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Northeast Utilities is a diversified
energy company located in
Connecticut with operations

throughout the Northeast. Through its
competitive and regulated subsidiaries,
NU provides a full range of energy prod-
ucts and services to millions of residen-
tial and business customers from Maine
to Maryland. From delivering electricity
and natural gas, to marketing energy
commodities, to operating and maintain-
ing power plant facilities, NU is com-
mitted to safety, reliability and expand-
ing consumer’s energy options. 

New Challenges for Today’s
Markets

During the late 1990s, as deregula-
tion unfolded, NU reassessed its
approach to meet the challenges of reli-
ability, operating efficiencies and pro-
viding quality customer service. For
most of these goals, improving perfor-
mance would require better and timelier
information about the company’s opera-
tions.

Information from the Meter
NU began trials of automated meter

reading (AMR) in the early 1990s as a
way to get data from hard-to-read elec-
tric meters. Then the utility installed
additional projects until, by 1999, about
one third of its customers were on AMR,
mostly drive-by radio. But NU began to
see that the main benefits of AMR
would only come with a full-scale com-
mitment. 

All its gas meters were already read
remotely, and NU sought
the same success for

the electric side of its business. David
Scott, NU Manager, Meter Engineering
& Systems, took on the challenge of
engineering the conversion to 100 per
cent AMR by 2003 in NU’s Connecticut
Light & Power and Western Mas-
sachusetts Electric operating companies. 

Scott had been involved with AMR
since 1988 and had both an engineering
and business background. He was aware
that AMR was still developing so he
anticipated numerous changes ahead —
software, hardware, infrastructure and
suppliers.

NU’s Approach to AMR
NU needed a simple, flexible, cost-

effective meter reading system that
would work now and could be upgraded
in the future.  Also, NU wanted accurate
information for internal and external
customers. Increasingly, they wanted
‘near-real-time’ meter data for utility
operations, for large customers and for
third parties, like ISO New England,
which uses the data for settlement pric-
ing on the New England power grid.

By reaching 100 per cent AMR cov-
erage and minimizing commitments to
proprietary technologies, NU could: 
- Reduce operating costs while pro-

viding improved customer service,
- Eliminate costs of supporting mul-

tiple proprietary meter protocols;
- Access most data electronically,

including load profile, demand and
billing data.

Flexibility is the Key
NU developed ‘Flex AMR’, a com-

prehensive approach to achieving the
utility’s objectives. Under Flex AMR,
NU would be able to install a variety of
solid-state meters and ‘plug-in’ a variety
of communications solutions. Flex AMR
would require cooperation from and
among suppliers. 

The system would allow NU to mix
and match devices as best suits its data
and communications needs: from simple
kWh reads to interval data; from tele-
phone to radio — perhaps changing over
time.

Flex AMR Handles Differing
Customer Needs

NU’s Flex AMR program provides
three types of services: 
1) Silver Service: basic drive-by meter

reads for over 1.2 million residential
and 100 thousand commercial and
industrial (C & I) customers. Also,
about 4 thousand Silver Service
customers will use telephone com-
munications. 

2) Gold Service: telephone communi-
cations plus selected data services
such as demand profile and cus-
tomer specified dates for meter
reads. 

3) Platinum Service: telephone com-
munications plus enhanced data ser-
vices, including near-real-time
interval data over the Internet. The
regulated, fee-based Gold and
Platinum services currently serve
approximately 2 thousand C & I
customers.

Inbound Telephone Options
At NU,  telephone communications

include: 
1) Standard telephone, sharing the cus-

tomer’s line; 
2) Dedicated phone line installed by

customer;
3) 2-way public network wireless for

approximately 250 customers where
telephone is unavailable. NU has
found telephone communications to
be low cost and well received by its
customers.
Since telephone based AMR would

have to fill more complex data needs of
Gold and Platinum cus-tomers, in addi-
tion to some Silver customers, it was
very important to choose a reliable com-
munications system supplier. After eval-
uation, NU chose Nertec to answer the
majority of its interval data collection
needs and this important market seg-
ment. 

According to Scott, “Nertec had the
proven reliability, engineering depth and
flexibility to work with NU’s meter
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many “poor paying” customers will
not lease apartments where this addi-
tional equipment has been installed.
Often landlords will request its
removal if they are unable to rent
apartment units.

True AMT
It is with 15-minute reads that the

traditional spreadsheet and benefit
analogy changes for the utility. For
this to be possible, the AMT unit must
be connected to a robust communica-
tions infrastructure managed with
very flexible data collection software
and a robust hardware platform. In
addition, sufficient memory must be
present in the AMT unit to store and
forward the reads to the utility in a
timely manner. In this way, on request
reads, data usage profiles, incentive
based and time dependent rates can
now be offered. 

AMT that is able to deliver 15
minute or more frequent reads,
enables electric utilities to address
demand-related initiatives within
their business. It also means they now
have the ability to offer value added
services (VAS) to their customer
base.  

AMT that offers this type and
amount of data on a timely basis is
generally delivered using varying

degrees of high speed bandwidth
telecommunications options such as:
Radio Frequency (RF) Public
Networks, telephone (inbound sys-
tems), and advanced Powerline
Carrier (PLC) - two-way PLC using
the 60 Hz wave form along with
upgrades to current narrowband tech-
nology.

The Alternative to Building
Capacity

Policy makers have, perhaps,
inadvertently given electric utilities
no incentives to invest in AMT as
more power plants and higher energy
sales have always lead to higher rev-
enues and overall profits. Today the
cost of new capacity, the diminishing
time to bring new generation on-line,
clogged transmission arteries, and
lower technology costs make the eco-
nomics more compelling for electric
utilities to assess the merits of
addressing demand using new AMT
system solutions.

This article is an information
excerpt from recent client AMT busi-
ness strategies as well as a new CEA
AMT research report written by
Carolyn M. Kinsman, Automated
Communication Links Inc., Oakville,
Ontario. 

Comments and inquiries can be
directed to Carolyn Kinsman at
aclinc@aol.com. ET
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Low-Tech AMR vs. High-Tech AMT
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HIGH-TECH AMT

All the features available in Mid-tech AMT + Higher Frequency
Meter Reads

AMT Feature
15 minute electric meter usage
data from approximately 40% of
the residential and small com-
mercial base. 
(approximation based on the
most profitable high use cus-
tomers)

Benefit
Value Added Services and New
Revenue Opportunities

Demand Response to Load
Management

Rates to offer customers choice
and better control over 
their electricity bills

manufacturers and meet utility specifica-
tions.”

As part of NU’s Strategy, the flexible
AMR technology choices focus on solid-
state meters using the ANSI C12.19 stan-
dard table protocol.  NU works with sever-
al meter manufacturers. However, for cus-
tomers using telephone communications,
SchlumbergerSema provides most of the
meters: either its CentronTM single-phase
meter or its SentinelTM polyphase meter.

For NU’s polyphase requirements,
NERTEC tailored its NCTR801 to integrate
smoothly with the Sentinel meter.
NCTR801 acts as a telephone modem and
gateway to access the data stored in the
Sentinel. The NCTR801 meets ANSI stan-
dards C12.19 and C.12.21 and can be pro-
grammed locally via the optical port using
the ANSI C12.18 protocol.

For single-phase Centron meters,
Nertec’s NCTR101 acts as an interval data
recorder (IDR), satisfying NU’s single-
phase load survey needs. The NCTR101
also provides momentary outage logging
and real time power outage notification.

NERTEC Answers the Call
At NU’s operations center, a server

running NERTEC SerView communica-
tions software answers inbound AMR tele-
phone  calls  and does initial data handling.
SerView provides an FTP link to transfer
the field data to NU’s Itron MV-90TM sys-
tem. SerView also delivers momentary out-
age data to NU’s Energy Delivery group. In
the future, NU may use the NCTR101’s
real-time outage notification capabilities
and link directly to NU’s GIS and SCADA
systems.

Simple and Cost Effective
Northeast Utilities wanted a compre-

hensive AMR system that would have a
simple, cost-effective architecture, based on
proven technologies. To achieve this, NU
challenged suppliers to be flexible and to
coordinate with each other. Now NU is on
track to achieve 100 per cent AMR deploy-
ment in 2003. 

And, with their goal in sight, NU is
already realizing operating efficiencies and
data availability — a success story for the
utility and a fulfillment of the promises of
AMR. 

For more information about Northeast
Utilities, visit www.nu.com. 

For  more information about NERTEC,
visit www.nertec.com . ET
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