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SMART WATER WATCH

Aclara shines brighter with new technology 
solutions in water
The smart infrastructure services provider is bringing more value to its flagship STAR communications network technology by acquiring 
new capabilities in big data analytics. What is its strategy for the water sector?

Aclara Technologies, a provider of 
infrastructure solutions that enable 
smart meter deployment, is broad-

ening its software suite to capitalise on 
the growing demand for smarter water 
management solutions. Moving beyond 
its mainstay of providing communications 
infrastructure, Aclara is forging strategic 
partnerships and leading the development 
of new solutions to better serve its water 
utility clients as they move towards great 
digitalisation of operations. 

“Our utility customer needs are evolv-
ing beyond just basic meter-to-cash opera-
tions to improving the technical and eco-
nomic operations of their networks and 
we’re investing heavily in software devel-
opment to provide those big data analyt-
ics solutions to them,” said Aclara’s chief 
technology officer Aaron Merkin, who was 
appointed in January 2017 to develop a 
software strategy and vision that leverages 
Aclara’s communications infrastructure. 

Aclara serves gas, electricity and water 
utilities in their smart meter deploy-
ment. In the water market, it has 120 util-
ity customers who manage their advanced 

metering infrastructure (AMI) systems 
over its STAR radio frequency (RF) com-
munications network technology, a con-
nectivity solution that operates as a point-
to-multipoint network over a reserved radio 
spectrum. The STAR network is the main-
stay of Aclara’s income alongside substan-
tial revenue from installation services and 
data analytics solutions for AMI systems. 

With 14 million metering units operat-
ing under the STAR network, of which four 
million are smart water meters, Merkin sees 
an opportunity for its water utility clientele 
to reap greater returns from their invest-
ments in their communications network.

“What we have found is because you 
inherently have to cover the entire distribu-
tion grid as you’re reaching into your end-
points, that network is a great foundation 
from which you can build out the instru-
mentation by putting in all of the sensors 
you want to put in place,” he noted.

Having sunk the cost of setting up a 
communications network for its AMI, one 
of Aclara’s customers, DC Water, the water 
and wastewater utility for the District of 
Columbia in the US, is exploring the pos-

sibility of deploying other devices over the 
same meter reading network.

“[It’s] an investment we’ve already made 
and the cost to operate that is not prohibi-
tive given the number of devices that we’re 
able to use, and we’re actually investigating 
options to use it to support some of this 
sensor technology,” Thomas Kuczynski, 
DC Water’s chief information officer told 
GWI while discussing DC’s $31 million 
project to upgrade 85,000 smart meters 
across various locations throughout the 
capital. Work to replace old meters with 
ones capable of two-way communication 
began in December 2016 and is expected to 
take 18 months to complete.

While any non-AMI device deployment 
over the STAR network may not neces-
sarily be managed with Aclara software 
solutions, Aclara is clearly bulking up its 
portfolio with more applications designed 
to help water utilities improve their opera-
tions. Merkin breaks it down into three 
areas: its AMI-related business; smart 
water management which covers big data 
analytics for network optimisation and leak 
management; and solutions for supporting 
customer engagement and billing. Solu-
tions will either be developed by Aclara’s 
development team located across the US, 
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Chile, Spain, and India or through strategic 
partnerships like the one it struck with San 
Francisco start-up Valor Water Analytics in 
June this year.

The agreement with Valor is meant to 
boost the functionality of Aclara’s existing 
Adaptive Consumer Engagement (ACE) 
platform. At the heart of Valor’s solution 
is its machine learning algorithm which 
is able to provide a view of household con-
sumption data at a much finer detail, ena-
bling comparison of usage to household 
consumption norms. Valor’s engine will 
also help users accurately value the non-
revenue water losses recorded by leak detec-
tion and AMI systems.

“We made a conscious decision that we’d 
rather tap into the expertise that Valor has 
and bring that to our end customers than do 
that kind of investment ourselves,” Merkin 
explained, adding “that capability exists with 
them today and we wanted to put it into our 
customers’ hands as quickly as possible.” 

In an increasingly data-driven world, 
the strategy to ally with a company with 
suitable expertise is a sharp move consider-
ing the development costs required to bring 
reliable applications to end-users. Other 
software start-ups have already spotted the 

market for digital customer engagement in 
the water space, bringing to market solu-
tions that employ machine learning for 
customer usage analytics.

Merkin, however, remains confident 
that Aclara will maintain its stronghold in 
the core business of communications. He 
appeared unfazed when asked if Aclara’s 
strategy to extend the breadth of analytics 
solutions was a defensive strategy against 
the possibility of market erosion of its core 
communications technology. End-users 
are weighing up the various connectivity 
options as low power wide area networks 
(LPWAN) standards geared towards the 
needs of machine-to-machine communi-
cations become more economically viable. 
LPWAN standards such as LoRa, SigFox, 
LTE-M and NB-IoT are gradually increas-
ing network coverage, with each aiming 

Our utility customer needs are evolving 
beyond just basic meter-to cash operations to 

improving the technical and economic operations 
of their networks...
Aaron Merkin, Aclara

to achieve critical mass in the number of 
devices to drive down the average cost of 
hardware and data rate charges. Opting 
to deploy a smart water system over an 
LPWAN would free a utility from upfront 
costs of investing in a private network.

On the other hand, a private RF net-
work affords an exclusive channel with 
greater economies of scale the more end-
points are added to it. This makes business 
sense for utilities that manage a vast dis-
tribution network. For this reason, Merkin 
sees little threat from LPWAN alternatives.

“The IoT kind of buzzword that has 
been going around is starting to kind of 
penetrate into the water utility space but 
we’re not really seeing customers seriously 
exploring that. We’re seeing more that they 
are comfortable with a proven technology at 
a proven total cost of operation.”<
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