Xcel prepares for new wave of vehicles
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The U.S. has enough off-peak electricity production capacity to charge 84 percent of the country's 220 million vehicles if everyone drove plug-in hybrids, according to a study by the Department of Energy. 

But the study assumes drivers will primarily charge their cars during off-peak times, such as at night while they sleep.

To prepare for new demand from plug-in hybrids and other renewable technologies, Xcel Energy is implementing a smart-grid electricity system in Boulder. 

"The system is expected to allow customers more choices as to when, where and how they are going to use their electricity," says Ethnie Groves, a media relations representative for Xcel.

Features of the system should simplify connecting renewable energy systems into the grid, Groves says, and will allow Xcel to prepare for hybrids by being able to handle the types of demand peaks that plug-ins might create.

Xcel expects to have the first phase of the system installed in several homes by August 2008 and will complete deployment to the entire city of 50,000 homes by the end of 2009.

Boulder is an ideal location for the smart grid because it has the right type of residents to support it, says Kara Mertz, Boulder's assistant to the city manager. "We have a well-educated community and a number of environmentally conscious businesses and people," she says. One of those companies is Hybrids Plus, which is helping to build some technology for the smart grid.

Although the city is still considering what types of projects to do with the smart grid, Mertz says that Xcel can expect lots of residents to plug their hybrids into the system once the cars are commercially available.

