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Electric Meters: More than Kilowatt Counters

No matter the size, style, or age, all homes
across the country have one thing in common: a
small meter, constantly keeping a tally of elec-
tricity use. Some dutifully track kilowatts with
spinning discs—a technology that dates back

to 1888—while many have been upgraded to
handle the information demands of our digital
age.

Most digital meters contain chips that enable
them to send kilowatt-hour use readings and
other data to your electric cooperative—what'’s
called automated meter reading, or AMR. Some
units go a step further and can send and receive
signals from a co-op, opening up a world of
possibilities. This allows co-ops to install AMI, or
advanced meter infrastructure systems.

“‘AMR has existed in one form or another
since the mid-1980s,” explains Brian Sloboda,
senior advisor with the Cooperative Research
Network. “Initially it was simply a more efficient
way to conduct monthly meter readings. Today,
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the collection of monthly meter reads is just the
tip of the iceberg. Faster, two-way systems allow
the co-op to view meter reads once an hour and
in some cases even more often. When teamed
with other automated equipment at substations
and on distribution lines, AMR can evolve into an
advanced meter infrastructure system.”

Once AMI systems are in place, a wide
range of applications can become available,
including electricity theft detection, outage man-
agement, remote disconnect and reconnect, and
“blink” monitoring, among others.” An estimated
50 percent of electric co-ops have deployed AMI
in some fashion—far and away tops in the electric
utility industry.

AMR and AMI are also key components of
what'’s called a “smart grid,” an evolving, “self-
healing” transmission and distribution network
that can track the flow of electricity with great

precision and efficiency. ¢
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Heating and Cooling Efficiently with Heat Pumps

Managing the temperature in a home or business has
the hands-down biggest
impact on energy costs.
In trying to keep warm

in winter and cool during
summer, the average
U.S. homeowner spends
$1,400 annually, ac-
counting for 56 percent
of all home energy
expenses.

While this outlay can
be trimmed by tweaking
efficiency, some folks
have taken it a step
further and installed heat
pumps, highly efficient
devices that can provide
both heating and cooling
comfort.

As the name implies,

heat pumps simply move

heat from one place to Pond/Lake/

another. During winter

months, they collect and

consolidate heat from outside sources and move it
inside; during summer months, they reverse the flow
and send warm, indoor air out.

The most common type is an air-source heat pump
that resembles an air-conditioning unit and uses the
air around it to transfer heat. Geothermal heat pumps,
also known as ground-source heat pumps, use the
earth itself or groundwater as a means of transferring
heat.

When replacing an electric heating system, air-
source heat pumps can trim the amount of electricity
needed for heating by as much as 30 percent to 40
percent. Although a typical high-efficiency, ENERGY
STAR-qualified air-source heat pump comes with a
substantial $6,000 price tag, it's estimated that energy

savings will offset the purchase price within five years.

Geothermal heat
pumps come in two
types: a groundwater
(open-loop) system
uses well water;
an earth-coupled
(closed-loop) model
moves a water and
antifreeze solution
through under-
ground pipes. They
can cost anywhere
from $15,000 to
$40,000 for an
average home—ex-
cavation, installation
of underground
pipes, and (with a
groundwater heat
pump) well drilling
accounts for much
of the price tag. But
annual geothermal
energy savings aver-
age between 30 percent and 71 percent, according to
the Geo-Heat Center, a part of the Oregon Institute of
Technology, provide fairly rapid payback. Even better,
ENERGY STAR versions use up to 60 percent less
energy than their standard air-source counterparts.

Homeowners and business owners considering a
heat pump should discuss their options with Bruce
Hough, Energy Services Representative, at North-
western REC. It is important to learn the ins and outs
of available technology. State and federal rebates may
be available for some systems.

To learn more about various electric heating options
for your home or business, visit www.Northwestern-
REC.coop, or contact Bruce Hough at 800/472-7910,
or by email: bhough@northwesternrec.coop. ¢
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