
© 2025 NEWGEN STRATEGIES AND SOLUTIONS, LLC

FROM DATA TO DECISIONS:
UNLOCKING THE POWER OF DATA 
TO DRIVE UTILITY EXCELLENCE

March 6, 2025



© 2025 NEWGEN STRATEGIES AND SOLUTIONS, LLC

INTRODUCTION
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• Providing consulting services since 2004, focusing on pricing 
services, developing rates and fees for utility systems, and 
regulatory support. 

• Recognized expert witness known for his expertise in cost of 
service and rate design. 

• Teaches the "Fundamentals of Water Cost of Service and Rate 
Design" class for EUCI and is part of the NARUC Rate School 
faculty.

• Accredited as a Certified Rate of Return Analyst by the Society 
of Utility and Regulatory Financial Analysts (SURFA)

Chris Ekrut, Partner and Chief Financial Officer
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DISCLAIMER

Any opinions expressed herein are my own and do not necessarily 
represent the views of NewGen Strategies and Solutions, LLC.

Nothing contained within this presentation should be construed as 
legal advice or opinion.  Always consult professional legal counsel.

My views and opinions expressed herein are intended to be 
general in nature and may not be applicable to any active or 

ongoing litigation in which I may be involved.
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SECTION I
The Expanding Landscape of Utility Data
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TYPES OF AVAILABLE DATA
• Advanced Metering Infrastructure 

(AMI)
• Customer Information Systems
• Operational and Asset Performance 

Data
• Financial Data
• Environmental and Sustainability 

Metrics
• Government/3rd Party Data

o Weather 
o Property/Tax Records
o Aerial and Satellite Imagery
o Census Bureau Data
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OPERATIONAL APPLICATIONS
• Leak Detection
• Demand Management
• Predictive Maintenance / 

Infrastructure Resilience
• Outage Management / 

Service Reliability
• Resource Allocation / 

Capacity Investment
• Regulatory Compliance 

and Reporting
• Financial 
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OPERATIONAL APPLICATION EXAMPLE
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AMI Insights

A real-world case study shows how AMI data enabled a utility to 
gain insights into how irrigation usage impacted system peaks, 

sparking conversations about designing programs and rate 
structures to encourage changes in irrigation practices.  
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• Load forecasts considering 
geographical, demographic, and utility 
specific differentiators
̶ Integrating historical usage, weather 

data, and diverse economic indicators 
to extrapolate trends for customers

̶ Utilizing regression analysis and 
advanced machine learning tools 

̶ Developing load profiles for common 
load types, distributed resources, and 
electrification components

̶ Including stochastic modeling to depict 
range of outcomes

OPERATIONAL APPLICATION 
EXAMPLE
LOAD FORECASTING
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THE CHALLENGES OF BIG DATA

• Managing Volume, Processing 
Speed, and Cost

• Data Accuracy
• Data Integration
• Security
• Risk Management
• Big Data Expertise
• Data Interpretation
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Managing Volume, Processing Speed, and Cost: Storing, processing, and analyzing terabytes or petabytes requires robust infrastructure that not every organization has ready to go. Volume isn’t just about storage; it’s about how fast you can crunch the numbers. Real-time analysis or even just keeping up with incoming data streams can strain systems and demand optimized algorithms. Between hardware, software, cloud services, and the people to manage it, the price tag can climb fast.�Data Accuracy: Big data is only useful if it’s reliable. Messy, incomplete, or inconsistent data (like duplicate entries or outdated records) can lead to wrong conclusions. Cleaning and validating it takes time and skill.
Data Integration: Pulling together data from different sources (databases, APIs, spreadsheets) is a headache. They often don’t play nice together—think mismatched formats or conflicting standards—and that unification process can derail projects.�Security: With huge datasets often comes sensitive information—personal details, financial records, you name it. Protecting it from breaches, leaks, or misuse is critical.�Risk Management: Big data can amplify risks. A small error in analysis or a misinterpreted correlation can lead to bad decisions with big consequences—like misallocating resources or misjudging market trends. Plus, there’s the risk of over-relying on data and missing the human element.�Big Data Expertise: Plenty of folks can run a basic script or query, but handling the same sort of analysis on terabytes of data—optimizing workflows, tuning distributed systems, and making sense of the results—takes specialized know-how that’s still more rare.�Data Interpretation: Raw data doesn’t tell a story—people do. Turning numbers into actionable insights requires not just tech skills but domain knowledge and critical thinking, or you’re just swimming in noise.




SECTION II
Turning Data into Actionable Insights
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DATA SILOS

• Data Silo: Collection of data that is stored separately and is 
not easily accessible to other parts of the organizations

• Results from:
̶ Spreadsheet Culture

• Decentralized storage
• Lack of standardization
• Version control chaos

(Does something like “Q1 Financials FINAL v3 CE.xlsx”
look familiar to anyone?)

• Limited collaboration
• Data hoarding habits / security / privacy concerns
• Scalability struggles

̶ Lack of overall data strategy
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Data Silos�Data silos are a pervasive issue in organizations, where information gets trapped in isolated pockets, inaccessible or disconnected from other parts of the business. Think of them as walled-off vaults—each department or team hoards its own stash of data, making it tough to get a unified view of what’s going on. Operations might have its stats in one place, finance in another, and customer and meter data elsewhere—none of them talking to each other. This fragmentation can slow down decision-making, breed inefficiencies, and even lead to conflicting strategies. This isn’t always intentional; it’s often a byproduct of how teams work, the tools they use, and a lack of centralized systems. 

While technology like enterprise databases and cloud platforms aims to break these silos down, one surprisingly common culprit has helped build them up over the years: the humble excel spreadsheet. Spreadsheets have been a go-to for decades. They’re flexible, easy to use, and don’t require much training. But this strength is also their weakness when it comes to data silos. Here’s how they’ve contributed:

 Decentralized Storage: Spreadsheets live on individual computers, shared drives, or personal cloud folders. There’s no central hub tying them together. If the marketing team updates its spreadsheet, sales doesn’t automatically see it—someone’s got to email it or manually merge it, and that rarely happens seamlessly.
 Lack of Standardization: Every team—or even every person—can set up a spreadsheet their own way. Column names, formats, and calculations vary wildly. One group might track “Customer ID” while another uses “Client Code.” Good luck combining those without a cleanup crew.
 Version Control Chaos: Spreadsheets get copied, renamed, and emailed around? Without a single source of truth, you end up with multiple versions floating around, each slightly different. Teams work off their own “truth,” and silos deepen.
 Limited Collaboration: Sure, spreadsheets allow real-time edits, but they’re still not built for enterprise-scale teamwork. Multiple users in a single spreadsheet is clunky and unsafe, and there’s no robust way to link one spreadsheet to another across departments. Each file becomes an island.
 Data Hoarding Habits: Spreadsheets empower individuals to “own” their data. A manager might tweak numbers in their private Excel file and not share it, either out of habit, control, or distrust in a shared system. That territorial mindset locks data away.
 Scalability Struggles: As data grows, spreadsheets buckle. They’re fine for a small team’s records, but throw in thousands of rows or complex relationships, and they slow down or crash. Teams then double down on their own files rather than pushing for a unified solution.

Due to spreadsheets’ decentralized setup, institutions have dodged a unified data strategy, leaning on teams to manage their own files—until now.
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THE IMPACT OF DATA SILOS

• Inefficiency
• Uninformed decision 

making
• Reduced collaboration
• Increased cost
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Organizational Impact�Spreadsheets were never meant to be enterprise data systems, but their accessibility turned them into a crutch. Over time, this has entrenched silos and created separated teams performing analysis all blind to each other. When utility leads asks for a big-picture report, analysts spend hours (or days) stitching it together, often with gaps or errors. This silo effect doesn’t just waste time—it obscures opportunities. A utility can easily miss trends because the data’s split across unlinked files. It also breeds redundancy: teams duplicate work because they don’t trust or can’t access each other’s numbers.
�
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• Leadership must drive data-centric 
culture

• Data must be accessible and 
integrated

• Employees must be data literate 
and empowered

• Data governance and security must 
be strong

• Organization should champion 
collaboration and transparency

BREAKING DOWN SILOS
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Breaking the Cycle�Spreadsheets aren’t going away—they’re too useful for quick tasks. But their role in silos points to a need for better systems. Data warehouses pull data together, enforce consistency, and make it accessible. The catch? Transitioning off spreadsheets takes effort—training, buy-in, and often a cultural shift away from “my data” to “our data.” Organizations have to recognize that while spreadsheets sparked the silo problem, only a deliberate move toward integration can fix it. 
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BEST 
PRACTICES TO 
ENCOURAGE 
DATA DRIVEN 
DECISION-
MAKING

• Unified Data Strategy
• Cultural shift from “my data” to “our data” 
• Centralized Data Platforms

̶ Data Lake – Centralized repository that stores large 
volumes of raw data

̶ Data Swamp – Disorganized mass of unusable data (a 
data lake without proper governance)

• Established Data Sharing Policies
• Business Intelligence Tools – Real-time access to 

Unified Data
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OTHER HINDRANCES TO DATA DRIVEN DECISION-MAKING

• Skills gaps

• Lack of technology adoption

• Privacy, Security, and Regulatory 
concerns

16
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DATA 
VISUALIZATION

• Visual representation of information
• Used for communicating complex data relationships in 

an accessible and user-friendly manner

• Why is visualization important?
• Can make the complex clear
• Reveals trends and patterns
• Can assist in decision making
• Can improve organizational understanding

17
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INFORMATION OVERLOAD
EXAMPLE TRACKING OF COVID IMPACTS ON WATER USAGE
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DATA 
VISUALIZATION: 

THE GOOD, 
THE BAD,
AND THE 
CONFUSING
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DATA 
VISUALIZATION: 

THE GOOD, 
THE BAD,
AND THE 
CONFUSING
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DATA VISUALIZATION:
THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE CONFUSING

• Segmentation of load profiles allows utilities to take the noise of thousands of 
usage patterns and distill them into meaningful groups

21
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DATA 
VISUALIZATION: 

THE GOOD, 
THE BAD,
AND THE 
CONFUSING
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50% of Customers 
Would See a 

Decrease

39% of Customers 
Would See an 

Increase



© 2025 NEWGEN STRATEGIES AND SOLUTIONS, LLC

DATA VISUALIZATION:
THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE CONFUSING
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DATA VISUALIZATION:
THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE CONFUSING
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EXAMPLE 
VISUALS
Affordability
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DATA 
VISUALIZATION

• Know your audience
• Choose the right type of visual or chart
• KISS – Keep it Clear and Simple
• Colors – Be consistent and remember that people may 

be color blind
• Provide context (labels, legends, units of measure)
• Highlight key insights
• Ensure accuracy
• Data scale and proportions matter
• Not everyone has an iPhone – optimize for different 

devices
• Be a storyteller
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DATA VISUALIZATION – BUSINESS INTELLIGENCE (BI)
• BI dashboards combine the power of visuals with robust interactivity to transform data 

into meaningful decisions, though their power hinges on thoughtful implementation:

̶ Multi-Layered Data Exploration: Enable users to navigate multiple data depths—drilling down 
into specifics (e.g., hourly usage) or rolling up to overviews (e.g., annual trends)—where it 
adds value, enhancing flexibility.

̶ Synchronized Filtering: Deliver interactivity by linking visuals, so selecting an element (like a 
customer class) filters all charts instantly, though this relies on well-structured data 
foundations.

̶ Enhanced Data Integration: Facilitate smooth connections to external sources—querying 
databases or streaming live feeds—but success depends on careful setup and ongoing 
validation.

̶ Visuals still rely on the fundamentals of visualization to be effective!

27



SECTION III
The Future of Utility Data Management
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• Advanced Analytics and AI-Driven 
Insights
̶ Predictive Analytics

• Using historic data and machine 
learning to forecast consumption 
and predict failures

̶ AI-Powered Information and 
Analytics

• Rapidly summarize and analyze 
operational and customer data, 
guide employees on company 
protocols and policies, detect 
anomalies or trends in usage 
patterns.

EMERGING TRENDS
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
While the potential is huge, AI isn’t a magic bullet, yet. Water utilities jumping on the bandwagon face real risks, especially given the technology’s current state and our collective inexperience with it. Here’s what to watch out for:
No True AI Experts Exist Yet: We’re all novices here. AI is evolving so fast that even the sharpest engineers and data scientists are learning on the fly. For a water utility, this means the person setting up your predictive model might not fully grasp its quirks (no one does yet)—or how it’ll behave with your specific mix of aging pipes and spotty sensors. Missteps could lead to overconfidence in shaky forecasts.
 AI Knows Everything but Understands Nothing: AI can churn through terabytes of data and spit out patterns—like “Pipe Z fails every 18 months”—but it doesn’t get why. It lacks context or common sense. Humans to step in to interpret, but if they trust the AI blindly, bad calls could follow.
 AI Knows Everything but Understands Nothings: AI is only as good as the data it’s fed. Water utilities often deal with patchy records—think handwritten logs from the ‘90s or sensors that cut out during storms. Feed that into a predictive model, and you get garbage out. Worse, AI might “learn” from those gaps and confidently predict failures that aren’t real, wasting time and money.
Over-Reliance and Deskilling: Leaning too hard on AI can erode human expertise. If operators stop questioning the system and just follow its lead, they might miss obvious red flags—like a trend that makes no sense in the field. A utility could end up with a workforce that’s great at clicking “Run” but clueless when the AI hiccups.
AI Invents and Misleads: A notable trait of current AI systems is their tendency to fabricate answers to satisfy user queries. They’re also prone to “hallucinations,” confidently stating events or details that never happened.
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AI – BEWARE THE TOASTERS
• While the emergence of AI is an 

exciting development that will 
revolutionize many aspects of our 
industry, utilities are advised to 
proceed with caution:
̶ No true AI experts exist yet
̶ AI knows everything but understands 

nothing
̶ AI is only as good as its data
̶ Can result in over-reliance and de-

skilling
̶ AI invents and misleads
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
While the potential is huge, AI isn’t a magic bullet, yet. Water utilities jumping on the bandwagon face real risks, especially given the technology’s current state and our collective inexperience with it. Here’s what to watch out for:
No True AI Experts Exist Yet: We’re all novices here. AI is evolving so fast that even the sharpest engineers and data scientists are learning on the fly. For a water utility, this means the person setting up your predictive model might not fully grasp its quirks (no one does yet)—or how it’ll behave with your specific mix of aging pipes and spotty sensors. Missteps could lead to overconfidence in shaky forecasts.
 AI Knows Everything but Understands Nothing: AI can churn through terabytes of data and spit out patterns—like “Pipe Z fails every 18 months”—but it doesn’t get why. It lacks context or common sense. Humans to step in to interpret, but if they trust the AI blindly, bad calls could follow.
 AI Knows Everything but Understands Nothings: AI is only as good as the data it’s fed. Water utilities often deal with patchy records—think handwritten logs from the ‘90s or sensors that cut out during storms. Feed that into a predictive model, and you get garbage out. Worse, AI might “learn” from those gaps and confidently predict failures that aren’t real, wasting time and money.
Over-Reliance and Deskilling: Leaning too hard on AI can erode human expertise. If operators stop questioning the system and just follow its lead, they might miss obvious red flags—like a trend that makes no sense in the field. A utility could end up with a workforce that’s great at clicking “Run” but clueless when the AI hiccups.
AI Invents and Misleads: A notable trait of current AI systems is their tendency to fabricate answers to satisfy user queries. They’re also prone to “hallucinations,” confidently stating events or details that never happened.





QUESTIONS / DISCUSSION
CHRIS EKRUT, PARTNER AND CFO

(972) 232-2234
CEKRUT@NEWGENSTRATEGIES.NET
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