaps by 

focusing only on the technologies and services expected to come to market in the next 1-3 years, 

or by focusing on regulatory tools that will benefit the development of multiple technologies and 

services. The following are priorities for Elevate Energy: 

 Cost/Benefit frameworks: These can have a great effect on a particular technology or 

service’s ability to come to market. 

 Investment in Distributed Energy Resources: The outcome of this effort directly impacts 

the diversity of our energy supply. One way to accomplish it is through fair compensation 

mechanisms. 

 Alternative rate structures: Utility provision of rate structures, such as hourly pricing, 

drive new and useful services, as well as save customers money. 

 Job tracking: This tool can be a means to effectively allocate investment and identify 

technologies/services in high demand. 

 New grid functionality: Technologies that improve and innovate on the grid itself (i.e. 

microgrids) improve resiliency and can be targeted toward areas in need of additional 

support. 

 

 

 



8 
 

 

VII. Conclusion 

Elevate Energy thanks the Commission for the opportunity to comment and looks forward to 

participating in this proceeding. 

 

Dated:  April 30, 2017 

      Respectfully Submitted, 

 

      ELEVATE ENERGY 

 

 ______________________________ 

Anne McKibbin 

Policy Director 

Elevate Energy 

322 S. Green Street, 3
rd

 Floor 

Chicago, IL  60607 

T:  773-269-2225 

Anne.Mckibbin@ElevateEnergy.org 
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