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Re: NextGrid—Interstate Renewable Energy Council (IREC) Comments 
 

The Interstate Renewable Energy Council, Inc. (IREC) appreciates the opportunity to 
submit these comments regarding the Illinois Commerce Commission’s NextGrid proceeding.  

IREC is a 501(c)(3) non-partisan, non-profit organization working nationally to increase 
consumer access to sustainable energy and energy efficiency through independent fact-based 
policy leadership, quality workforce development, and consumer empowerment. In service of 
our mission, IREC works to increase the adoption of regulatory reforms that expand access to 
and streamline grid integration of distributed energy resources (DER) to optimize their 
widespread benefits. The scope of our work includes: developing and advancing regulatory 
policy innovations; generating and promoting national model rules, standards, and best practices; 
fostering collaborative partnerships with diverse stakeholders to build to consensus and achieve 
workable solutions; updating interconnection processes to facilitate deployment of DERs and 
remove constraints to their integration on the grid; and incorporating DER growth into utility 
distribution system planning and operations.1 

IREC has been deeply engaged in grid modernization efforts in other states, including 
California and New York, and brings that experience to this proceeding. In Illinois, IREC 
recently participated in the Commission’s interconnection reform proceeding, Docket No. 14-
0135. Our experience helping to improve Illinois’ interconnection procedures informs and 
supports our recommendations here with respect to NextGrid.   

IREC commends the Commission for undertaking this initiative to plan for the future of 
the state’s electric distribution system, especially in light of the forthcoming implementation of 

                                              
1 Additional information about IREC is available at www.irecusa.org.  
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the programs contained in last year’s Future Energy Jobs Bill. Illinois joins other leading states 
like California, New York, Maryland, Massachusetts, and Minnesota in pursuing regulatory 
reforms that can leverage new technologies and lead to consumer and societal benefits. In these 
comments, IREC offers recommendations regarding both the process for NextGrid and 
substantive topics for consideration. Within our process recommendations, IREC provides 
suggestions regarding a facilitator.   

PROCESS RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on IREC’s experience in grid modernization proceedings in other states, we offer 
the following suggestions related to the process for this proceeding. 

Clearly Identify Goals. At the outset, it is especially valuable for the Commission to 
articulate its policy goals clearly. These goals should incorporate or otherwise be coordinated 
with existing state- and Commission-identified goals, such as those related to improved 
consumer engagement and empowerment, affordability, grid resiliency and reliability, 
environmental protection, and climate change mitigation. These high-level policy goals will in 
turn inform the Commission’s goals for and prioritization of the specific components of grid 
modernization, some of which IREC highlights below within our topic recommendations.  

Facilitate Effective Stakeholder Engagement. IREC applauds the Commission’s early 
solicitation of stakeholder input into the NextGrid proceeding and its intent to engage in a 
collaborative, consensus-drive process. Allowing opportunities for meaningful stakeholder 
engagement is essential. DER providers, consumer advocates, environmental groups, and other 
stakeholders can provide valuable non-utility perspectives that can help to produce robust policy 
outcomes, and balanced recommendations for operational, technological, and other grid 
modernization-related changes. The value of effective stakeholder engagement has been 
demonstrated in other states, for example through the development of hosting capacity analyses 
and locational net benefit analyses in California, which has relied heavily on diverse stakeholder 
working groups. New York, Massachusetts, Maryland, and Minnesota have all also employed 
stakeholder workshops and/or working group processes to varying extents. As discussed below, 
an independent facilitator can help to ensure that stakeholder input is meaningfully incorporated 
into the proceeding. IREC believes that a mix of written comments and in-person meetings can 
be effective in engaging stakeholders. When deeper dives into technical issues may be necessary, 
presentations from knowledgeable entities can be valuable to bring all stakeholders up to speed. 
IREC hopes to bring our expertise and experience in other states to bear in Illinois, and looks 
forward to contributing to the NextGrid process. As a national non-profit with limited resources, 
based outside of Illinois, IREC would benefit from receiving advance notice of any in-person 
meeting opportunities and agendas, to help us participate where we can be most useful.   

Identify Appropriate Timelines. Grid modernization is an ongoing process, with 
various stages. IREC believes it is valuable to take a gradual approach, to avoid the negative 
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impacts of sudden changes and allow for refinements as the process moves forward. IREC also 
emphasizes the importance of setting clear timelines associated with the various steps within the 
process. Although these timelines may have to be adjusted as the grid modernization effort 
proceeds, it is still valuable for the Commission to articulate its expectations to utilities and 
stakeholders regarding how and when the process will move forward. In addition, although IREC 
supports devoting time early in the process to stakeholder education and an open discussion of 
potential issues, IREC encourages the Commission to prioritize areas of focus as soon as 
possible. In this way, the Commission and stakeholders can conserve resources necessary to 
concentrate on implementation proceedings and other concrete next steps, and undertake those in 
a timely manner. 

Require Measurable Outcomes and Articulate Clear Next Steps. As an outcome of 
the NextGrid process, it seems likely that utilities will be required to develop plans, make certain 
investments, and/or respond to other policy directives from the Commission. In issuing any 
orders or other directives, IREC encourages the Commission to be as explicit as possible 
regarding next steps and outcomes it would like to see. For example, if the Commission were to 
require utilities to develop hosting capacity analyses, it should also indicate how these analyses 
(including their defined use cases and selected methodologies) and their implementation should 
be incorporated into the utilities’ distribution planning and interconnection processes over time, 
and how performance and metrics of progress or success relative to defined goals would be 
measured. To the extent ratepayers will be paying for technological and process improvements, 
identifying concrete, measurable targets will help to ensure that utility investments in these 
improvements are achieving the Commission’s intended goals.  

Coordinate with Related Proceedings. One challenge IREC has observed in states 
undertaking grid modernization initiatives is the need to coordinate multiple, related 
proceedings, such as those related to distribution planning, resource planning, interconnection, 
rate cases, and more. The Commission, utilities, and other stakeholders will likely have to work 
together to identify these connections and ensure that related efforts are moving towards the 
same ultimate goals as identified by the Commission. In particular, utilities may ultimately 
propose grid modernization-related investments in future rate cases. It will be important for the 
Commission to provide guidance about how to evaluate these investments in the context of its 
grid modernization goals.    

Engage an Independent Facilitator. IREC is pleased that the Commission intends to 
obtain an expert, independent, third-party facilitator to engage the various stakeholders in the 
NextGrid process. IREC supports the use of a third-party facilitator and encourages the 
Commission to ensure that its facilitator is truly independent. Specifically, IREC suggests that 
the facilitator be subject to Commission approval and direction, even if funded by the utilities. In 
this way, the Commission can have oversight over the process and substance of the stakeholder 
discussions, as well as the ultimate products and other outcomes expected. In addition, the 
Commission should confirm that its facilitator has a plan for meaningful incorporation of 
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stakeholder input, including appropriate note-taking and/or reporting that reflect both consensus 
and non-consensus points. Any notes, reports, and other working group products should be 
available to the Commission and to the public. Understanding where stakeholders agree and 
disagree, as well as why and how, will help to inform the Commission’s next steps in this 
process. 

TOPIC RECOMMENDATIONS 

IREC focuses our comments on key grid modernization topics that fall within our 
regulatory program’s core areas of expertise. Our topic list is not intended to detract from the 
importance of other critical grid modernization issues, including rate and valuation-related 
issues, which we expect other parties will raise. For example, we do not include the development 
of a locational value analysis for DERs as a topic below, however we emphasize that such 
analysis is essential to realizing the goal of integrated distribution planning, in that it undergirds 
the utilities’ ability to direct DERs to high-value locations through pricing mechanisms or non-
wires alternative solicitations.  

Distribution System Planning. IREC believes that a core component of grid 
modernization should involve an evolution in utilities’ distribution planning process towards the 
more optimized use and integration of DERs. California and New York have recognized this 
essential element in their focus on the utilities’ Distribution Resources Plans (DRP) and 
Distribution System Implementation Plans (DSIP), respectively. Similarly, although its DER 
markets are in an earlier stage, Minnesota is focused on distribution planning as a first step 
within its grid modernization proceeding. All three states are moving toward the idea of 
“integrated distribution planning,” which, at its core, would allow utilities to use hosting capacity 
analyses, DER forecasting, and locational valuation analyses to better plan for and integrate 
DERs.2 Such planning could include upgrading the system to expand hosting capacity, as well as 
leveraging the capabilities of certain DERs, for example energy storage, to increase hosting 
capacity or otherwise provide for more optimized grid conditions. IREC believes two core issues 
to focus on will be hosting capacity analysis and DER forecasting, both of which are essential to 
implement integrated distribution planning.  

Hosting Capacity Analysis. Hosting capacity analysis, sometimes called integration 
capacity analysis, is a tool that can and should play a key role in improving the interconnection 
and distribution planning processes, and moving towards more strategic, cost-effective, and 

                                              
2 IREC pioneered the concept of integrated distribution planning, and continues to work 

within regulatory proceedings and other forums to refine it. See IREC (T. Lindl & K. Fox) & 
Sandia Nat’l Lab. (A. Ellis and R. Broderick), Integrated Distribution Planning Concept Paper: 
A Proactive Approach for Accommodating High Penetrations of Distributed Generation 
Resources (May 2013), available at www.irecusa.org/publications/integrated-distribution-
planning-concept-paper.  
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efficient integration of DERs. Hosting capacity analysis can also play a role in future rate and 
program design: in combination with an effective locational value analysis, hosting capacity can 
help utilities design tariffs and programs that direct DERs to optimal grid locations (low-cost 
and/or high-benefit locations) and incentivize them to operate in an optimal manner (i.e., in a 
way that brings the greatest benefit to the grid) by compensating them for those benefits 
appropriately. IREC encourages the Commission to establish its goals with respect to hosting 
capacity through public proceedings and to ensure that the utilities’ work in this arena will allow 
them to fully achieve those goals. We note that a California utility and non-utility stakeholder 
group, working under the auspices of the California Commission, recently evaluated two 
different hosting capacity methodologies—the “streamlined” approach, based on a methodology 
developed by the Electric Power Research Institute (EPRI), and a more accurate “iterative” 
methodology. The group’s goal was to ensure that the ultimate methodology chosen would allow 
the utilities to employ hosting capacity analyses in the various ways envisioned by the California 
Commission, including with respect to interconnection, distribution planning, and rate and 
program design. The group found that the streamlined approach would not enable achievement 
of California’s interconnection goals or, potentially, its planning goals. It found that the iterative 
methodology could do so, but that it also faced challenges due to its computational intensity. 
IREC had a significant role in this working group process, and is also engaged in hosting 
capacity efforts in New York and Minnesota. We would welcome the opportunity to share our 
expertise on this issue in Illinois. In addition, we will be issuing a paper this summer that 
captures many of our lessons learned with respect to hosting capacity, which we would be happy 
to share once it is released.  

DER Forecasting. In addition to hosting capacity, better DER forecasting is essential to 
improving a utility’s distribution planning process. Understanding the future growth, location, 
and operation of DERs informs the process of planning for and integrating those DERs into the 
utility’s planning and operations. Such integration includes not only planning for any negative 
impacts these DERs may have, but also leveraging any benefits DERs may be able to provide. 
Historically most utilities have forecasted load at a system level; if they factor in DERs, they 
typically do so such that DERs serve as modifiers to those load forecasts (e.g., forecasted load 
decreases due to a forecasted increase in distributed generation). Improved DER forecasting will 
involve better understanding and refining how DERs are forecasted at a system level, and 
developing methodologies to disaggregate those top-down, system-level forecasts with more 
locational and temporal specificity. It will also require improving the collection and analysis of 
bottom-up, granular DER data, including data from DER providers, and integrating these top-
down and bottom-up forecasts with each other. As with hosting capacity, it will be critical to 
understand the use cases and goals for DER forecasts to inform the development and 
implementation of methodologies to achieve those use cases. IREC is engaged in working group 
efforts regarding DER forecasting in California and New York, and, although these efforts are in 
their relatively early stages right now, we could share lessons learned from these groups with 
Illinois stakeholders. In addition, IREC notes that Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory 
(LBNL) recently released a report on incorporating solar into utility distribution planning, which 
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provides a useful discussion of the current status of distributed solar forecasting and scenario 
planning, and their incorporation into utility planning.3 

System Data Transparency. As utilities collect increasing amounts of system data, and 
as they develop analyses of that data, such as hosting capacity analyses, it will be critical to 
consider which data are appropriate to share with other stakeholders and how best to present that 
data, such as via maps and/or sortable spreadsheets. While these data and analyses are important 
to utilities’ internal planning processes, they can also be valuable to DER providers, helping 
them to understand system needs, and to design and deploy their projects accordingly. 
Understanding the intended use cases can help the Commission, utilities, and other stakeholders 
work together to develop appropriate data-sharing solutions, incorporating any necessary 
protections to ensure consumer privacy and system safety. IREC notes that the system data 
transparency is distinct from, but related to, developing processes to appropriately share 
consumer data, which will also be an important topic for discussion.  

Interconnection. IREC considers interconnection to be a foundational DER policy, 
especially for distributed generation and energy storage. Effective interconnection procedures are 
essential to allow projects to connect to the grid without compromising safety and reliability, and 
to participate in the various tariffs and other programs that Illinois has in place today or will have 
in the future. IREC commends the Commission on its recent efforts related to interconnection 
and notes that Illinois now has interconnection procedures that reflect current national best 
practices. As the Commission moves forward with its NextGrid effort, effective interconnection 
procedures will continue to be critical to enable DER to connect to the grid in an efficient 
manner, as various programs and processes are put in place to encourage DER installation and 
integration. As DER penetrations increase, IREC anticipates that additional issues will arise with 
respect to interconnection, including: modifying the procedures to facilitate the interconnection 
of energy storage, as highlighted below; improving interconnection cost certainty, in particular 
with respect to system upgrade costs; and modifications to the cost allocation paradigm for 
upgrades to deal with problems of “stacked” projects in a queue, “restricted” or “closed” circuits 
due to constrained hosting capacity. IREC notes that these issues overlap with discussions related 
to integrated distribution planning and are arising in other leading states around the country. 
There are solutions under development in each case, which we would welcome the opportunity 
to discuss further. In addition, IREC emphasizes that interconnection is another use case for a 
hosting capacity analysis. Such an analysis can be translated into maps or otherwise provided to 
applicants in advance of the interconnection process in order to direct them to optimal grid 
locations. If it is granular enough and updated frequently enough, a hosting capacity analysis can 
also serve to streamline the interconnection process, at least for projects that fall within a 

                                              
3 Andrew Mills et al., LBNL, Planning for a Distributed Disruption: Innovative 

Practices for Incorporating Distributed Solar into Utility Planning (Aug. 2016), available at 
https://emp.lbl.gov/publications/planning-distributed-disruption.  
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circuit’s identified hosting capacity. Again, IREC would be happy to discuss these issues further 
within the NextGrid proceeding. 

Energy Storage. As the Massachusetts Department of Energy Resources stated in its 
recent, comprehensive report, State of Charge: Massachusetts Energy Storage Initiative, “energy 
storage is recognized as a game changer in the electric sector.” State of Charge describes in 
detail the various ways in which energy storage can benefit the electrical system and ratepayers, 
and concludes by making policy recommendations intended to yield 600 MW of new energy 
storage technologies on the Massachusetts grid by 2025, providing over $800 million in cost 
savings to ratepayers. Illinois may be able to realize similar benefits with its own policy 
initiatives, especially if it proactively incorporates and plans for energy storage integration 
within its NextGrid efforts. Some of the many benefits of integrating energy storage into the grid 
include improving grid reliability, peak shaving, and deferring the need for costly traditional 
upgrades. This month, IREC released a comprehensive policy guide for regulators, Charging 
Ahead: An Energy Storage Guide for State Policymakers, which reviews the current status of 
energy storage technologies, provides an overview of energy storage valuation approaches, and 
makes recommendations for state policy and regulatory actions to promote energy storage.4 In 
sum, IREC recommends that policymakers and regulators: clarify how energy storage systems 
are classified to enable shared ownership and operation functions in restructured markets; require 
proactive consideration of energy storage in utility planning efforts; ensure fair, streamlined, and 
cost effective grid access for energy storage systems; and create mechanisms to capture the full 
value stream of storage services. IREC would welcome the opportunity to discuss these 
recommendations and opportunities for energy storage deployment further within the NextGrid 
proceeding. 

Consumer Empowerment, Including Low-Income Consumers. As an organization 
with a consumer focus, IREC strongly believes that all energy consumers, including low- to 
moderate-income (LMI) consumers, should have access to and benefit from DERs. It is equally 
important that all consumers experience the benefits of grid modernization and that low-income 
consumers do not bear an unfair or inappropriate cost burden. Many LMI consumers face 
substantial barriers to accessing DERs, including lack of home-ownership, which prevents them 
from installing rooftop solar and/or onsite energy storage systems, and financial obstacles. At the 
same time, improved DER integration has the potential to lower costs and generate benefits for 
all energy consumers, regardless of their income level. Throughout the NextGrid effort, it will be 
critical to keep the energy consumer at the center of the discussion, especially when it comes to 
ensuring all consumers are empowered to make choices regarding their electricity consumption 
and supply, including through adoption of DERs. In part, this will mean effective coordination 
between NextGrid and the implementation of the low-income and other consumer access 
components of last year’s Future Energy Jobs Bill. In addition, as mentioned above, customer 
                                              

4 Charging Ahead and additional IREC resources related to energy storage are available 
at www.irecusa.org/regulatory-reform/energy-storage.   
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data is another important issue for consideration within the NextGrid context, including with 
respect to appropriately sharing that data, as well as protecting consumer privacy and 
cybersecurity.  

Utility Business Model and Cost Recovery. Although some states undertaking grid 
modernization efforts ultimately envision utilities serving as a “platform” for a “transactive” 
energy system, significant barriers remain to the utility functioning in this way given the 
traditional utility business model and cost-recovery paradigm. Because utilities have historically 
earned a return on capital investments, they are incentivized to own all assets and not 
incentivized to facilitate third-party ownership of assets on their system, including DERs. New 
York has expressly recognized this concern within its Reforming the Energy Vision (REV) 
proceeding and has begun to move forward, gradually, towards performance-based ratemaking, 
and away from the traditional cost-recovery model. Similarly, although to a lesser degree, 
California is considering a pilot DER solicitation program that would begin to address similar 
concerns. IREC recognizes that reevaluating the utility business model is a major undertaking 
that would necessarily be gradual and incremental. However, we urge the Commission to remain 
cognizant of the importance of this reform as it considers its goals and future steps regarding grid 
modernization. Whether or not Illinois considers modifications to utility cost recovery in the near 
term, IREC suggests that it is important to understand the incentives and disincentives inherent 
in the current model in order to develop effective interim policies. Without modifications to the 
underlying business model and cost recovery paradigm, policies may be limited in their ability to 
achieve the Commission’s overarching grid modernization objectives. 

 

IREC appreciates the opportunity to submit these comments. We look forward to 
participating in the NextGrid effort.  

 Sincerely, 
 
SHUTE, MIHALY & WEINBERGER LLP 
 
/s/ Erica S. McConnell 
 

  
Attorney for Interstate Renewable Energy 
Council, Inc. 

888671.5  


