Advanced Metering in the Gas Industry

Nancy Brockway
NBrockway & Assoc.
617-645-4018,  nbrockway@aol.com 

A presentation to the NASUCA Gas Committee

New Orleans, LA

November 17, 2008

1. What I’ll cover

1.1. What is an “advanced meter” in the gas industry?
1.2. What are the types of costs and benefits that make up a business case?

1.3. What are the typical/best uses of advanced metering technology in gas today?

1.4. What are some functions some vendors/utilities would like to employ in future?

1.5. What drives the extent of push for functionalities?

1.6. What are some things to watch out for?

1.7. Recommendations
2. What is an Advanced Meter in the gas industry?

2.1. Records usage at programmable intervals
2.2. Data can be stored and retrieved later and communicated to data management
3. What other things can some advanced gas meters do (in theory)?

3.1. Can identify areas of unusual flow on distribution system
3.2. Can turn gas on and off remotely
3.3. Can adjust flow of gas remotely
3.4. Can support time-varying pricing
4. Cost and Benefit Categories for Business Case
4.1. Costs -  

4.1.1. “module” for meters/new meter
4.1.2. installation of modules/meters
4.1.3. communications system

4.1.4. back-office systems

4.1.5. battery replacement (if use for more frequent transmissions than monthly)

4.2. Benefits in gas implementation  – 

4.2.1. Automatic meter reading (labor cost savings)

4.2.2. If already read gas meters remotely, hard to make business case for AM.
4.3. Cadillacs vs. Chevies?

4.3.1. Lots of functionality in metering, and hard-wired communications, cost more

4.3.2. May eventually have benefits, and may save more labor in short term

4.3.3. But watch the paybacks and IRRs

5. Theoretical/future uses of advanced gas metering.

5.1. Outage management

5.1.1. In theory, can more quickly spot where in local system an unusual outage or flow is occurring.
5.1.2. Thereby keep public informed
5.1.3. More efficiently respond to crises, damages

5.1.4. Limit extent of outages for safety reasons
5.1.5. Not yet done in gas industry.
5.1.6. Some technical issues with line packing
5.2. Time-varying pricing 

5.2.1. Major source of claimed benefits in electric industry

5.2.2. Not in effect or under serious consideration in gas industry

5.2.3. Not enough variance in gas costs based on time of use (storage)
5.2.4. Cost of metering/pricing outweighs expected benefits
5.2.5. May become cost-effective if gas prices rise enough

5.2.6. Would have effect of putting more responsibility on low-load-factor customers, e.g. space-heat using residentials

5.2.7. Could lower rates for high-load factor residentials.
5.3. Remote connect and disconnect

5.3.1. Not safe for remote reconnection

5.3.2. No ubiquitous use of flow-sensing self-lighting pilots
5.4. Remote usage limiting

5.4.1. Remotely reduce flow and thereby limit to “essential” uses

5.4.2. Limits build-up of uncollectible accounts

5.4.3. Poses health. safety and equity problems.

6. Overall Recommendations
6.1. Insist on well-developed business case
6.1.1. Don’t buy a Lexus when a Civic is more cost-effective

6.1.2. Don’t buy a Prius if the gas mileage on a Civic is almost as good, and you can’t afford a Prius.

6.2. Do not pre-approve or allow pre-installation cost recovery

6.2.1. Costs are straightforward, benefits are straightforward

6.2.2. Should only be done if would lower unit costs, anyway

6.2.3. No great “externalities” achievable, and risk to some values
6.3. Prepare for camel’s nose under tent on remote disconnections

6.3.1. Affirm “culture” and “values” regarding those at risk

6.3.2. Develop ways of distinguishing non-payers from can’t-payers
6.3.3. Develop knowledge on “minimal” gas usage and effects of limiters
6.4. Down the road (peak gas). prepare for possible effort to introduce time-varying pricing

6.4.1. Estimate break-even cost of gas and cost of metering to make introduction of more time-discrete pricing cost-effective
6.4.2. Understand usage patterns by class and subclass and by at-risk individuals in relation to system peak-cost days/times.
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