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I. Introduction and Goals 

The Environmental Defense Fund (“EDF”) and Citizens Utility Board (“CUB”) thank the 

Illinois Commerce Commission (“ICC” or “Commission”) for initiating the NextGrid stakeholder 

process to consider the issues, challenges, and opportunities provided by our  evolving energy 

landscape.  EDF is a national environmental nonprofit organization with a strong interest in 

reforming the regulation of electric distribution utilities because of the electric industry’s 

significant contribution to climate change and other pressing environmental problems.  The 

Citizens Utility Board is a statewide organization created to advocate for the interests of residential 

and small business utility customers.  As such, these comments are offered to guide the 

Commission in designing a process which focuses on the questions around how to direct state 

energy policy towards a least-cost and environmentally sustainable future.   

The Illinois Governor and General Assembly in 2011 took steps to encourage an affordable 

clean energy economy in Illinois through investments in large-scale renewable and distributed 

energy resources, advanced metering infrastructure and energy efficiency.  Taking advantage of 

technological innovations, the Governor and General Assembly in 2016 directed additional 

investments through the Future Energy Jobs Act (FEJA), PA 99-0906, to encourage the adoption 
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of cost-effective distributed energy resources, which stimulate economic growth, diversify Illinois’ 

energy resource mix, and protect the environment.  Additionally, the FEJA expanded the state’s 

existing energy efficiency standard, changed it to a performance-based structure, and included an 

explicit focus on economically disadvantaged groups to ensure their ability to enjoy the economic, 

health, and societal benefits of technological advances in clean energy. 

The Commission now is appropriately looking at what is next.  EDF/CUB appreciate the 

opportunity to present comments on the processes and substance of NextGrid, as well as the 

selection of the facilitator(s).  Given the large  investment of customer dollars by Illinois utilities 

in advanced metering infrastructure (“AMI”) and other “smart grid” capabilities, along with 

changes in technology and coming investments in distributed energy resources, EDF/CUB seek to 

ensure customers’ ability to take full advantage of the benefits afforded by those investments.  Our 

goals are to ensure that new solutions enable a more dynamic grid – one that is cleaner, affordable, 

reliable, more responsive to customer needs, and equitable.   

 

II. Context of NextGrid  

Technology has enabled the nation’s electric grid to undergo significant changes in a 

relatively short amount of time.  Some of those changes, such as the adoption of AMI, have already 

been undertaken in Illinois.  Other changes, enabled by that infrastructure and new policy 

initiatives, appear as though they are on the brink of mass adoption.   

 Technology advancements. Technological improvements are constantly and rapidly 

creating new demands and opportunities.  Although most attention has been paid to innovations 

that have lowered the costs of power generation from natural gas, solar, and wind, other relevant 
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technological trends include: 

● Information and Communication Technologies:  New information technology 

hardware and software is continuing to converge with the energy system, creating 

new capabilities and inter-dependencies that can improve efficiency and the 

accuracy of energy system functions.  Ensuring that we can keep pace with the 

demands of an increasingly distributed energy resource mix, along with cyber-

security best practices, will be essential to ensuring that distributed resources 

provide benefits to all customers. 

● “Big Data”:  The ability to collect and analyze – with appropriate authorization and 

safeguards – granular energy usage data presents opportunities for customers, 

utilities, and third parties.  Utilities and third parties will also have access to larger 

amounts of data about how customers use energy, why they use it the way they do, 

and what technology solutions customers prefer.  New data on the electricity system 

as a whole can help utilities, solution providers and regulators rethink traditional 

assumptions on grid planning and operations. 

● Electric vehicle adoption:  Electric vehicle prices are reaching mass market levels, 

and their ranges can exceed 200 miles per charge.  Increased customer adoption, 

potentially at a rapid pace, appears likely.  The batteries in these cars have the 

potential to assist in balancing the integration of distributed energy resources but 

care must be taken to ensure that utility investments, if any, to support electric 

vehicle adoption are done to maximize benefits to all utility customers.   

● Lower cost batteries:  Energy storage costs are also decreasing, allowing for a new, 
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cost-effective tool that can be used to serve a variety of grid and customer needs. 

Customer Demand and Policy Drivers.  A variety of customers are increasingly interested 

in greater control of their energy sources and consumption.  Decreased costs for rooftop solar and 

the new incentives coming from FEJA are expected to catalyze a rapid increase in distributed 

generation to support that demand.  For example, rooftop and community solar, which are largely 

nonexistent in the state right now, may account for 1,500 MW of new generation connected on the 

distribution system behind the meter in the next decade.  Additionally, all customers seek a more 

reliable system, and they have decreasing tolerance for power outages in the advent of the smart 

grid.  System reliability improvements were a key selling point for utilities investing in AMI, and 

with that deployment nearing completion, the Commission should continue to prioritize it.  

Similarly, there are customer groups in Illinois who have already expressed interest in independent 

and local control over their energy reliability, which could lead to a spread of “microgrid” efforts.  

 Broader Economic Trends. Trends outside of the electric industry also warrant serious 

consideration.  Economic expansion and development of new, more efficient, and more connected 

homes, buildings, and industry will continue to drive changes in system needs.  Shifts in climate, 

including hotter summers and colder winters, could create new energy usage patterns throughout 

Illinois.  From a broader economic perspective, customers in this mobile age increasingly desire 

convenience, flexibility and control in their purchasing, and that trend is continually expanding 

beyond commodity purchasing to new markets such as transportation, housing, and services. 

The Commission is correct that the pace of these changes is accelerating quickly.  The 

trends point to a world where customers want to have more ownership and control over how their 

energy is generated, transmitted, priced, and consumed, and they have evolving expectations as 
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new technologies emerge.  At the same time, more companies are entering electricity markets and 

offering new customer services.  While all of this is underway, equity and justice in access to new 

opportunities are paramount.  Stakeholders must respond accordingly, and the role of the 

Commission must be to ensure that appropriate regulatory standards and safeguards are in place 

as these changes are realized. 

 

III. Organization for NextGrid 

The Commission resolution sets out an expectation that the NextGrid process will last for 

18 months, with an interim report completed in early 2018 and a final report completed in late 

2018, if we assume a process beginning in mid-2017.  The Commission also sets out the final 

product: a report which “outlines relevant issues, opportunities and challenges, identifies areas of 

consensus and disagreement, educates policy makers, and provides a range of recommendations” 

to achieve a very broad set of economic, environmental and consumer empowerment goals.  To 

achieve all of these aims in one report means that determining the flow of work for the NextGrid 

process may be the most significant decision taken by the Commission.  EDF/CUB offer these 

recommendations based on experiences in other states that have undertaken similar efforts.  They 

also are based on lessons learned from past Commission stakeholder processes - in particular, the 

Illinois Statewide Smart Grid Collaborative (“the Collaborative”).   

A strong process will allow for diverse voices among customers; consumer, environmental, 

and environmental justice advocates; technology providers and utilities.  That process must be 

accessible to a variety of content and knowledge backgrounds, but detailed enough to get to the 

heart of very complicated technical issues.  It should be respectful of the resources that NextGrid 
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participants can bring to the process in terms of meeting commitments and technical expertise, and 

integrate with the processes already underway to implement FEJA, including the Illinois Power 

Agency and Commission proceedings already mandated for the summer, fall and winter of 2017.  

The NextGrid process must also encourage consistent stakeholder participation not only for 

stakeholder groups but also for individual stakeholder members.  One of the most challenging 

aspects will be organizing the work so that each group participating can determine how best to 

engage in NextGrid throughout the 18 months while at the same time – in many cases – 

participating in other Commission dockets. 

With the limited amount of time available, it is important to prioritize work that establishes 

a solid foundation upon which future regulatory activities, legislative considerations or other 

efforts can be built.  EDF/CUB suggest that NextGrid be divided into two phases.  The first phase 

should focus on stakeholder and Commission education, and the development of a problem 

statement to provide insight into the core questions of:  a) what actions, if any, should be taken to 

promote an affordable and environmentally-friendly energy grid and b) how best to take full 

advantage of technological advances and the declining cost of distributed energy resources.  One 

of the most successful outcomes of the Collaborative was the opportunity for all stakeholders to 

learn about emerging technologies from a variety of sources and assess how these technologies 

might be used to address their particular concerns.  The Commission should provide forums for 

this same learning in the context of NextGrid.  Emerging from phase one with a problem statement 

that lists specific questions for consideration will allow stakeholders to then put this knowledge to 

use. 

The second phase should organize around work groups focused on different aspects of 
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these core questions.  One of the most challenging aspects of the Collaborative was the lack of 

Commission directive on how those technologies were going to be evaluated by the Commission, 

or even why the particular ones listed for the Collaborative’s consideration were identified.  

Stakeholders also lacked clear paths to link technologies with traditional regulatory considerations 

such as affordability and reliability.  Organizing the NextGrid workgroups around questions for 

consideration would help stakeholders discuss integrated policy recommendations.  As an 

example, simply learning more about how inverters can be considered “smart” is only a part of the 

question confronting the Commission around utility or third party investments in “smart” inverters ; 

other key questions are what they can do, what we want them to do, and how, and how much they 

should be compensated.    

Finally, we recommend the Commission direct the facilitator, who should be a neutral 

third-party with expertise in organizing and leading stakeholder discussions, draft the initial report 

and provide for public comments from stakeholders on that draft.  Both the draft report and public 

comments should then be submitted to the Commission, which in turn can use the report and 

comments as the basis for a final report.  The most contentious part of the Collaborative was 

attempting to draft the final report through group consensus.  Doing so amongst stakeholders with 

divergent views resulted in not only many meetings and lost time but also frustrated stakeholders 

in their attempts to offer their own responses on important questions of investment strategies, 

customer empowerment, environmental quality, and affordability of electricity service.  Allowing 

NextGrid stakeholders to respond to a draft directly to the Commission avoids that challenge and 

maximizes the time spent in active discussion.  EDF/CUB recommend that once parties have 

submitted comments, the Commission should hold a public session where stakeholders can discuss 
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the draft report before the Commission considers its final report.  

 

Phase I:  Education & Development of Problem Statement 

NextGrid should work toward achievable benefits that maximize consumer and 

environmental value and take full advantage of new technologies and the declining cost of 

distributed energy resources.  The first phase should be an education process that develops a 

common understanding on energy system trends, possibilities, opportunities, and challenges.  This 

phase should be organized by a facilitator who will invite local and national experts to provide 

input on possible future scenarios based on the identified trends.  In this part of the NextGrid 

process, it will be important to outline the expected costs and benefits of various scenarios, 

including a status quo scenario of limited change. 

The core question for all of this work is to discern why it is necessary now to examine 

emerging trends in technology, customer behavior and environmental impacts.  In light of this, a 

problem statement should be created by the facilitator and Commission that provides scenarios for 

workgroups to explore.  This statement should provide guidance, establish a sound analytical 

foundation, and establish integrated work groups with clear topics so that stakeholders can 

participate in those areas where they have the most interest.  To put it another way, the problem 

statement should identify the questions needed to consider the benefits and costs of maintaining 

the current legislative and regulatory framework versus specific changes each workgroup can 

consider and discuss.   

Once the problem statement (or statements) has been identified, work can begin to identify, 

evaluate, score, test and measure a range of possible solutions.  Throughout the country, many 
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grid-modernization and utility-of-the-future processes tend to focus first on either justifying a 

defined outcome, narrowing in on a particular possible solution, or exploring the functionalities of 

specific technologies and trying to extrapolate their benefits.  A more effective approach would be 

to conduct a thorough cost/benefit analysis of potential responses to societal, technological, 

climate, and energy system change, and then examine the roles and responsibilities of various 

actors in ensuring that consumer and environmental values are maximized.   

  

Phase II:  Develop Core Strategies to Address Problem Statement 

Phase two should develop and evaluate strategies to address the questions identified in the 

problem statement.  As discussed above, first and foremost NextGrid should evaluate at every 

stage the costs and benefits of proposed actions in comparison to the costs and benefits  of 

maintaining the status quo. 

 

Goals: What are the goals and expectations of different consumers for the utility and broader 

energy systems within Illinois? 

The first step should be to establish what different consumers expect and desire out of the 

energy system.  Consumer needs and wants should be placed first in this process since any new 

market design or regulatory path should clearly identify the need and want it is serving.  It is 

important to note that  different consumer groups expect and want different things out of the energy 

system, with, for example, some industrial customers focusing more on reliability, low-income 

customers searching for affordability and satisfaction, and some residential customers desiring 

reduced air and water pollution and more environmentally friendly outcomes.  Each group may 



10 

 

value their needs and wants in different ways and at different levels, but EDF/CUB believe that 

common outcomes will likely include the goals and values of environmental sustainability, energy 

affordability, system reliability, consumer satisfaction, and equity.  

 

Value Identification: What values can be placed on energy system functions that serve those 

goals? 

Electricity-system-of-the-future processes in other states have often focused on designing 

grid modernization proceedings from the point of view of a specific technology or topic and 

looking for a justification for that technology.  Even the ICC proceedings under EIMA often 

explored grid modernization largely from a technology implementation point of view while 

EDF/CUB often argued for a more holistic approach that would capture the question of how 

customer benefits were being realized from those investments.  In Minnesota and elsewhere, the 

Value of Solar Tariff proceedings have focused on a single technology solution in order to find the 

values of distributed energy resources.  We believe NextGrid should begin with the customer’s 

needs and wants and only then explore the specific services that can be created to meet them.  

NextGrid can examine, for example, the value of being able to lower demand at a specific location 

and time, rather than an averaged value of solar to the electric system as a whole.  Or, NextGrid 

can explore the value of situational awareness and visibility into the physical grid, enabling more 

real-time management.  EDF/CUB believe that this type of approach of quantifying system values 

is more useful for the long-term development of a dynamic grid than simply looking at whether a 

single proposed project is cost-beneficial on a stand-alone basis. 
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Solutions: How can new technologies, services and third parties leverage those values to serve 

anticipated customer and system needs? 

Once the process has started to unpack system values that serve customer needs and wants, 

EDF/CUB believe the next step in the process should be to identify new approaches to meet those 

needs.  The utility’s traditional responsibility of simply providing kilowatt-hours and customer 

bills is evolving.  Thousands of different solutions are or will soon be available that will impact 

and bring their own value to the system.  NextGrid should anticipate those advances to the best of 

participants’ abilities.  Leveraged correctly, those new solutions can replace, at a lower cost to 

customers, roles previously provided only by the utility, and provide new values that serve yet 

unmet needs.  

 

Operations and Markets: How can market designs and operations enable the real-time 

transactions that support the identified goals? 

Many state processes have made what we believe is the mistake of starting with this step 

in the process, jumping to a conclusion that includes a future vision where the utility becomes a 

new distribution system operator, managing the performance of third-party assets.  The design of 

new markets and operations should come only after there is an examination of what customer 

needs and wants are to be served, the values for those services, and the new energy solutions that 

can provide those capabilities. In this stage, NextGrid should focus on how to use markets to 

achieve the desired policy outcomes, not the other way around.  

EDF/CUB believe the process suggestions outlined here will help put NextGrid on a sound 

factual foundation, enable diverse input, empower multiple stakeholder engagement, and create an 
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achievable output.  Designing the NextGrid process to put consumer goals and needs at the center 

will lead to a more achievable outcome that meets the needs of the people of Illinois, rather than 

any particular company.  Empowering customers should allow for a new perspective on the 

standard-of-service approach to enable customers to achieve more of what they need and desire 

while ensuring that customer benefits are captured equally and fairly across the Illinois energy 

system. 

Phase two should be organized as a combination of large stakeholder meetings and smaller 

working group meetings around key topics that consider aspects of the problem statement, each 

working group addressing the four questions raised above.  Large stakeholder meetings can happen 

every other month or quarterly, depending on the pace of the workgroups.  No doubt the 

organization of the workgroups will be difficult.  Numerous key topics will be identified by the 

problem statement, and setting meeting schedules that can accommodate and not burden 

stakeholder participation will be challenging.  EDF/CUB suggest those workgroups, as much as 

possible, coordinate so that overlap in meetings is avoided and that stakeholders with limited staff 

or resources have the possibility for continued engagement in those workgroups in which they are 

most interested. 

 

IV. Expected Topics & Initial Key Questions 

We understand that specific topics, approaches, energy solutions, and business models will 

be outlined by stakeholders.  As these topics are introduced, EDF/CUB believe it will be essential 

for the facilitator(s) to engage subject matter experts to hold workshops that dive deeply into these 

topics.  Further, it will be helpful to put to the test some key questions that relate to possible policy 
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efforts that enable our future energy system. These questions should be investigated by 

stakeholders to validate or disprove assumptions, and to test out ideas aimed at maximizing 

consumer and environmental value.  

EDF/CUB offer an initial, non-exhaustive list of topics that deserve education and 

investigation within workshops led by subject-matter experts, along with key questions that should 

be raised and investigated. 

Distributed Resource Planning and Operations. With the coming of significant amounts 

of distributed energy resources, such as rooftop and community solar, as well as advanced energy 

efficiency and demand response, we believe there is an opportunity to leverage those assets to 

reduce overall energy system costs and serve new customer needs and wants.  NextGrid should 

explore several advanced topics related to the development of an integrated planning and 

operational approach that captures the values of new distributed energy resources to drive 

efficiency and affordability: 

1. Integrated Planning and Value of DER: FEJA requires the Commission to address the 

value of the location, time, and performance of distributed energy resources.  NextGrid 

can lay the groundwork for that proceeding by identifying key questions and studies that 

inform that proceeding. 

2. System Capacity Optimization: How can DER be used to offset traditional utility 

investments? 

3. Hosting Flexibility: How can a dynamic grid affordably achieve high penetration levels 

of distributed energy resources? 
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4. Smart Inverters:  What additional services can smart inverters provide to the distribution 

system and wholesale markets, and how should those services be compensated? 

5. Values of Energy Storage: How can energy storage be used to serve different energy 

system values? 

6. Microgrids: What is the value of reliability to which customers, and for the purposes of a 

microgrid: who owns what, who operates what, and who benefits from what? 

Distribution System Optimization.  If NextGrid is able to identify the various values created 

within Illinois’ energy system, including things desired by new market participants, future grid 

market designs should allow for new technologies and services to be compensated in the moment 

that they are providing services useful to the grid.  A few of the topics and key questions that 

EDF/CUB believe NextGrid should explore are included below:  

1. Transactive Markets: Can and should transactive markets be designed that can quickly 

and accurately exchange values and services identified in this process? 

2. Time-Of-Use Rates: What rate structures can unlock energy system values through 

customer behavior change and time valuation? 

3. Data: How can energy system data be used to improve transparency and accuracy of 

energy system values and market functions? 

Integration of Electrification of Transportation. With transportation electrification 

potentially reaching a tipping point in the next decade, EDF/CUB believe a proactive policy and 

market approach to integrating new electric infrastructure can turn a possible significant energy 
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system cost into a new energy system benefit.  The key process here will be to determine how best 

to implement and coordinate smart charging that maximizes grid value, reduces system peaks, and 

improves load shape.  Further, a key question will be how to enable electric vehicle use in areas 

and among disadvantaged populations where private electric vehicle infrastructure is slow to 

emerge, and inhibiting broader benefits. 

 

V. Facilitator 

As discussed above, we believe an ideal NextGrid process has two distinct functions: 

stakeholder education and problem statement development, and process management and working 

group facilitation.  While both functions could be served by the same group or individual, we posit 

it might be better for NextGrid to be served by multiple facilitation entities.  The education and 

problem statement function, for example, is a natural one for leading universities such as 

Northwestern University or the University of Chicago.  Universities are well-suited to document 

the latest trends, call on national experts, and identify possible policy options through the latest in-

depth research.  For the process management and working group facilitation process, it would be 

ideal to have a facilitator with experience in managing large groups of active and diverse opinions 

through energy system regulatory processes and investigations.  For this function, EDF/CUB 

respectfully suggest Ms. Mary Gade of Gade Environmental Group; Mr.Jonathan Raab of Raab 

Associates; or the Great Plains Institute.     

 

V. Conclusion 

 

 Nextgrid should pave the way for a least-cost, environmentally sustainable energy future.  

A trailblazer in clean energy, Illinois is once again positioned to lead the way.  NextGrid should 
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examine emerging trends, consider possible solutions, and build a foundation for appropriate 

regulatory standards and safeguards.  EDF/CUB support the processes, substance, and facilitators 

described above as means to develop solutions that ultimately enable a grid that is more dynamic, 

cleaner, affordable, reliable, equitable, and more responsive to customer needs. 
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