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By 9 p.m., Eileen Brown would normally be in bed. But 
last year she saw a television commercial for free 
electricity at night. And ever since, when she wants to 

do a load of laundry or turn on the dishwasher, she stays up 
waiting for the clock to strike 10 p.m. before hitting the 
switch in her Arlington home.

“I figure I’m 85 years old and I live alone, so if I want to make 
a lot of noise at night I can,” she said. “It’s made a big 
difference in my bills.”

A small but growing number of 
Texans are shifting their electricity 
use into nights and weekends, as 
power companies hawk incentives 
like free electricity and gift cards 
to those willing to exchange 
inconvenience for financial 
reward.

The question of how to get 
residents to shift their power use 
out of peak hours — when, during 
hot and cold spells, the collective clicking on of thermostats 
threatens to overload the system — has confounded the 
officials who have overseen Texas’ electricity grid for years.

So far the impact appears to be relatively minimal. But the 
Electric Reliability Council of Texas, the quasi-governmental 

agency that runs the grid, is watching the flurry of offers and 
is preparing to study the phenomenon in the fall, said Paul 
Wattles, who heads the ERCOT division analyzing grid 
efficiency.

“Everyone is interested in it, and we’re going to be doing a lot 
more evaluation after the summer,” he said. “Up until now, 
we didn’t think there was enough of it that we could get an 
accurate read on it.”

TXU Energy, one of the state’s largest 
electricity retailers, has been giving 
residential customers the option of 
free electricity between 10 p.m. and 6 
a.m. since last June. But with the 
caveat they will pay 50 percent more 
in the daytime than they would on 
TXU’s standard plan, customers are 
left to figure if they can shift enough 
kilowatt hours to night to make it 
worthwhile.

The Dallas-based company declined 
to say how many customers have signed up, but said it was 
“tens of thousands” and last month expanded the program to 
include free weekends.

“It was amazingly popular,” TXU spokesman Juan Rodriguez 
said of the initial program. “We’re amazed at the response.”



Shifting focus
Now numerous electricity retailers are offering similar 
programs. In April, Reliant, the Texas retail arm of NRG 
Energy, began offering free electricity on weekends to 
customers who agree to install a “smart” thermostat in their 
home.

Until recently, efforts to spread electricity use more evenly 
throughout the day largely focused on large industrial plants 
and commercial operations, where electricity is counted in 
megawatts and a single deal can reap substantive impact on 
the grid.

And as technology has improved and corporations pump 
more money into programs reducing their environmental 
impact, interest in “demand response” programs has spread 
down to retailers and other smaller commercial operations, 
said Marcus Boerkei, general manager for retail and 
commercial systems at Siemens Industry, the German 
electrical and engineering giant.

“The technology has improved by bounds and leaps in recent 
years to the point we can really aggregate information from 
thousands of [retail] sites,” said Boerkei, based in Austin. 
“There’s way more left to be done than already has been 
accomplished.”

Texas’ 26.6 million residents have proved a more elusive 
target. The home smart meters that allow such a pricing 
system have only been installed in the last three years. And 
the potential electricity savings weighed against the volume 
of customers makes residential initiatives less desirable, 
Wattles said.

“You have to go to everyone’s house, explain it to them and 
sign them up one by one,” he said. “The commercial and 
industrial sectors are the low hanging fruit.”

Customized plans
The newfound interest in residential customers comes at a 
contentious time in the Texas power industry.A decade after 
deregulation, established companies like TXU and Reliant are 
fighting to slow the loss of market share to startup, low-cost 
retailers.

And offering free nights and weekends amounts to another in 
a line of efforts to provide more customized electricity plans 
— whether it’s for more wind power or a smartphone app 
telling customers whether their air conditioner is on.

“It allows us to maintain a great relationship with the 
customers. They’re going to talk to their friends and family,” 
Elizondo said of TXU’s free-nights program.

At the same time, buying wholesale electricity at peak hours 
is set to get vastly more expensive. Last year the Texas Public 
Utility Commission voted to raise the price cap on electricity 
twofold by 2015, eventually bringing the top price to $9,000 
a megawatt hour.

Under normal operations, retailers would never buy electricity 
at that price. But if a heat wave set in and a retailer failed to 
buy enough electricity in advance, the price could be 100 
times what it normally would be in the summer.

That gives retailers a strong incentive to reduce their loads in 
the middle of the day.

“If I had to guess what’s driving this, I would say it’s the cap,” 
Wattles said.

How many people would be willing to crank down their air 
conditioners in the hottest hours of the day or run their 
appliances at night remains an open question as energy 
analysts look to the larger question of how to meet the future 
electricity demands of Texas’ booming population.

In Arlington, Brown’s stories of cost savings have failed to 
impress her friends, who she said have stuck with their 
traditional fixed-rate plans. Brown, meanwhile, is going to 
increasing extremes in the name of thrift, cranking up the 
heat so high at night this winter that she could shut down the 
system in the morning and rely on residual warmth.

“I take a break when the great-grandchildren are over,” she 
said. “They can do what they want.”
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