Member Focus

So smart.

Empowering the consumer
at Sioux Valley Energy

By Tracie Bettenhausen

f you knew the exact time of day it would happen, how
would you deal with a sudden spike in the cost of your
electricity?

If you knew your electricity would cost five times
more during four hours of your day, would you hold off on
doing your dishes or laundry or adjust your furnace or air
conditioner by a few degrees?

Would you put up with some inconvenience to save
money on your electricity bill?

That is what Sioux Valley Energy wanted to find out.
They're a member of Basin Electric through both East River
Electric Power Cooperative and L&O Power Cooperative.

The cooperative had been discussing the idea of a new
metering system for a few years, and when federal grants
became available for smart grid projects, Debra Sommers,
director of customer and employee relations, and Ted
Smith, director of engineering and operations, were put to
the task. “During the application process for the stimulus
grants, we started to come up with ideas. When we were
notified in late 2009 that we were successful in getting our
grant, our ideas really just gelled,” Smith says.
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“We wanted to find out if you could effectively change
consumer’s behaviors so they can save money on their
bills,” Sommers says.

Sioux Valley Energy went to their member advisory
council to see how consumers might accept a critical peak
pricing rate experiment. After getting positive feedback,
they decided to get started.

The method

The critical peak pilot project events would be limited
to Monday through Friday, 4 p.m. to 8 p.m. The testing
period was June, July and August 2011.

The experiment allowed for 35 critical peak events
throughout the testing period. Because the summer was
so mild, there were only 12 events: five days in June, five
days in July and two days in August.

Smith and his team determined manually when the next
day would contain a peak pricing period. “We had some
tools to use. For example, Basin Electric does a forecast for
East River Electric, and we get a copy of what East River's
forecasted load is going to be,” Smith says. “We take into
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a critical peak period the

next day, they'd send out the
signal through e-mail, text, The EMPOWER Personal Energy Management online system allows the consumer to create markers
to track fluctuations in energy use.

phone call and/or a display
on the member's smart
meter. “We asked our participants, ‘How do you want us The test groups

to tell you?' Some people checked all options on the form, When the experiment started, Sioux Valley Energy
and then realized they didn't need to be notified all those had smart meters installed for 4,000 of its 23,000 member-
ways, and cut back to maybe a phone call,” Sommers says. consumers. The smart meters record a snap-shot of electrical
“We had a database set up to keep track of all of this and use every 30 minutes, unlike the old meters, which reported
automated the process as much as we could.” total usage over a 27-hour period.

When participants got the notice, that meant the next From that pool of 4,000 members, fewer than 1,000 were
day, from 4 p.m. to 8 p.m., they were in a critical peak randomly selected for the experiment and divided into four

pricing period. Depending on test groups.

which group of participants they » Voluntary group: Out of 282 members selected, 74 agreed to
were included, electricity would participate. They paid 50 cents a kilowatt-hour for electricity
cost more money. used during the peak pricing period, and between 7 and 8
Smith chose to be in cents for electricity used otherwise, which was a 25-percent
the voluntary test group. discount from the regular rate. They were given a $25
“I wanted to see what enrollment payment and a $50 thank-you payment, as
would happen if you did long as they completed the pre-pilot and post-pilot surveys.

common sense things. We Involuntary group: Out of 282 members selected, 264

did not do laundry, use participated. Their rates were calculated two ways - as

the dishwasher or wash the voluntary group’s rate and as their regular rate. These
dishes, and we turned participants paid the lesser of the two bills, but were shown
the air conditioner up both rates on their monthly invoice.
by four degrees during * Notification only group: Out of 283 members selected, 266
that period with participated. They were treated just like the other groups,
our programmable except money was never a factor. They simply received
thermostat,” he says. notice about critical peak events.

“Other than that, we * Control group: 282 members selected. They weren't given
Consumers learned about peaks through did everything else rate signals or communications, and were unaware of

text, e-mail, phone or in-home display. the same.” their participation in the experiment.
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The savings

Smith says his family saved up to $30 in a month on
the program. “It was a fairly good savings, by doing what
I think are fairly easy, common sense kind of things.”

Sommers says 88 percent of the voluntary group
members saved money, about $17.50 on average. In the
involuntary group, 83 percent saved about $15 on average.

In energy savings, voluntary residential consumers
saved the most (24 percent). Voluntary farm and ranch
consumers saved 19 percent.

Sommers says these savings are good for the
consumer, but they're also good for the cooperative as
a whole. “Sioux Valley Energy is billed by East River
Electric and L&O Power based upon our highest demand
for the month. So, whichever half-hour in which we're
using the most power, that's how we get billed. If our
members are able to respond to that critical peak event
and it matches up to our billing peak, hopefully we've
lowered our billing peak, too, and save on our power
bill. It should be a win-win.”

The feedback

During the hottest days of July, there was some
grumbling among participants who chose to save energy
on their air conditioning. “We did get some customer
complaints during those
five days we called for
critical peaks,” Sommers
says. ‘I saw some member
fatigue there.”

But overall, Sommers
and Smith were happy
with the response they
received, and the number
of surveys returned when
the experiment was
over. They're currently
compiling the results for
communication.

Smith says Sioux
Valley Energy plans to
experiment again during

The in-home display
received notification
about critical peak events
24 hours in advance.

the summer of 2012, and work
has started toward a wintertime
critical peak pricing experiment.

EMPOWERing
their members

Sioux Valley Energy’s experiment was
marketed under their EMPOWER smart
meter guide. As the cooperative has been
installing smart meters, consumers are
given access to an online guide that helps
them track their electricity usage.

The Personal Energy Management
online system gives 24-hour online access
to monthly, daily and hourly electric
usage. It allows consumers to create
energy markers to show when changes
have been made - for example, the
addition of a new appliance or the start
of a new conservation effort.

“We wanted to empower our members
with information and knowledge, the
tools to really conserve on their electric
bill,” Sommers says.

To date, Sioux Valley Energy has
installed 16,000 smart meters on their
system, with about 9,000 to go.
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