IBM to prime pump for smart-grid start-ups
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IBM has broad green-tech intentions, branching from energy-efficient data centers to cutting-edge solar cell technology. Next up is a concerted smart-grid effort. 

The computing giant is preparing a technical "framework" to accelerate new technology integration into the creaky electricity distribution grid, said Drew Clark, director of strategy for IBM's Venture Capital Group, which is charged with aligning start-ups with IBM and its customers. 

The idea is to create a common set of communication protocols and data formats that utilities and smart-grid start-ups can adhere to. 

With these technical blueprints, based on standards like TCP/IP, new technologies can be plugged into the grid on a large scale, Clark said. What's happening now is a patchwork of smart-grid trials using differing products, an approach that prevents fast technology change. 

"The biggest challenge of all this is scale," Clark said. "If we can find breakthrough technology that enables us to bridge the gap between start-up technologies and utility scale on an industrialized basis where we can rapidly move technologies into place, then that's the killer application." 

Although people associate smart grids with digital utility meters, the term covers a range of technologies to make the electricity distribution network more flexible and reliable. 

For consumers, it can mean having an in-home display or Web site that provides real-time information on energy usage. With the right equipment, they can participate in utilities' energy-efficiency programs and shave about 10 percent off utility bills, according to results of the GridWise smart grid trail last year. 

A household could, for example, agree to have the air conditioner thermostat raised a few degrees by the utility when the grid is under heavy strain, such as a hot summer day. To do that, homes need devices that communicate information back to the utility, either using broadband over powerlines or wireless networks. 

The benefit of a more intelligent infrastructure is that load can be curtailed as needed and problems spotted more quickly. By flattening out spikes in demand, utilities may not need to build new power plants, which are expensive and opposed in some places for environmental and health reasons. 

