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Was 2015 the year the world took notice of
climate change? It certainly was the hottest
year on record1 and for extreme weather
phenomena. The year also witnessed the Paris
Climate Conference (COP21) when hundreds
of nations agreed to turn down the world’s
thermostat2 by two degrees Celsius (3.6
degrees Fahrenheit)3 with targets to
decarbonize and cut greenhouse gas
emissions.
Needless to say the result from the Paris talks
is likely to impact utility companies around the
world. They will be expected to improve
energy efficiency and deliver ‘smarter’
services to consumers4. There are other
factors which are driving energy companies to
look for smarter more efficient solutions.

1.3 billion people do not have access to
energy5. Access to energy is crucial for human
wellbeing and to drive economic
development6. This is particularly the case in
areas such as Central and Sub-Saharan Africa
where over 600 million people do not have
access to electricity7. To help raise their
citizens’ living standards, government
authorities are looking at ways to extend
energy services. While energy companies can
tap into these new markets and extend their
grids, post-paid billing may not be an option in
many new areas. This calls for different
revenue assurance models. It is a challenge
utility companies will need to overcome.
Financial efficiency

According to the International Energy Agency,

Competition is another driver. Public opinion,
regulation and the need for authorities to
provide competitive choice in the market has
seen the deregulation and the introduction of
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With increased competition as a result, the
traditional business models in utilities is under
significant pressure. There’s now a pressing
need for utility companies to be financially
efficient and to adopt new pricing strategies to
compete effectively – in both existing and new
markets. Utilities need business models that
can provide transparency to customers and
build trust.
Lessons can be learnt from the
telecommunications industry. That industry,
similar to utilities, has faced numerous
regulatory and legislative pressures. Telcos –
like utilities – have millions of customers and
households to manage. Of course there are
differences between the two industries which
can vary according to markets and regions.
Some utility incumbents operate as sole –
monopolistic – players, while telecom
operators have to wrestle aggressive

competition from other telcos and more
recently, from Over the Top (OTT) outfits such
as Google, Skype and Facebook. Telecoms also
has a range of payment methods – with robust
revenue assurance systems in place.
Power to the people
Compared to telecoms, the utility industry
might seem archaic. In telecoms, most mobile
subscribers have pre or postpaid plans that are
based on pay-per-minute or per megabyte.
Yet, most households have monthly or
quarterly gas, water and electricity meter
readings. This invariable leads to more
instances of bill shock than in telecoms – not
to mention energy inefficiency and the cost of
maintaining customer service departments to
handle irate consumers.

IoT: An opportunity – or a challenge?
The utility industry has been witnessing a
revolution of sorts thanks to the Internet of
Things (IoT). IoT, which connects previously
‘mute’ objects to the internet, empowers
consumers to be in control of the utilities they
use. Yes, they can heat their homes, switch on
their lights and fill their bathtubs remotely
with a few clicks from a device. More
importantly, it also allows consumers to
monitor and manage the amount of the
earth’s resources they use.
Gartner estimated that in 2015 nearly 300
million IoT units in the utilities sector
delivered energy efficiency, automatic billing
and monitoring8.

8 Gartner, 30 April 2015
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The days of “estimated” meter readings could
soon be a thing of the past. Yet, herein lies
both the solution and the challenge for the
utilities sector. Can the industry harness the
powers of IoT and new technology to herald a
new era in utilities?

The data from smart meters can help utility
companies transform themselves. One
industry that generates considerable amounts
of data is telecommunications. Faced with an
aggressive marketplace, telecoms operators
have had to adapt and innovate to secure new
revenue streams. What lessons can be derived
from telecoms?
Mediation: Mobile operators use robust
mediation solutions to manage and monitor
multiple devices that are online 24/7/365.
With the advent of IoT, utility companies will
similarly have intelligent – smart - meters and
multiple “always connected” devices.

Telecoms mediation solutions can effectively
integrate and manage these devices for utility
companies for smarter billing.
Seamless online billing: Mobile operators have
deployed real-time Online Charging Systems
(OCS) to make it easy for subscribers to pay
their bills. Prepaid vouchers can be purchased
over the counter and credit can be added
almost instantaneously. Utility companies
should look to introduce such schemes that
can add energy or water credit. The
technology available in telecoms can be
adapted to match specific serial numbers to
smart meters for seamless ‘topping up’. This
could be an effective solution for utility
companies who have to extend their grids to
areas where post-paid billing is not an option.
Access to energy: Mobile operators have
invested in infrastructure to deliver the best
possible service to their subscribers. Better

the access to the network, the more likely for
a subscriber to spend on voice and data. Put
simply, that’s more revenues for the operator.
Similarly, utility companies must have the
infrastructure and systems in place to provide
seamless access to the service they deliver to
consumers. Without continuous and
consistent access to a utility, even the best
tariff plan is just an empty and hollow slogan.
Customers need to have a product to buy.
Smart metering will help to deliver the utility
with a much needed cost control feature to
empower consumers and build trust.

What lessons can the utilities
industry learn from telecoms?
Forge partnerships: To offer subscribers
convenience – and to secure new revenue
streams - mobile operators have forged
innovative partnerships. In Poland, T-Mobile
and energy provider Tauron offers a package
of discounted phone services and power
rates9.
Smart metering based on M2M (Machine to
Machine) technology from Orange Polska and
AquaRD is effectively distributing and
managing the water supply for a town in
Poland10. Forming strategic partnerships with
telecoms operators is a win-win. It strengthens
the proposition for both companies and allows
both organizations to maximize the IoT
potential.
New business models: Some companies in the
mobile industry have launched Mobile Virtual
Network Operators (MVNOs). That is when a
company sells mobile phone services by
9 Reuters France, 19 December 2013
10 Orange, 15 September 2015

making use of another telco’s existing network
infrastructure. As telcos look to collaborate,
utility-based MVNOs may not be a far-fetched
idea. The technology being utilized within the
telecommunications industry to manage
subscriber databases, the HLR (Home Location
Register), can also be used by utility
companies.
Telecom operators have made inroads to
analyze subscriber data and subscribers have
seen the benefits. Carriers have the ability to
optimize routes in real time, identify usage
patterns and empower customer service
assistants to change subscriber price plans.
Similarly utility companies can deploy similar
solutions to analyze customer usage and in
turn help consumers save on consumption.
Analyzed effectively, utility companies can use
this intelligence to build consumer trust,
deliver smarter, sustainable services and boost

revenues. It makes commercial sense.
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