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The Illinois Commerce Commission (“ICC”) recently released the Initial Comments received as part of the 
NextGrid Utility of the Future Study.  NextGrid is intended to be an inclusive, collaborative, statewide study 
to identify new technologies that will modernize the state’s electric grid.  The collaborative will evaluate 
potential regulatory and legislative actions that can be taken to transform the way utilities, regulatory bodies, 
and consumers interact with the evolving electric utility system in order to maximize benefits for the Illinois 
economy and the state’s citizens. (See “The Illinois Commerce Commission Announces NextGrid Initiative”.)

Comments were submitted by more than 40 groups and individuals providing input and suggestions regarding 
the NextGrid process.  Commenters included smart grid businesses, large energy users, governmental entities, 
utilities, environmental interests, and individuals. For your convenience, we have summarized the comments 
from each of the groups below.

The comments submitted by manufacturing and industrial entities 
requested the NextGrid process consider the use and benefits of on-site 
generation and energy storage as well as the perspective of large energy 
customers on issues of: (i) utility rate design; (ii) the need for accurate 
cost allocation in rate design; (iii) study methodologies to achieve 
accurate rate design; (iv) peak load contribution issues; (v) weather 
normalization issues; (vi) line loss issues; and (vii) appropriate financial 
recognition of the value over 10 MW customers provide to the overall 
utility system. The comments underscored the success of the competitive 
retail electric market in Illinois and advocated that the ICC utilize fair, 
open, and transparent markets going forward.

In line with these considerations, the manufacturer and industrial 
commenters suggested the facilitator have experience working with the 
largest energy customers along with a demonstrated ability to analyze 
energy issues from the very large customer perspective.

The governmental entities included both local 
municipalities and state-level officials.  Their 
comments addressed, among other issues: (i) utility 
rate affordability for low-income households; (ii) 
ensuring local collaboration and consideration 
of local interests such as right-of-way authority, 
undergrounding infrastructure, and franchise fees; 
(iii) furthering the ongoing renewable energy and 
sustainability work being done in Chicago and Illinois 
more broadly; (iv) the ability of smart grid technology 
to defer or displace utility investment; and (v) the 
need for reliable data and information, particularly 
considering the utility participants’ financial incentive 
associated with network use and rate base spending.  

Regarding this last point, the Attorney General requested the process prevent monopoly intrusion into competitive 
markets for advances in energy technology such as electronic vehicle charging and distributed generation. 

Some of the governmental commenters also recommended a facilitator with no conflict of interest, the ability to 
convene diverse stakeholders and engage the community, and a technical understanding of the energy issues at hand.
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The comments submitted by smart grid business entities 
and other developer organizations highlight the need for 
NextGrid to focus on opportunities  to decrease cost of 
service by incorporating new technology and resources, 
including electric vehicles, renewable generation, 
investment in new transmission lines, energy storage 
and distributed energy resources (“DER”).  Comments 
also raised the need for careful planning to integrate and 
increase the use of these resources, as well as the ability 
for customers to access system and customer data so they 
may be more involved in controlling their own energy 
use.

Several process suggestions were also included, such as ensuring ease of broad stakeholder participation, providing 
educational opportunities to ensure all participants have the same knowledge base, and focusing the process on 
policymaker education and specific achievable outcomes.  In addition to proposing some specific facilitators, the 
comments generally suggested a facilitator with demonstrable skill in conducting previous collaborative processes, 
and some familiarity with energy issues facing Illinois, including its utility and regulatory structures.
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The commenting utilities generally requested that 
the NextGrid process consider: (i) achieving grid 
modernization and reliability by integrating technological 
advancements and utilizing data associated with resources 
such as storage, renewable generation, electric vehicles, 
and DERs, which give consumers more opportunities 
to select energy resources; (ii) making easily understood 
data and educational materials available to customers, 
so that they may more effectively participate in the 
evolving markets; (iii) modular, replicable approaches to 
modernization; and (iv) targeted workforce training to 
support these efforts.

Issues regarding utility compensation and incentives also 
were raised for consideration, including: (i) regulation which fairly compensates utilities for their infrastructure 
investments; (ii) shifts in the regulatory model to align research, development and demonstration of new 
technologies with identification of where their deployment provides cost-effective environmental benefits; (iii) 
evolving the options for rate base items; and (iv) differentiating service offerings and allowing performance-
based rate making.

The utility comments recommended different procedural approaches to the NextGrid collaborative process, 
such as educating participants to develop a sufficient knowledge base and breaking up the process into work 
groups to address specific issues.  The utilities also recommended a facilitator with in-depth knowledge of 
regulatory issues and opportunities in Illinois, as well as experience in group processes, though the utilities 
suggested the facilitator only serve to direct proceedings, rather than contribute to them.
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The comments submitted by environmental groups requested, 
among other things, consideration of a dynamic grid with 
quality service, lower costs and increased reliability achieved 
through competition and integration of new technology, 
data availability, advanced metering, distributed generation, 
electrified transportation and fuel switching, efficiency, 
and storage, as well as distributed resource planning, and 
operations and distribution system optimization.  The 
comments noted the ability of these tools to empower 
customers to control their own costs. Additional topics 
suggested for consideration included enabling enhanced 
utility performance and services through performance-based 
regulation, and evolving both the utility business model and 
rate design. A collaborative process was suggested to individually address each issue. The comments also stressed the 
importance of planning and providing guidance for integrating and increasing the use of newer existing technology 
and resources, particularly those facilitated by the distribution grid, as well as the technologies and services 
expected to come to market in the next few years. They also suggested that the NextGrid process consider a broader 
transformation of the current system and consider models used in other jurisdictions.

Regarding customers, the comments suggested that the NextGrid process consider how energy programs can be 
coordinated and delivered to maximize savings and improve the health, safety, and comfort of low-income residential 
customers, thus focusing on providing services to people, particularly those in economically disadvantaged 
communities, and moving Illinois toward a cleaner, more equitable environment. 

The environmental group’s comments also stressed the importance of stakeholder inclusion and education, 
particularly given a disparity in resources, and suggested the use of teleconferences and webcasts. With regard 
to outcome, the comments requested that the NextGrid process focus on regulatory tools that will benefit the 
development of multiple technologies and services, and result in a foundation for regulatory or legislative activities 
with universal, affordable service remaining a fundamental goal

Specific facilitators were suggested, but the comments generally suggested a facilitator with no conflicts and expertise 
in both the subject matter and organizing and leading stakeholder discussions.

The AARP provided comments on behalf of its 
membership, stressing that the ICC should avoid 
mandatory residential demand charges; though if 
charges are necessary, a more measured, targeted 
approach should be used, such as partial requirements 
tariffs along with a separate customer class. 
Furthermore, the AARP recommended the ICC not 
use single-state, out-of-market power plant subsidies 
for generation which is not needed for reliability 
and refrain from applying three year capacity market 
surcharges to downstate customers.
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Individuals

Multiple individuals also provided comments, requesting alternatively that a specific facilitator be engaged and 
that the NextGrid process effectively be halted to avoid: (i) increasing the cost of doing business in Illinois; (ii) 
raising energy prices; (iii) adopting new regulations; (iv) increasing administrative burdens; and (v) distorting the 
competitive environment.

Potential Facilitators

Numerous entities and individuals offered their services, or suggested the services of others, to act as the facilitator 
in the NextGrid process. Those entities offering to facilitate included: the Corporation for Positive Change, which 
proposed forming a planning team from key stakeholders and engaging in community outreach; Inova Energy 
Group, Gade Environmental Group and Abrams Environmental Law Clinic at the University of Chicago Law 
School, which stressed the importance of broad, early stakeholder engagement, registration and information 
sharing, as well as a steering committee, working groups and other opportunities for comment and participation; 
and EnerNex, which recommended the designated facilitator have: (i) demonstrated success in facilitating similar 
stakeholder collaborative efforts; (ii) credibility with the key stakeholder groups likely to be active participants 
in the NextGrid collaborative; (iii) technical/subject matter expertise in the areas of scope to be covered by the 
NextGrid Collaborative; and (iv) independence and objectivity. Additional entities offering to serve as facilitator or 
recommending others included Clean Energy Trust, Placer Consulting and Wired Group.

Next Steps

As the comments suggest, NextGrid is shaping up to be a very broad-based inquiry into the Illinois energy industry 
and regulatory structure.  The ICC has announced that proposals from parties wishing to be retained as the 
NextGrid Independent Facilitator must be submitted by July 14, 2017.    We expect that a lead Facilitator will be 
selected within next 2-4 weeks, and that the ICC will hold a Policy Session yet this summer to provide additional 
direction.  The ICC has also indicated that it may appoint an “Independent Advisory Panel” and/or “Issue Experts” 
to supplement the work of the Facilitator.  

If you are interested in participating in the NextGrid process, or would like more information on NextGrid, 
please contact:

Chris Townsend 
312.517.7555
CTownsend@ClarkHill.com

Chris Skey 
312.517.7515
CSkey@ClarkHill.com
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