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ELPC’S COMMENTS ON THE NEXTGRID PROCESS 
 

The Environmental Law and Policy Center (ELPC) appreciates the opportunity to 

comment on the NextGrid Utility of the Future (NextGrid) process. ELPC strongly supports the 

Commission’s effort to address utility of the future issues in a comprehensive manner that will 

allow for visionary planning rather than setting policy piecemeal through rate cases or other 

individual dockets.  With a tightly run process that allows for broad participation by interested 

parties, ELPC is confident that the Commission can produce a final report that will guide the 

Commission towards a system that balances the interests of the consumer and environmental 

communities with those of the utilities.  However, in order to do that the Commission will need 

to give more direction to the process and clarify how it will use the Report in the future. 

I. The Commission Should Give Participants More Guidance 
 
 At the end of the Commission Resolution the Commission states that: 
 

NextGrid will result in a final report that outlines relevant issues, opportunities and 
challenges, identifies areas of consensus and disagreement, educates policy makers, and 
provides a range of recommendations aimed at empowering customers and communities, 
driving economic development, optimizing the electric utility industry, and creating a 
21st Century regulatory model that supports innovation. 
 
While stressing breadth and fairness, this process will not drive parties towards 

agreement unless the Commission more clearly describes how this process will influence future 

Commission proceedings and orders. Utilities and intervenors have a long history of workshop 

processes, with the level of success varying depending on a number of factors. Two such factors 

are risk to all parties from not reaching compromise and leadership towards reaching 
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compromise. When parties have little incentive to compromise or few consequences from failing 

to reach an agreement on issues, such agreement seems unlikely.  Moreover, in a process such as 

this, the facilitator needs some form of leverage to encourage parties to find ways to reach 

agreement. Thus, ELPC believes that the Commission should clarify how it sees using the Report 

after its completion and clarify the role of the facilitator.  Without more direction, ELPC fears 

that NextGrid participants may end up putting significant time and energy into a report that 

outlines different positions of parties, more than it provides a roadmap for future Commission 

decisions. 

 The Commission should emphasize that the process is about creating the clean energy 

market of the future rather than merely preserving utility revenues or a particular utility role in 

the future. The caption on the Commission’s NextGrid Resolution calls this “Illinois’ 

Consideration of the Utility of the Future.” This title emphasizes the “utility” or “grid” aspect of 

the future.  What the State of Illinois really needs is a market that serves customers through 

greater efficiency, cleaner energy and lower prices. The NextGrid study should be careful not to 

put the proverbial cart before the horse.  The press release quotes from Chairman Sheahan, 

Attorney General Madigan and CUB Executive Director Dave Kolata all indicate the right intent, 

but too much focus on the “utility” can diminish the outcome. 

II. Specific Recommendations for the Process 
 
 ELPC submits that the 18 month process should be clarified to state that parties will meet 

for twelve months, the facilitator will issue a draft report in 60 days following completion of the 

12 month process, and then parties will have 30 days to comment on the draft report.  This will 

allow Staff time to present a second version of the report to the Commission for final review and 

release within 18 months.   
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 In terms of the meetings, ELPC submits that while all interested members of the public 

should be invited to attend all of the meetings, each utility and organization that participates 

should only have a limited number of speaking representatives at the table.  Such a restriction is 

designed to keep any party or interest from dominating the process.  ELPC recommends that the 

large group meet once per month, and that the facilitator will be responsible for distributing all 

meeting materials seven days in advance of each meeting.  Subcommittees should be set up as 

needed. 

 While it may seem premature to delineate some of the details of how the process will 

work, setting the guidelines now will allow parties to dive right into substantive issues.  ELPC 

anticipates that this will help make the first meetings more productive. 

III. The Challenge to Produce Results 
 
 Processes such as NextGrid are always time consuming and work intensive by their 

nature.  Hence, it is important that the Commission set out on a path to achieve meaningful 

results.  “[O]utlining relevant issues, opportunities and challenges,” and “identif[ying] areas of 

consensus and disagreement,” are certainly important but risk leaving us with a paper that lays 

out the issues without moving us forward.  Thus, ELPC hopes that the emphasis will be on 

reaching consensus and making recommendations.  Given the desire for meaningful outcome, the 

Commission should further clarify how it will use the Report and give parties greater incentive to 

reach consensus. 

 ELPC strongly recommends that the Commission give further thought to this challenge 

before starting the process.  At a minimum, the Commission should clarify that it will use the 

report to set policy, or that recommendations will be given great weight in future proceedings.  
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The Commission should find some way to signal to the parties that the recommendations in the 

Report will have real consequences. 

IV. Specific Issues that Should be Part of the NextGrid Discussion 
 
 The goal of the NextGrid Grid Modernization Study should be a future electricity system 

that maximizes the benefits of energy efficiency, renewable energy, and other advanced 

technologies while achieving the Commission’s mandate to ensure reliable, environmentally 

safe, and affordable public utility service. In particular, the Commission should focus on the 

development of a modernized, flexible, and dynamic grid that can integrate much higher 

penetration levels of distributed energy resources (DERs)1 and other emerging technologies in 

strategic and valuable locations. The Commission should also be mindful to coordinate the 

NextGrid process with the ongoing and critically important regulatory proceedings to implement 

the Future Energy Jobs Act.  

A. Grid Modernization 
 
In general, ELPC supports discussion of the key grid modernization topics described by 

other parties, including the Interstate Renewable Energy Council (IREC), and the Solar Energy 

Industries Association (SEIA). These topics include:  

• The need for updated utility system planning and transparency, particularly to identify 

opportunities for DERs to provide “non-wires alternatives” to traditional distribution grid 

investment; 

                                                           
1 FERC RM16-23, AD16-20 (Notice of Proposed Rulemaking on Electric Storage Participation in Markets Operated 
by Regional Transmission Organizations and Independent System Operators, 11/17/2016) defines distributed energy 
resources as “a source or sink of power that is located on the distribution system, any subsystem thereof, or behind a 
customer meter. These resources may include, but are not limited to, electric storage resources, distributed 
generation, thermal storage, and electric vehicles and their supply equipment.” The NOPR also defines electric 
storage resource as “a resource capable of receiving electric energy from the grid and storing it for later injection of 
electricity back to the grid regardless of where the resource is located on the electrical system. These resources 
include all types of electric storage technologies, regardless of their size, storage medium (e.g., batteries, flywheels, 
compressed air, pumped-hydro, etc.), or whether located on the interstate grid or on a distribution system.”  (link). 

https://www.ferc.gov/whats-new/comm-meet/2016/111716/E-1.pdf
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• The development and use of modern hosting capacity analyses to optimize and streamline 

the integration of DERs on the distribution grid; and    

• Continuing to improve and streamline the interconnection process to avoid unnecessary 

bottlenecks and delays in achieving the state’s renewable energy goals.   

B. Locational Value of Distributed Resources 
 
In particular, this process presents a key opportunity to begin investigating and building 

consensus around the value distributed resources bring to the distribution system. The Future 

Energy Jobs Act requires the Commission to establish a new framework for compensating 

distributed resources based on “the value of the distributed generation to the distribution system 

at the location at which it is interconnected, taking into account the geographic, time-based, and 

performance-based benefits, as well as technological capabilities and present and future grid 

needs.”2 This is a major transition and will likely require significant investigation and 

deliberation.  Furthermore ELPC modeling suggests that the transition could come relatively 

quickly, given RPS-driven renewables deployment and the requirement for the transition once 

net metering penetration hits certain levels. Hence, this is the right time and the right process to 

begin the investigation into a new framework for distributed resource compensation. 

C. Energy Storage  
 

In addition to investigating the value of distributed resources, the NextGrid process 

should provide clear focus and direction on opportunities for energy storage. Recent advances in 

batteries and other advanced energy storage, combined with rapid decreases in storage costs, 

have distinguished energy storage as one of the most important emerging trends in the US 

electric industry.  According to GTM Research and the Energy Storage Association,3 the fourth 

                                                           
2 220 ILCS 5/16-107.6(e). 
3 U.S. Energy Storage Monitor: 2016 Year in Review and Q12017, 3/2017 (link) 

https://www.greentechmedia.com/research/storage
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quarter of 2016 saw a 230% increase in national storage deployment (megawatt-hours) compared 

to the fourth quarter of 2015, and total US storage deployment in 2016 was twice that of the 

previous year.  NextGrid offers an ideal venue for the state and the Commission to proactively 

ensure that Illinois does not miss out on the opportunities that energy storage represents.  

With at least 17 operational, grid-connected energy storage projects in Illinois,4 energy 

storage is already shaping the state’s electricity grid, with storage providing a range of services 

that includes frequency regulation, electric supply capacity, onsite power, spinning reserve 

capacity, and electric bill management.  PJM (excluding New Jersey) is the nation’s third-largest 

market for utility-scale energy storage,5 yet Illinois lacks a strategic plan or framework to 

consistently incorporate storage resources into grid operations and infrastructure. 

Specifically, ELPC submits that the Report should include direct recommendations on the 

following topics: 

• Assessment and quantification of the potential system wide benefits and costs of energy 

storage, including bulk electric system applications (including energy supply, capacity, 

and ancillary services), infrastructure applications (including distribution network 

capacity, voltage / VAR support, hosting capacity, and infrastructure upgrade deferral), 

and behind-the-meter applications (including peak demand reduction and backup power); 

• Formal integration of energy storage into electric system planning processes, including 

clear guidance on how storage should be evaluated; acceptable modeling platforms (with 

a requirement that modeling tools be capable of incorporating energy storage); and the 

use of timely, accurate energy storage cost and performance data for relevant 

technologies; 

                                                           
4 US Department of Energy - Energy Storage Exchange, cited 4/25/2017 (link) 
5 U.S. Energy Storage Monitor - 2016 Year in Review and Q12017, 3/2017 (link) 

http://www.energystorageexchange.org/
https://www.greentechmedia.com/research/storage


 
 

7 
 

• Provision of transparent, streamlined, non-discriminatory grid access for energy storage, 

including physical access through an efficient interconnection process, as well as access 

to appropriate compensation for energy storage services; and 

• Classification of energy storage assets and permissible ownership structures that allow 

the State of Illinois to realize the full range of energy storage services.  

The distributed generation requirement in the Future Energy Jobs Act will only accelerate 

storage deployment, as advanced energy storage solutions will be important to efficiently and 

reliably integrating new distributed resources into the Illinois electricity system. This process 

presents an important opportunity for the Commission and stakeholders to analyze potential 

energy storage applications, grid performance opportunities, ratepayer impact, and other 

potential benefits resulting from energy storage deployment. 

V. Conclusion 
 
ELPC believes that additional direction from the Commission, including more specificity 

regarding anticipated outcomes, will ensure that NextGrid provides a useful roadmap to a 

cleaner, more efficient, and more resilient electricity system in Illinois.  ELPC looks forward to 

working with all parties on finding solutions to the challenges to further advancing clean energy 

and consumer benefits in Illinois. 
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Dated: April 28, 2017     Respectfully submitted, 
 

        

Robert Kelter, Senior Attorney  
Bradley Klein, Senior Attorney  
Jamie Ponce, Director of Innovation Projects  
MeLena Hessel, Policy Advocate  
Environmental Law & Policy Center 
35 East Wacker Drive, Suite 1600  
Chicago, IL 60601 
(312) 673-6500 
 
 


