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GUEST COLUMN

The grid has been around since Thomas Edison, 
who established the first power grid in New York City 
in 1882. To light up New York, his company built 
power plants and substations to send electricity over 
wires and into brownstones and office buildings. 

Time for a change?
But while the grid is among the 20th century’s 

most amazing engineering feats, it remains surprisingly 
unchanged. In the Edison plan, utilities make electricity 
and send it to you, the customer. The energy grid was 
built as a one-way highway where power companies 
generate electricity and deliver it to customers. That 
was just fine for more than a century. Back then, utility 
company customers weren’t installing rooftop solar 
panels or powering homes packed with the electronics 
like they do today. 

It wasn’t built for today’s customer who wants 
power outage status updates, information about energy 
efficiency and personalized communication. The grid 
needs to work more like a multi-lane freeway, sending 
energy and information in both directions with more on 
and off ramps. It needs to provide greater flexibility, 
better reliability, and more product and service options 
for homes and businesses.

To meet increasing energy demands and customer 
expectations, Indiana energy companies, including 
Duke Energy, are investing in modernization that will 
make the grid smarter and more capable for the 21st 
century. As part of the modernization, we’re also 
replacing aging power grid infrastructure such as power 
lines, transformers and substations to improve the 
reliability of our service. 

The goal is to give customers more options, 
convenience and control over their energy use, decrease 
outages and enable faster power restoration. The 
projects have the added benefit of generating jobs, 
wages and an economic boost for Indiana communities. 

An energy grid that thinks
Typically, when a tree or other object comes in 

contact with a power line causing an outage, every 
customer served by that line — and other lines 
connected to it — loses power. 

We have been installing technology that can 
automatically detect, isolate and reroute power when a 
problem occurs. Since Duke Energy’s electric grid 
modernization program began in 2016, it has helped 
prevent approximately 131,000 power service 
interruptions, saving more than 15.6 million customer 

outage minutes. The outages were prevented with grid 
“self-healing” technologies that reduce power outages 
and help limit the number of customers affected. These 
avoided power outages translate into real savings for 
businesses and convenience for customers. 

Going underground
While it’s not practical or necessary to place most 

power lines underground, there are some overhead 
lines that experience a higher number of power 
outages. We are using data to identify the most outage-
prone power lines across our service area and placing 
them underground. 

Targeted undergrounding of power lines will help 
improve reliability for customers who repeatedly lose 
power – usually in neighborhoods with lots of trees, 
older infrastructure or hard-to-access equipment. It will 
also speed up restoration for other customers as well, 
because crews won’t have to spend time repairing these 
problem areas that consistently experience outages 
during storms.

A smarter energy meter
Modernization will, among other things, give 

customers the ability to control more of how they 
interact with their energy company. One of the key 
tools enabling that is smart meters. By 2020, we will 
have installed these advanced digital meters for most of 
Duke Energy’s customers in Indiana. 

The technology allows them to get near real-time 
energy use information and adjust as needed to save 
money, avoiding surprises before their monthly bills 
arrive. They also can set the due date for their bill for a 
time of month that works better for them financially. And, 
in the future, the meters pave the way for new billing 
options, such as time of use rates that give customers 
opportunities to save money by shifting their power use 
to times of the day when energy is less expensive.

With smart meters, we also automate meter 
reading and reduce the need for estimated bills when 
the meter is not reachable. It also allows us to perform 
connection and disconnection requests remotely and 
more quickly, so customers don’t have to wait for a 
technician to arrive. When outages occur, smart meters 
can provide improved outage detection and enable 
faster restoration following a major storm. 

Thomas Edison, who died in 1931, transformed 
life around the world. Over the coming years, a lot of 
work will be underway to bring his ideas into the digital 
universe.
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Modern Approach
Building the Energy Grid of Tomorrow

What is the largest machine ever built? 

It might just be the energy grid. It’s a complex web of power lines, substations and 
infrastructure that powers nearly every part of society, so that assembly lines keep moving, 
restaurants keep serving, and homes stay lit and comfortable. 
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