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understand this problem, and so we 
can establish some rules about who 
is asking to connect to the grid,” said 
Paola Petroni, head of networks tech-
nologies in Enel’s infrastructure and 
networks division. “We have to make 
an investment, and it’s something we 
hope is recognized by the regulators.” 

The current state of the economy 
presents another layer of challenges to 
utilities worldwide, as it remains unclear 
how the funding for these projects 
will be affected. Industry insiders like 
Petroni, however, continue to underline 
the need for investment, as well as close 
examination on how this money can be 
used to its full potential. “Our network 
is aging and we have to renew it, so some 
money has to be spent,” she said. “That 
means spending in a smarter way—not 
just in laying new cable, but trying to 
use it in a better way.” 

The grid is struggling to keep up 
with modern-day demands and forcing 
experts to conceptualize the adoption 
of a new model. “There has been so 
little investment that the infrastructure 
is almost rotting,” said Paul Kurchina, 
director of KurMeta, a consulting firm 
in Calgary, Alberta, Canada. “South 
Africa, for example, is having problems 
with lack of power, period. You’re going 
to start seeing similar problems in other 
markets, just due to generating plants 
and infrastructure across the board that 
is much beyond its intended life.” 

With the climate changing and 
consumer demand continuing to 
increase, creating an intelligent network 
isn’t just about upgrading individual 
organizations, Cooper argues—it’s 
about bringing the industry together to 
lay the groundwork for the future. “It’s 
not just about transforming a company; 
it’s about transforming what is now the 
most critical industry in the world,” he 
said. “If we don’t build a network for the 
21st century that supports all of that, 
then it’s almost a survival issue.” 

Carolyn Heinze is a freelance writer/
editor. 

China’s new breed of utilities
SMEPC and others dive into a new energy era
By Jesse Gantz

Electric utilities are often stereotyped as stodgy, bureaucratic organizations that 
are perpetually behind the technological and political curve. Narrow that stereotype 
to Chinese electric utilities, and the image changes to one of aging, smog-belching 
coal plants and poorly planned distribution grids—the vestige of an inefficient, 
centrally planned economy.

However, these stereotypes are far from the truth. China’s new breed of electric 
power utilities are among the most dynamic and innovative in the world. Take 
Shanghai Municipal Electric Power Co. (SMEPC), which supplies electric power to 7.2 
million customers in China’s fastest-growing city. Over the last three years, SMEPC 
has been engaged in an innovative three-part corporate initiative dubbed DigiUtility. 
The program has already accomplished: 

Part one:??  upgrade the distribution network with the latest in distribution 
automation and geospatial systems. 

Part two:??  develop advanced corporate applications based on SAP’s enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) to mine data, automate business processes and inform 
decision makers. 

Part three:??  connect real-time grid control systems with customer information, 
outage management and maintenance planning systems via an enterprise 
integration bus and a unified data platform. 

Sound lofty? It is. But SMEPC’s pilot-based, piece-meal deployment approach has 
paid off, proving the benefits 
of a holistic and long-term 
corporate vision. By retiring 
legacy systems, digitizing 
workflow and breaking down 
information silos, the company 
now has the resources 
to focus on customer 
satisfaction and quality of 
service. For example, SMEPC 
is enabling customers to 
pay their bills online, in the 
supermarket, at the bank and 
with prepaid meter cards. Customers can even pay with a text message from their 
cell phone.

SMEPC is at the forefront of a new wave of savvy Chinese utilities that embrace 
change and new technology, and have money to pay for it. Backed by a pragmatic, 
infrastructure-centric national development policy and steady GDP growth, China’s 
two centralized national grid corporations understand that now is the time to realize 
national grid integration and industry standards. And they are capitalizing on the 
opportunity to upgrade the grid with the latest and greatest in remote telemetry 
equipment, communication networks and automation systems. Already, China is a 
leader in high-voltage direct current (HVDC) transmission lines, phasor measurement 
unit-based outage defense systems and protective relaying.

And now that the Chinese government has identified the urgency of a more 
environmentally sustainable development model, renewable energy and smart grid 
technologies are receiving major attention. So while utilities in some developed 
countries struggle with aging assets and departing expertise, keep your eyes open 
for a new breed of utility that’s leading the world into a new energy era.

Jesse Gantz is with business development at Open Systems International, Inc.
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