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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
FirstFuel Software (FirstFuel) applauds the Illinois Commerce Commission 
(“ICC” or “Commission”) for establishing the NextGrid initiative via its 
March 22, 2017 Resolution ("Resolution") in order to "optimize the value of, 
and the state’s significant investment in, the smart grid."1  
 
FirstFuel appreciates the opportunity to participate in and support the 
NextGrid process and, through these comments, expresses the company’s 
interest and intent to contribute.  
 
FirstFuel Software uses advanced analytics to benchmark and assess 
building energy performance remotely, creating rich energy profiles that 
can be used to identify efficiency opportunities, increase customer 
participation in utility demand side management programs, and deliver, 
monitor, and verify energy savings.2 The company works with more than 
30 U.S. utilities and has participated in multiple ICC Policy Sessions, is an 
active participant in the Illinois Energy Efficiency Stakeholder Advisory 
                                            
1 ICC, “Resolution Regarding Illinois’ Consideration of the Utility of the Future: ‘NextGrid’ Grid 
Modernization Study,” March 22, 2017. 
2 Additional background regarding FirstFuel is available at www.firstfuel.com. 



Group, and has contributed to "utility of the future" proceedings in other 
jurisdictions, including New York and California, as well as at meetings of 
the National Association of Regulatory Utility Commissioners. FirstFuel 
appreciates the opportunity to bring this experience to the NextGrid 
proceeding. 
 
II. NEXTGRID: SUBSTANCE AND PROCESS 
 
One of the stated outcomes of the NextGrid initiative is to generate 
stakeholder recommendations on “a 21st Century regulatory model that 
supports innovation.”3 FirstFuel’s comments focus primarily on this topic, 
as well as offering recommendations for the NextGrid process. 
 
The utility business model is changing rapidly. Throughout the 20th 
century, distribution utilities required increasing investment in utility 
systems to respond to rising energy demand, and regulators allowed a 
regulated return on equity on these capital investments under a “cost of 
service” regulatory model. However, as distributed energy resources have 
become more competitive and customer demand for energy is, in many 
regions, flat or declining, public utilities commissions are increasingly 
considering shifting from a regulatory model that rewards capital 
investments to one that would reward achievement of specific outcomes or 
performance metrics, or “performance-based regulation” (PBR).  
 
Utilities themselves recognize this shift. A recent survey of utility 
executives conducted by Utility Dive found, “Fewer than one-in-six utility 
respondents across every [U.S.] region indicated they believe pure cost-of-
service regulation is the most appropriate regulatory model in the 21st 
century, indicating a preference for performance-based ratemaking and 
mixed models [that combine cost of service and PBR].”4 
 
As the Resolution describes, Illinois has done a great deal to respond to 
these trends and introduce measures of utility performance over the past 
decade. The 2011 Energy Infrastructure Modernization Act introduced 
performance metrics for system and customer-level reliability, reductions 
in estimated bills, and limiting unaccounted for energy, among other 
measures. In addition, the ICC has routinely reported on customer 
complaints and customer experience. Most recently, the Future Energy 
Jobs Bill created symmetrical performance incentives for the achievement 
of certain levels of performance on utility-led energy efficiency programs. 

                                            
3 ICC, Ibid. 
4 Utility Dive, “State of the Electric Utility 2017.” http://www.utilitydive.com/library/2017-state-
of-the-electric-utility-survey-report/ 



These policy initiatives encourage the achievement of specific outcomes to 
maximize the state’s investment in the smart grid.  
 
In the next phase, FirstFuel provides the following suggestions to the ICC 
for the structure, composition, and goals of the NextGrid process: 
 

• Goals and metrics. NextGrid should include a workstream that 
focuses on defining strategic goals and ways to measure utility 
performance on these goals. For example, how will the Commission 
measure the success of grid modernization in the short, medium, 
long terms? How will customer benefits be measured? Should some 
of these metrics be linked to utility performance incentives, and if so, 
which of them are the most important to stakeholders and the 
Illinois energy community? 

• Inclusive format. To facilitate stakeholder input, NextGrid should 
take the form of an open, collaborative, and non-adjudicatory 
process that allows maximum participation and input by 
stakeholders who can response to an evolving set of issues as the 
proceeding progresses.  

• Deliverables. The Resolution specifies that the work of NextGrid 
should result in a report. The Commission should also consider 
defining a series of more discrete work products that could 
complement a large-scale study, which may on its own be harder to 
digest by many stakeholders with diverse interests and levels of 
expertise. 

• Customer input. Solicit the “voice of the customer” in the research 
phase of NextGrid, including all energy-using segments, from 
residential consumers to small and medium business owners and 
large commercial and industrial customers. The Commission and 
the NextGrid facilitator may wish to survey utility customers, 
conduct focus groups, or gather informal consumer comments 
online or via social media for this purpose. 

• Smart grid data. Include a workstream to look at the role of data in 
the modernization process. For example, advanced metering 
infrastructure (AMI) data may be used to understand consumers 
“revealed preferences” in energy consumption. ComEd’s recently 
announced aggregated AMI data offering offers one such source of 
insights, as do other forms of energy and grid data. Each of these 
sources, to the extent appropriate, should inform the Commission’s 
NextGrid investigation. 

• Technical conferences. The Commission routinely hosts policy 
sessions on pertinent issues to the utility sector. Similarly, through 
NextGrid the ICC may wish to hold technical conferences to invite 
participation and information sharing. Providing conference call, 



webcast, or online meeting facilities for NextGrid workshop sessions 
and technical conferences will also lower the barriers to 
participation. 

 
FirstFuel expects that following this broad framework will result not only 
in valuable recommendations on the utility regulatory model, but also 
valuable stakeholder insights on the NextGrid initiative’s other goals, 
“empowering customers and communities, driving economic 
development, [and] optimizing the electric utility industry”. 
 
III. FACILITATOR 
 
While FirstFuel makes no specific recommendation on NextGrid facilitator, 
the company notes that other states initiating similar “utility of the future” 
proceedings have selected facilitation staff primarily from three distinct 
sectors—academia, non-governmental organizations, and private sector 
consultancies. To the extent possible, the Commission’s selection of 
facilitator should balance the entity’s experience, neutrality, expectation of 
compensation, and locality to and knowledge of the Illinois energy sector. 

 
IV. CONCLUSION 
 
FirstFuel appreciates the opportunity to contribute these comments to the 
NextGrid proceeding. We look forward to collaborating with the Illinois 
energy stakeholder community in this important initiative. 
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