Utilities from New York to Tokyo Offer Prizes to Cut Power Use
by Shoko Oda and Naureen S Malik
July 21, 2022 – Faced with risks of crippling blackouts amid brutal heat waves, global utilities are starting to reward people for using less energy.  They are offering prizes such as Peloton bikes in Brooklyn and Amazon gift cards in Tokyo. 
As the war in Ukraine has triggered a surge in global fuel prices, thus increasing costs of running power plants, utilities are struggling to keep grids balanced — as air-conditioning use soars along with temperatures across the globe.  Power companies which normally profit from higher electricity use are now trying to encourage residential users to cut back during peak hours.
In the US, as elsewhere, utilities have raised prices to cope.  But companies say it’s not enough.  Power bills in California have already increased 25% in the last year and are set for another 25% rise this summer after charges on peak hours.  Yet, power grids in the state and others such as Texas are still under pressure as temperatures climb. 
Utilities have traditionally stabilized their grids by ramping up or down generation from their power plants.  But that’s getting harder to do, as fuel costs rise and aging coal operations are proving less reliable.  Also, there’s not yet widespread adoption of storage assets that could harness wind and solar power around-the-clock.
So, some are starting to turn to consumers for more help, by using what are called demand response programs.  While it’s common for frugal consumers to try cutting back on their energy bill, these programs offer additional rewards to use less power during peak hours.
“Grid operators across the country are sounding alarm bells about potential blackouts during this summer’s heat waves,” said Cisco DeVries, chief executive officer, of OhmConnect Inc., an Oakland, California-based startup which offers power-saving rewards.  Engaging residential homes to participate in power conservation, he said, is “the cleanest, most cost-effective way to keep the lights on.” 
Because consumers, unlike large industrial power users, have difficulty monitoring their energy use in real time, utilities have paired up with software providers such as OhmConnect.  The company helps households curb power usage by installing devices which enable real-time monitoring of energy use, allowing them to remotely adjust thermostats and appliances during peak hours. 
The company, which controls over 200,000 devices across California, Texas and New York, hands out prizes including Peloton bikes, $3,500 Costco gift cards, and invitations to Major League Baseball games. 
Duke Energy Corp., which operates utilities in 6 states including North Carolina and Florida, has enrolled around a million customers for its various demand response programs. 
“We also use demand response during high price events where we can potentially save our customers money.  But really the main reason is to ensure that we have adequate supply,” said Jay Oliver, a general manager at Duke Energy. 
Demand response programs not only help to prevent blackouts, but are critical for countries to cut back on carbon emissions, industry experts say.  About 500 GigaWatts worth of energy savings, more than the entire power capacity of India, should be made globally through demand response to achieve the International Energy Agency’s goal of net zero emissions in the global energy sector by 2050, according to the agency.
In Japan, where high temperatures in the capital have recently triggered power supply warnings, utilities are starting to offer rewards for demand response programs.  Efforts to reduce power use — known as “setsuden” — intensified after the 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster.
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