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Power and utilities industry
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Sustainability

Power and utility companies likely to raise
the bar on climate change goals in 2020
In December 2018, Xcel Energy became the first US utility to commit to
going 100 percent carbon-free by 2050, and 80 percent by 2030.5 Similar
power company announcements became a regular occurrence throughout
2019, with nearly 50 companies committing to significant carbon reduction
goals by November.6 And it’s likely to continue in 2020. Why? Largely due to
technological improvements, customer demand for cleaner energy sources,
and a commitment to keep customer bills low. Some are also driven by
climate science.
But that’s not all. Capital markets are organizing around climate change issues,
and we’ll be watching to see if a growing number of companies across the
electric power and other industries assess evolving risks and take further
action in 2020. Consider:
•• Investors are increasingly asking companies to analyze the impact on their
business of policies consistent with limiting the global average temperature
rise to no more than 2 degrees Celsius.7
•• Investors increasingly view companies’ response to climate change as
important in deciding which shares to buy.8 “Climate change/carbon” was
reportedly “the top ESG [environmental, social, and governance] criterion for
money managers representing $3 trillion in assets and the third-biggest issue
for institutional investors with a collective $2.24 trillion in assets.” 9
•• Credit rating agencies are signaling that they may increasingly incorporate
climate risk into credit assessments.10
•• Climate-related shareholder resolutions are more frequently leading to deals
with company management, as they increasingly agree to steps like cutting
emissions or buying clean power.11
•• A US insurer will no longer underwrite construction of coal-fired power plants
and is phasing out existing coverage for companies that generate more than
30 percent of their revenue from coal mining or production.12
To promote more transparency on ESG issues such as climate change,
Edison Electric Institute (EEI), an industry trade association, provides an ESG/
sustainability reporting template for its investor-owned electric and gas utility
members. The association is also advocating for policies to boost research and
development into technologies needed to achieve the industry’s clean energy
goals. These include energy efficiency; energy storage; renewable energy; nextgeneration nuclear technology; and carbon capture, utilization, and storage.13
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Portfolio modernization

The new year brings new opportunities
to create value from distributed energy
resource (DER) strategies
Surveys tell us electricity customers across residential, commercial, and
industrial segments increasingly seek to save money, use cleaner energy
sources, ensure resiliency, and gain more control over their energy use.14
And utilities, especially those facing rising state renewable portfolio
standards (RPS) and corporate carbon reduction goals, seek more flexible
resources to help balance the growing supply of variable resources such as
wind and solar. They also seek to shave peak demand, avoid costs of building
new generation and transmission, and further engage customers.
DER strategies address many of these issues. Hawaiian Electric plans to meet
Hawaii’s 100 percent RPS mandate by 2045 (and its own carbon neutrality
goal) in part by relying on customers to provide a portion of the renewable
energy through distributed resources.15 Utility planners across the sector
are planning how best to use DER. Most are exploring questions such as:
•• How to manage DER while maintaining system reliability?
•• Who will own them?
•• How can they use them in emergencies?
•• How can they aggregate them and value them across time and location
so DER owners can be compensated for the grid services they provide?
•• How can they be secured?
In one survey, two-thirds of utilities said they wanted to be able to own
and rate-base DERs.16 We’ll be watching whether state regulators pave the
way for regulated utilities to do so in 2020. Regardless of who owns them,
advanced analytics, automation, and other smart technologies can help
utilities value and optimize these assets. Since DER can provide so many
benefits for utilities, customers, and the grid, utilities should support them,
proactively plan for them, and educate customers about them. They should
also consider selling, installing, and maintaining DER as a potential revenue
source. At the same time, since DER growth can increase vulnerability to
cyberattacks, utilities should build robust cyber risk management into their
DER strategies.
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Business model transformation

Power companies are exploring growth
through new business models
New technologies, evolving customer preferences, and the changing
competitive landscape are leading many power companies to explore new
business models. Some models may help utilities further enable the clean
energy transition, and some may also provide new revenue sources.
For example, Sacramento Municipal Utility District (SMUD) is offering program
design and implementation for Community Choice Aggregation (CCA)
programs. CCAs allow communities to choose their electricity and natural gas
sources and aggregate procurement. By late 2019, eight states had approved
CCA programs and several more were considering them.17 Many CCAs focus
on reducing greenhouse gas emissions, boosting renewable energy, and/
or creating local jobs—and most also aim to cut electricity costs for their
customers.18 The SMUD services include design research, data, energy
acquisition and transportation, customer service, billing, and assistance with
contracting. The utility views this offering as a way to help its customers save
money and reduce carbon emissions.19
Some utilities are exploring transactive energy models using technologies
such as blockchain to enable customers to create value through rooftop solar,
storage, managed EV charging, and eventually vehicle-to-grid transactions.
Many see such markets as key to the industry’s future as they can incentivize
customer participation and boost grid flexibility. But they typically require
further development of regulatory and market structures. One model that
may provide lessons for the future is being developed on Isle au Haut, off
the coast of Maine. Developers are building a microgrid that includes solar
panels, supercapacitors for long-term battery storage, smart inverters, and a
transactive energy system that allows neighbors to sell power peer-to-peer
and participate in a demand response program that can help automatically
balance the grid.20 The question in 2020 and beyond is whether evolving
market and regulatory structures can enable replication and scaling of pilots
like these. Can New York, California, Hawaii, or another state that’s been
exploring these options make it happen?

2020 power and utilities industry outlook | 5

4

Core growth

Utilities are seizing opportunities
to help build cleaner, smarter cities
Most large US cities, and more than 35 percent of midsize cities surveyed, are
implementing smart city projects.21 Many utilities are already deeply involved in
these projects and learning that they can increasingly create value by becoming
the center of smart city initiatives. In 2020, we would not be surprised to see
utilities boost their involvement in smart cities for the following reasons:
•• Utilities are a foundational player with connections to every home and
business; their equipment and devices can be harnessed for other
purposes, such as detecting water leaks, hosting air quality sensors or
security cameras, or powering smart streetlight systems.
•• Utilities have vast databases of energy customer data, and they understand
the potential costs and benefits of many smart city decisions.
•• Utilities can help cities incorporate their clean energy goals into smart
city plans.
•• Utilities can also help cities boost resiliency to natural and manmade
disasters through digitization and automation (with effective cyber risk
protection), deploying backup power sources, battery storage, microgrids,
and more.
•• Cities may not be able to achieve their goals without collaborating with
their utilities and, conversely, if utilities are not involved, they could lose
opportunities to nontraditional suppliers.
Not all utilities are actively involved in smart city initiatives, which means
opportunities may be left on the table. According to one survey, nearly 33
percent of utilities are playing only support roles in smart city initiatives, and
more than 23 percent have no role.22 Utilities in many cities have already
installed smart grid infrastructure such as connected and automated devices
and technologies for meter reading, system monitoring, and predictive
and preventive maintenance. The logical next step is to use their expertise,
experience, and technology investments to advance their community’s smart
city initiatives. Whether it’s smart, connected EV charging stations, solar
parking canopies, smart street lighting, or sophisticated security monitoring—
utilities can seize opportunities to create value for their customers,
communities, and shareholders by participating in smart city programs.
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Strategic planning

Utilities are preparing for EV growth
and opportunities
Power companies are helping customers cut carbon emissions not just by
greening their energy supply, but by electrifying additional end uses and
powering them with clean energy. Heating and cooling and industrial processes
are key segments for conversion, and the spotlight is recently trained on the
transportation sector, as EVs become increasingly attractive to car buyers
and fleet operators. The power industry sees significant potential in the
transportation sector, as it accounted for 28 percent of US energy use in 2018,
while it was less than 3 percent electrified.23 The 1.1 million electric vehicles
on US roads today is expected to rise to 20 million by 2030,24 and 63 percent
of organizations recently surveyed by Deloitte have transportation fleet
electrification plans.25
And it’s not just cars. Orders for electric delivery trucks, transit buses, and
school buses are growing fast too. Amazon recently ordered 100,000 electric
delivery vans to ship between 2021 and 2024.26 And one report predicts
40,000 electric heavy-duty vehicles will be on the roads in the United States
and Europe by 2025.27 Some utilities are actively supporting e-bus purchases,
such as by offering to develop charging infrastructure and pay the cost
difference between diesel and electric buses for diesel bus replacements in
their service territories.28
These growing fleets of trucks and buses promise both load growth and
additional flexible resources to provide demand response and grid services.
Utilities are exploring new ways to support charging depots for fleets and
coordinating with fleet operators to manage charging to benefit the grid. They
see opportunities for growth in building, maintaining, and operating charging
depots with distributed generation and on-site storage to provide resiliency—
which could require billions of dollars of investment throughout the 2020s.29
In 2020, look for many utilities to continue to invest in charging infrastructure
and to accelerate plans to manage EV load in areas of high adoption. Some
posit that utilities could build out EV infrastructure on major US highways
within a year given the right policies and incentives.30 But while some state
regulators already allow utilities to recover costs for charging infrastructure
investment, others are still considering it. As for managing growing EV load,
utilities are increasingly developing strategies, and several state regulatory
commissions have ordered such plans. The imperative is to shift EV charging
away from peak electricity demand periods to avoid adding costly new capacity.
Utilities are using or planning to use communications and control technologies
combined with real-time pricing to incentivize charging during off-peak demand
hours and/or periods of peak solar and wind output.
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2020: Clean energy transition brings
opportunities in the new year

The new year brings significant opportunities for the power and utilities industry to
grow into its role as leader of the clean energy transition. Many power and utility
companies are raising the bar by setting their own clean energy goals as they seize
opportunities to help customers transition. Some of the industry’s most significant
challenges follow them into the new decade: managing growing cyber risk, justifying
new investments to regulators (up 10 points to 55 percent in a 2019 industry
survey),31 and preparing for or responding to natural disasters. Improving the
customer experience is also a key priority. Doing all of the above while keeping costs
low may seem like a high-wire act in more ways than one. But strategic planning,
risk management, and ongoing digital transformation can help the industry
maintain its balance and grow in the coming year.
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