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Smart Planning Drives
Smart Metering
Realizing the full potential and far-reaching benefits of advanced metering
infrastructure (AMI) depends on following essential guidelines for
planning, communicating, and implementing an AMI rollout. BY JOEY MITCHELL

I

F YOUR WATER UTILITY hasn’t
invested in advanced metering
infrastructure (AMI) yet, this article, the first of a three-part series,
provides guidance to ease the challenges of the technology transition
process and enhance your operations.
You’ll gain insights on getting the planning phase right, so when your utility
starts putting new smart meters in the
ground, you can be assured that nothing
has been overlooked and your organization will maximize AMI’s benefits.
There are three golden rules for AMI
planning:
■■ Examine your utility to uncover operational issues, legacy system hurdles,
and priority objectives.
■■ Evaluate and select a smart technology
that can solve the problems you find.
■■ Develop an AMI data integration plan.
EXAMINING YOUR UTILITY

AMI upgrade projects and their organizational impacts affect every aspect of a
water utility and its stakeholders. Many
utilities start by considering the technology and its capabilities, but the best
practice is to begin by taking a hard look
at your current operations. Key areas
should be discussed and agreed upon
with key project stakeholders during the
assessment phase to ensure the design of
a successful, effective AMI project.
First, assess your organization.
■■ Develop a clear understanding of
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changes needed for existing systems
to support AMI.
■■ Define organizational requirements to
support a new communications network, establish interfaces for billing
reads, and develop a plan to leverage
the mounds of data your new AMI will
generate.
■■ Understand organizational changes
required for systems, personnel, processes, and policies.
Next, create a comprehensive customer communications strategy.
Your new AMI system will improve
customer satisfaction, billing accuracy,
and operational efficiency only when utility staff understand how the upgrade will
affect their department during and after
the AMI transition. It’s always best to take
a comprehensive view of your utility’s
needs and map the process in a way that
prevents issues from negatively affecting
your customers and the community.
Assessing Your Utility. The initial AMI
deployment typically focuses on the
core meter-to-cash business process and
includes implementing the AMI foundation: new smart meters, a communications
network, and software to manage the
network and data. To maintain good customer service, it’s important to establish a
plan to minimize operational impacts and
keep everything going while the new AMI
system is being deployed.
Establish a way to import the new
meter information into the billing system/

customer information system (CIS) electronically, which will eliminate manual
entry and human errors. Begin this process by discussing your project with your
existing CIS provider. In most cases, interfaces will need to be established so your
customer service representative (CSR)
doesn’t need to manually replace a customer’s meter within the system for every
meter changeout.
Involve your CIS provider early in
the process to avoid delays when you’re
ready to deploy. Get an idea for how
much budget will be required to integrate
your new AMI software into the CIS. Even
if you don’t know which AMI technology
you’ll use, your CIS provider should be
able to provide an estimate for this work
so you can budget accordingly.
Once your AMI system is up and running, it will produce massive amounts
of data. Managing and using all this
new information can be challenging.
Fortunately, most AMI vendors have
already started to deploy their AMI software in an as-a-service model, eliminating
the need for on-site servers and resources
to provide software or hardware updates,
security patches, etc. Now your utility
needs to determine what to do with the
data you have.
Customer service teams will be most
affected by the data, so it’s important they
have access and are properly trained on
how to interpret the data and respond
to customer inquiries. Keep in mind that
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PHOTOGRAPH: UTILITY METERING SOLUTIONS

Many water utilities begin AMI projects by considering the technology and its capabilities,
but the best practice is to begin by taking a hard look at your current operations. Key areas
should be discussed and agreed upon with key project stakeholders during the assessment
phase to ensure successful, effective AMI implementation.

before AMI data were available, most
customer inquiries involved a CSR sending a technician to the customer’s meter.
With AMI, many of those inquiries will
be handled directly by CSRs and won’t
be converted to work orders. This can
only happen with proper training. CSRs
will still need to view the customer’s last
bill and all account information within
the CIS, like they’ve always done. But
now CSRs will have access to information that helps them understand usage
times, trends, and potential leaks—none
of which would have been available to
them in the past.
Although the assessment will show
which systems, policies, and processes will
be affected by your AMI installation, it will
also help you stay focused on a phased
rollout. This means ensuring operations
aren’t disrupted and then having a plan to
leverage AMI data and introduce enhancements to the organization at the proper
time. This includes integrating AMI data
with other systems. Stagger the integration
and deployment of new systems, including CIS, meter data management (MDM),
and geographic information system technology. Such an approach reduces project
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risk, provides more manageable information technology integration, prioritizes
critical projects, and enables organizational
change and acceptance. What matters is
allowing time to understand AMI’s organizational impacts and gain acceptance, both
of which are critical to the project’s overall success.
Creating a Customer Outreach Plan.

This is the time to boast about your AMI
investment. Often the most overlooked
component of an AMI rollout is developing a comprehensive community outreach
plan that builds project awareness with
the residents and community. Customers expect utilities to invest in programs
that improve service, maintain reliability,
and manage water usage and costs. By
deploying AMI, this is exactly what you’re
doing. So let customers know about the
enhancements your utility is investing in
and how you’re working hard to serve
your customers well.
Effective communication is much more
than a letter telling customers that meters
are going to be changed or a door hanger
telling customers the meter upgrade is
complete. It’s about education and acceptance. Keep your customers informed on

social media or your website, and consider creating a video introducing the
project and service enhancements. The
sky’s the limit on how you advertise, but
make sure your communications strategy reaches customers at various points
of the process to keep them apprised of
your utility’s plans to provide superior
service and better access to their water
usage information.
SELECTING THE RIGHT TECHNOLOGY

Beyond being a measurement device,
AMI technology delivers valuable data
that, when harnessed, can help your utility make proactive, fact-based operational
decisions. Selecting the right technology
is critical when it comes to AMI, but this is
where it gets complicated. You’re typically
purchasing meters, transmitters, software,
and professional services such as integration or installation services from multiple
vendors. Some AMI vendors don’t manufacture the water meter and would need to
partner with another firm to provide both
pieces of equipment. Some vendors need
to partner with separate MDM providers
for software or installation providers for
installation services.
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As you assess your organization and
determine AMI requirements, decide
which areas, or “buckets,” your requirements fall into. Sometimes requirements
can fall into multiple buckets. When
you’re ready to begin the AMI upgrade
process, consider evaluating technology
decisions in the following buckets:
■■ Metering technology
■■ AMI technology
■■ MDM technology
■■ Installation/software integration services
■■ Customer portal
Organizing these buckets will help you
develop a go-to-market strategy based
on your utility’s needs. It will also help
you determine whether multiple procurement documents should be solicited. With
a sound strategy in place, your utility can
get the best vendors for the appropriate

scope of work. Organizing with the bucket
approach can help you make meter or technology decisions based on the requirements
you uncovered in the initial assessment.
Selecting the right technology involves
looking across the organization at the
various needs of different departments.
Consider conducting workshops to help
define your organization’s needs, but it’s just
as important to have the right go-to-market
strategy or procurement approach. Do you
request everything turnkey? Do you facilitate multiple solicitations? There are pros
and cons to each approach, but the best
advice is to fully understand the capabilities of each vendor you consider. Ask a
lot of questions. For example, you may be
surprised to learn that nearly every major
brand of water meter can be read by nearly
every major AMI system.

BEST PRACTICES

USE A CHECKLIST TO ENSURE EFFECTIVE
AMI DEPLOYMENT
If your water utility decides to use its own resources to complete an advanced metering
infrastructure (AMI) deployment, establish a checklist or scope of work for your team to
properly complete the meter changeout. Be sure to consider the following parameters:
■■

Inspect the existing meters and take photos of site conditions.

■■

Follow established customer notification and water shutoff procedures.

■■

Before installing the meter and activating the new endpoint, the field services team should
validate the current meter reading, serial number, and key characteristics about the meter
against existing billing system data to ensure the team is at the correct location.

■■

Install the meter. Connect the endpoint to the register’s cable, installing an adapter cable
if necessary; activate and program the endpoints with key information; and check for a
network connection.

■■

After the new smart meter is installed, the AMI endpoint should be activated to allow the
meter to connect to the advanced meter network.

■■

The technician should electronically record, capture, and upload the new meter information in mobile work order management software so new meter information can be easily
transferred back to the billing system.

■■

The technician should capture multiple pictures of the new meter installation and information. These pictures should be uploaded and saved to the work order management
software and held for record keeping for the utility.

■■

When installing the meter, the technician should record key information about the endpoint to ensure accurate billing.

■■

Once installed, validate that all new installations are properly transmitting and the meter
reading data are received in the advanced metering software.

18 Opflow

January/February 2021

DEPLOYING YOUR AMI SYSTEM

Once you’ve executed your AMI procurement strategy and selected vendors,
and when you understand the organizational improvements you want to achieve,
you’re ready to move forward with your
AMI project. But first, go back and study
your assessment. This is now your answer
key and your organization’s definition of
what a successful AMI deployment looks
like. If the assessment was done properly,
you’ll be able to use it as a framework
to create the right project execution plan.
AMI deployment involves more than
selecting a vendor and putting meters in
the ground. You’ll need to take time to
plan the rollout. If a project’s going to be
derailed, it’ll happen during implementation. This can be traced back to the lack
of time allocated for implementation planning and getting the organization ready to
receive the AMI upgrade.
For most utilities, a meter upgrade
project is a new undertaking. Find a service provider to help you during this
phase and provide the expertise and
resources to execute your plan. When
looking for a service provider, it’s important to look for companies that bring
expertise in field installation of a meter
and AMI unit as well as the professional
services required to support the data
integration and testing requirements. If
you decide to undertake the implementation with staff resources, consider the
guidelines detailed in the accompanying
checklist. Remember, you aren’t just
installing a meter, you’re installing a
transmission device that needs to be
properly configurated, activated, and validated so it can operate over the
network.
Editor’s Note: The second article in this
three-article series will run in Opflow’s
March issue and help utilities bridge the
gap between AMI planning and procurement. The third article will appear in the
April issue and examine best practices to
ensure AMI installation success.
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