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Introduction (Pilgrim) 
We’re lucky tonight to have two very interesting speakers - and a very interesting audience! 

We’ve got a packed half an hour now – David MacKay is going to lead us off, followed by Jens 

Redmer, then I’m going to say a few words about AlertMe, we’ll have a quick Q&A session if people 

want to, then we can get on with the networking. 

So, tonight’s theme is really all about how we all – as consumers – can make a different today. 

Our first speaker is David MacKay. David is Professor of Natural Philosophy at the Cavendish Lab at 

Cambridge University – which is the Physics Lab where the electron and all sorts of other things were 

discovered. He’s also started a web company called Transversal, he’s written a universal text input 
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technology called Dasher, of course he’s written the very well-received book “Sustainable Energy – 

without the Hot Air” which I think many people in this room have read. 

David’s views are a great way to introduce tonight’s topic, namely that when we plan for our 

sustainable future, we need to make sure that the changes we make cause the impacts that we 

actually want, and we need to make sure that the plan actually adds-up. 

David has recently been appointed Chief Scientific Advisor to the Department of Environment and 

Climate Change, to help ensure that we get the science right as we go through this momentous 

transition. We are delighted that David has agreed to share a few thoughts with us tonight: David. 

[applause] 

David MacKay 

 

 

Thanks.  Before I accidentally became a civil servant I used to give quite a lot of public talks, and one 

question I would often get asked is “What can I do NOW to make a difference?”. I would rotate 

through various answers, a top 7 things you could do to really make a difference right away. Things 

like: 

Eat vegetarian 6 days a week 
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Put on a sweater and turn down the thermostat 

Fly less and use video-conferencing instead 

Join a car club. Cycle, walk, use public transport. 

These are examples of things I recommend that really make a difference. But my favourite that I’ve 

settled on, especially if I’m asked for just a single recommendation, is: Read your meters! 

And people might say “How does that do any good? That doesn’t affect your consumption at all, 

does it?”. But in my own experience, it’s made the biggest difference of all to my personal footprint. 

When I was writing my book on sustainable energy, a friend asked me “How much energy do you 

use?” – and I was embarrassed that I didn’t actually know the answer! 

I’d thought of myself as a Green for the previous 15 years, but I hadn’t been reading my meters 

regularly. I had a stack of bills, readings and so forth, but I hadn’t actually looked at them. So I 

started reading the meter every week – reading the electricity meter and the gas meter. And my 

energy consumption, which had been 50kWh/day of gas, fell gradually, as I experimented and 

interacted with these measurements, fell to 13kWh/day. And my electricity consumption halved as 

well. And it’s just because having meter-readings in front of you in readable form turns you into a 

scientist. I’m not sure this works for everyone but it certainly worked for me. You start comparing 

one week with the previous week and saying “Well, can I get this down? What makes a difference?”. 

It becomes easy to do experiments. You try something and see if it makes a difference. 

If my lovely assistant can show the slide I brought along...thank you. [laughs] 
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This is one of the graphs I made when I did the electricity experiment of saying “OK, let’s try 

switching off all the famous vampires. Let’s actually switch off the stereo that’s on all the time but 

not doing anything. Let’s switch off the DVD player.  Let’s switch off the other stereo that’s running 

the home cinema system that’s on all the time. Let’s switch off the answering machine that I don’t 

actually use.  All those things. And you can see the effect. 

This is a graph of power versus time. The area under the curve, the red area is showing how much 

energy was used during a couple of days on the left before I switched the vampires off, and then you 

can see the red area on the right after I turned all the vampires off. So there are still these “blips” 

when I’m actually doing real stuff like vacuuming or switching on the microwave, and the 

background consumption which is maybe the fridge is what we’re left with on the right-hand side. 

But before we had this much huger consumption due to all the useless vampires sitting there doing 

nothing. And before the average of the background level was 70W and now its 25W. And so, I’m a 

physicist, I know what 45W means, and I assure you that’s worth having, that’s more than 1% of my 

footprint, I’ll have that, definitely. Or in terms of money, I can say that’s £45 a year, so I can get an 

extra holiday in Lanzarote [laughs]. 

This works for me. Now, whenever I leave home I switch off the stereo, I switch off the DVD player. 

When I use the DVD player I switch it off afterwards. It’s changed my life. It literally has halved my 

home energy consumption – both my electricity and my gas. 
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If you were to do this in the office as well I can predict there’d be a similar effect. A laser printer 

sitting there doing nothing at all – which is what most laser printers do almost of the time – is 

guzzling about 17W, about half a kWh a day, £17 a year achieving nothing. 

So, what did I do? I said: “Read your meters” and what people might respond is: “Hang on, ordinary 

people can do this. They can’t understand how to turn their meter readings into a graph like this. So 

I clubbed-together with some friends in Cambridge and said “can we put together a website with 

some free software on it which allows me to take meter readings and make graphs like this so they 

can actually do the same sorts of experiments and have the same sort of life change. We made 

meterreader.org where some half-baked software is not quite working, and doesn’t quite let you 

make beautiful graphs like this.  

So, why are we here tonight? Well one of the things Pilgrim’s going to be telling you about is 

AlertMe’s Powermeter service which makes it totally easy to make graphs exactly like this, thus 

enabling you to interact and understand – do experiment s and understand where their energy’s 

going, understand what makes a difference and what doesn’t. 

So I’m excited to be here, and very supportive of what AlertMe and Google are doing.  Thanks very 

much for listening. 

[applause] 

Pilgrim 
Thanks very much David. Our next speaker is Jens Redmer of Google. 

It’s great to see Google using its scale and consumer to address the challenge, and we’re delighted 

to have Google co-hosting tonight’s event. Jens has a degree in Computer Science and Medicine – 

unusually – he’s responsible for New Business Development for Google EMEA, and his group works 

on project incubation, exploration, licensing, strategic partnerships, and urgent special projects. 

Before Google he was in Germany at Endemol as Director of Multimedia and before that played a 

leading role in creating both an internet service provider and an online auction service, and he also 

ran part of AOL. Jens has spoken before about how energy visibility can help consumers play an 

important role in addressing climate change, and we’re delighted to have him here tonight. 

Jens. 

[applause] 
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Jens Redmer 

 

Thanks very much, I’m delighted to speak to you today. 

First question you may ask is “What on earth is Google doing in the energy sector. We’re a search 

and advertising company and you may wonder what’s in the energy sector that’s interesting to us? 

You pointed it out – we have an enormous user-base using, and enjoying, our services every day. 

Millions, hundreds of millions of search requests. One of the ideas we have – we’re constantly 

working on projects that go a little beyond our core business. One of these groups is called  

Google.org, that’s the philanthropic arm of Google, which is funded by a small percentage of our 

profits, and we’ve funded some very special projects. In the energy sector, in the charity sector, 

we’ve been funding special projects, investing in a couple of new technology companies in this 

sector. 

All of this is not-for-profit, so all these projects within Google.org are freed of the revenue pressure 

that we have in other projects. A couple of really interesting projects came out of google.org. One 

project is called Flu Trends, which is where we leverage existing technology in a product called 

Insights for Search. We analyse the development of specific search terms over time, so Flu trends is 

analysing the use of flu-related search terms. People go searching on Google on cold symptoms 

before going to the doctor, we can see trends evolving, and with our technology we’re able to 

predict the outbreak of flu to specific regions, typically two weeks before the official government 

organisations have the information from doctors.  
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Another project is Powermeter. Powermeter, like many other such projects, has been derived from a 

so-called “20%” project – many engineers and product-managers within Google have dedicated 20% 

time, so they can spend 1 day/week on projects which are not necessarily directly related to their 

everyday work.  So they can play and experiment with projects which may be interesting in the 

future. A lot of great Google products came out of these 20% projects, including Google Mail, Google 

News ... and Powermeter. 

And the product manager for Google Powermeter was frustrated with the way he was exposed to 

energy information. As a US citizen, he typically receives his energy bill once a month. As a German, I 

receive my energy bill once a year. So there’s actually no value in the information. And as I pre-pay 

my monthly bills in monthly instalments, at the end of the year I get one yearly bill, and i either have 

to pay extra money because I have used more energy than predicted, or I have some money 

returned. So the effect is that you’re either happy as you get €15 back, or you’re very unhappy 

because you have to pay €200 to the utility company. 

Either way, there’s very little value in this type of information.  We found that frustrating, and we 

started to do some internal tests. We went to the Google campus, and we asked random Google 

employees how much are you charged for a kWh? What actually IS a kWh? And how much energy 

do you spend a year? How much energy do you spend a month? And we got totally clueless faces! 

We saw very truthful faces when we asked questions like “what do you pay for a litre of petrol? Or a 

carton of milk? How much for butter?”. So there’s a lack of information on energy consumption. 

People have no idea what it means to let an 18W light bulb run for a day, or a month, how that 

translates into money.  

So we started experimenting with a few self-built Smart Meters in our laboratories. We started 

discussing with some utilities in the States and we soon came out with some really insightful 

knowledge that the early testers of the Powermeter project were saving money – just  like David 

described. They were exposed to their energy consumption, just like studies from all over the world 

which show that once you’re exposed to your energy behaviour, your energy consumption, you 

typically save between 5% and 15%. When I got my first Smart Meter installed in April - I had some 

early talks with a German utility company which was partnering with Powermeter – and the 

engineer came to my apartment and installed it - and the moment he installed it and the first bits 

and bytes of information came onto the screen and I saw my base consumption, it was at 400W 

exactly the same as David – I was freaking-out, I couldn’t believe it, it was 2pm in the afternoon, all 

the lights were off, my dishwasher was not running, my laundry was not running. I had no clue 

where these 400W were coming from. I said to the engineer that something was wrong. But 

obviously it was not wrong.  

I turned into an Energy Detective, I bought myself a small indicator to measure individual appliance 

consumption, and that way I found that my hi-fi was consuming enormous amounts of energy.  My 

TV doesn’t have speakers, so I have to have my hi-fi switched on whenever I watch TV. I’m a very 

lazy person, so – I do switch off my TV when I stop watching – but I forget to turn off my hifi. That 

hifi took 80W, which translated into a little over 100 Euros a year, because 23 hours a day the hifi 

was running doing nothing, and only 1 hour it was used. So only by changing that I saved my first 7% 

of my yearly energy bill. And it didn’t cost me any life quality. 
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And following that I found a couple of other consumers – you know, electric vampires – I found a 

couple of vampires – so my base consumption now is at 170W, so I’m saving well over these 15% 

figures. There are many other anecdotes within the early tests of Powermeter.  

The benfits for us as a search engine company is that we really believe we should fulfil our mission to 

organise the world’s information. And when we say “information”, we don’t mean just the 

information that is currently available on the internet, the electronic information, we mean ALL the 

information. So what you can search on Google today – or another search engine – is only a tiny 

fraction of the information that mankind has created, or will create, unfortunately. So you think of 

books that may be stored in libraries – hence tapping into this project called Google Book Search – 

or videos and stuff in archives, or energy information. So if we’re able to make available information 

about energy consumption to the end-consumer that also drives our mission of making information 

more accessible. And obviously given the scale of users that we can address with a lot of products 

that we use, we can really make a difference. There are hundreds of millions of users using our 

services every day, and if we can only get a fraction of those people having a similar experience like 

I’ve just been describing to you, by switching-off their hifi after watching TV, we can really make a 

big difference to carbon emission and energy consumption. 

So, it’s a really really exciting project for us. 

There’s two sets of partners that we’re currently talking to. One is obviously utilities – most of the 

utilities today have either deployed or will deploy Smart Meters over the next couple of years,  so it’s 

interesting for us to partner with utility companies that already have deployed Smart Meters, so that 

their users can sign-on to Powermeter. 

The second group is companies – such as AlertMe – that produce after-market devices. Because we 

feel that it’s a) going to take a lot of time until the average end-user has a contract with their utility 

company which provides them with a Smart Meter, and b) it’s very likely that utilities – given the 

regulatory framework within which they are bound – will only deploy the least common 

denominator device. So there may be a regulatory framework which obliges utilities to provide some 

level of information back to their users, but lacking a clear business model for the utility companies, 

they will only do what is necessary as a minimum. 

So the Smart Meters that we probably see over the next couple of years deployed by utilities 

companies may be technologically inferior to what is available today at your local Dixons or 

consumer electronics store. 

So we’re really excited that - with AlertMe - we have signed our first European device partner, 

because companies like AlertMe can be a much faster way to adapt new technologies and new 

devices, and create a story, you can update new devices and sometimes you can update new 

software over the internet. So that’s really exciting for the end-consumer and exciting for users – 

and hopefully exciting for everyone else, for society, for the planet. 

What we have done with Google Powermeter, the idea behind it, is that the typical end-user 

probably doesn’t visit the website of the utility company ever so often. Many utility companies 

worldwide have websites where you can see your energy consumption online. But it’s very unlikely 

that you as the average consumer go to that website ever so often. There’s a high likelihood that you 
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go to search the internet, so what we have created is a simple application, a so-called gadget, that’s 

on your personalised Google page. 

This is what you see here, it’s called iGoogle, I’m not sure if you’re familiar with that, you can set a 

personal home page by dragging and dropping small gadgets with totally different pieces of 

information, you can personalise your use stream, you can see the time, some jokes of the day, your 

horoscope, financial news, games, whatever you can think of. There’s thousands of applications 

deployed by developers all over the world that are using the iGoogle platform as a way of driving 

their business, of driving traffic to their websites. This is a personalised version of Google. At the top 

of this page, you see the text input field where you can search on Google. 

The idea behind Powermeter is to put the energy usage data  right in front of the user every time 

they search the internet - this is what you see on the left hand side of this page. The little green bar 

is displaying the current usage, the historic development over the last 2 days or the last week or the 

last month, you can go back and forth in time on that user’s account. 

That is really powerful, if you’re exposed to your energy consumption every day, multiple times a 

day – because the average user uses Google multiple times per day. Just to give you an idea of how 

valuable that can be, one of my colleagues at Google in the US had this gadget installed on her 

personal home page. One morning she came to the office and saw an unusual  spike in her energy 

consumption, so normally her baseline consumption was typically about 200W, this morning she 

came to her office and saw that her baseline had risen to about 1200W. By noon of that day she got 

really worried, she called her neighbour and said “can you check my apartment, something is using 

power and I don’t know what it is”. The neighbour opened the door – she had a key -  and found the 

toaster of that particular employee smouldering in the kitchen and just about to go on fire. So her 

story was that Powermeter helped save her apartment! 

I’m not sure that these anecdotes happen every day, but there’s an incredible wealth of stories. 

Another employee in the UK  office found that she was using an enormous amount of energy every 

day. She started switching-off appliances, just like I did with my hi-fi, and one day she started 

switching off everything but there was still a consumption of 500W. She had an electrician come and 

found that part of the next door apartment was actually wired to her meter! So she wouldn’t have 

found out. I was told that this is not unusual in the UK. 

There’s totally different stories. The underlying red line with all these funny anecdotes is that 

everybody was made much much more aware of how they were consuming. Everyone saved a lot of 

money, saved a lot of energy. Everybody was more educated on how they consume energy. 

So we were really excited to have with the recent announcement both a utility company in the UK – 

a company called first:utility – as well as a device partner with AlertMe. So we’re hoping to expand 

this partner base dramatically over the next months. We now have 12 partners worldwide in 5 

countries, and much more to come. So hopefully in a few years time we’ll have tens of millions of 

users tell stories just like I did today. 

Thank you very much. 

[applause] 
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Pilgrim introduces AlertMe 

 

Thanks very much indeed Jens.  

I think it’s the personal stories that are always the most interesting, because everybody , once they 

start doing this stuff, they come up with their own personal stories. 

That figure to keep in your head is that every Watt of power consumption – so if you turn something 

over, you look at the bottom and it tells you it’s power consumption – a lot of things we leave on 

when we shouldn’t, a lot of things have a high standby power consumption, like the laser printer 

that David mentioned, or the hi-fi,  every Watt of power consumption that it says on the label, is 

costing you a pound a year.  So there are actually quite a lot of devices that cost more just to have 

them turned on not doing anything every year than they actually cost to buy. It’s amazing that most 

people don’t know this. 

 

So now I’d like to introduce AlertMe. 

A British company leading the way in making energy visible to everyone.  

We’re bridging two very different worlds: the world of the Internet and the world of Energy. We 

were privileged last month to launch AlertMe Energy with the biggest players in each space: 

On the internet side - Google 

On the energy side - British Gas, UK’s largest utility. 

 I’d like to show you a short video which explains our vision for AlertMe - and then say a few words. 

[video] 

What is AlertMe? Over the last 2 billion years, plants grew by taking-in solar energy and carbon 

dioxide. As they died, their remains gradually built-up and changed into coal, oil and natural gas, 

which we call “fossil fuels”. 

These fuel our factories, power our cars and heat our homes. 

But burning fossil fuels releases the stored solar energy AND the stored carbon dioxide too. The 

increased carbon dioxide in the air traps the sun’s heat, causing our climate to change. 
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To stop polluting the earth with damaging carbon dioxide, we must stop burning fossil fuels and 

move to renewable sources of energy. This is a huge project, which governments all around the 

world will have to lead. And it will take a long time, and cost a lot of money. Some of that money will 

come from taxing fossil fuels, making energy more expensive for you and for me. 

Frustrating, isn’t it? Why can’t we move quicker toward the changes we need to make, and in the 

meanwhile, what we can do to protect ourselves from rising energy prices? Who’s burning all this 

energy anyway? Well, in fact, about half of all the energy is being burned by ... us! 

You and me, in our cars and in our homes. So we are a big part of the problem. Maybe we could be a 

big part of the solution too. 

29% of all energy used is used right there in our homes. That’s a LOT of energy. And it’s under our 

control. 

Isn’t it? 

Well it should be, shouldn’t it? 

Say hello to AlertMe. AlertMe gives you back control, helping you save energy and money too. 

AlertMe connects you to your home. It shows you exactly what’s going on there, and allows you to 

control it, and it does that wherever you are: at home, at work ... or even on holiday!  

AlertMe is very simple to use. You can control the energy being used in your home using: text 

messages, emails, phone calls, the web, your iphone, or even your TV. 

Installing AlertMe couldn’t be simpler. You can do it yourself. There’s no expensive installation 

charges, and no waiting for an appointment. Simply plug, and play. 

AlertMe brings intelligence to how energy is consumed in your home. For the first time, your home 

can tell you exactly where energy is being used, down to the level of individual appliances, and 

exactly how much it’s costing. 

AlertMe suggests ways to reduce your energy usage. It can automate heating, cooling, and switch 

appliances on and off to save energy automatically. It will even integrate with future devices, such as 

Microgeneration and smart meters. AlertMe can reduce the consumption of the average household 

by around 20%. In the UK that’s a saving of around 1 ton of carbon dioxide per house per year.  

If everyone used AlertMe, it could save as much carbon dioxide as taking half the cars off the road. 

And because it saves energy, it’s worth remembering that it also saves money. 

So: by measuring and monitoring, AlertMe puts you in charge, reduces your bills and your carbon 

footprint. With backing from some of the best investors on the planet, AlertMe is available right 

now.  We’ve got rave reviews and awards, for everything from Cleantech to design, and a proven 

platform already in use by thousands. 

AlertMe: Save money, save energy, and help to save the world. 

[end of video] 
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Pilgrim: 

(My wife asked if the guy in the swimming trunks was modelled after me!) 

So just some policy context to explain why it’s so important to help consumers understand and get 

control of their consumption.  

   

The Government have rightly made tackling Climate Change a top priority.  The Climate Change Act 

of 2008 sent the clear signal that action needs to be taken NOW - before it’s too late.  It’s great to 

see all political parties signed-up.    

As well as moving our supplies over to renewable energy – which is really important but is going to 

take a while – we also need to get demand under control.  

To give renewables a chance to catch-up and close the gap.  

So a key question for politicians is how to address energy demand. 

Energy has perhaps - in the past - not been the most dynamic topic of conversation, but now that’s 

changing. 

Now there is revolution in the air. Even companies from outside the Energy space are making energy 

a core part of their strategy. Telco’s, Retailers, Media operators … it’s not just a game for utilities any 

more. 

I think the UK is well-placed to lead this transformation - not least because energy deregulation can 

unleash the power of the free market to accelerate change.  

Here are some charts showing where energy goes in our homes.  
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 To quote David – “if everyone does a little, we’ll achieve only a little”.  

So now we need to move on to the bigger reductions that are needed. The first step – as both David 

and Jens have said tonight - is to understand where our energy is going. 

Or to put it from a CONSUMER perspective, where our MONEY is going. 

Average energy bill is more than £1200 – a LOT more than we pay for any other service, and we have 

no idea where that money’s going. 

In the corporate and public sector, the Government have introduced the Carbon Reduction 

Commitment, which kicks-in in April. 

I think we need a parallel focus on the domestic sector – my home and your home.  

It’s time to act. So here is what we are doing.  

We’ve just launched a consumer service which makes home energy consumption visible to everyone 

in a way that’s easy to understand.  

 And that means not just presenting data in units like “kWh”, but translating this into meaningful 

information - such as how much it costs. Academic research over the last 20 years has shown that 

this does cause real savings.  

The more accessible this information is, the better. So instead of introducing yet another gadget in 

our homes, we’ve chosen to bring Home Energy information and control to all the EXISTING gadgets 

in our lives – where we already spend our attention – our phones, our TV, and the web in all its 

forms - including of course our Search Engine home page – which is why Google Powermeter is so 

important. 

Our mission is to give consumers two things:  

1) Actionable information, triggering behavior change, which reduces consumption  

2) Automation, which makes energy-saving automatic  

 

3,300 kWh

20,500 kWh

Electricity

Natural Gas
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So how does this all fit with the Smart Grid and Smart Meters, which we’re hearing quite a lot about 

at the moment?  

Well, Smart Meters will only be effective in reducing consumption if they achieve those two things:  

1) Engaging with consumer – and changing behaviour  

2) Engaging with how energy is consumed in the home – through managing individual appliances  

And those two things are exactly what AlertMe is good at.  

  And as we move forwards over the next few years - and micro-generation becomes a reality - 

AlertMe will continue to be at the centre of managing energy in the home. 

Whether its solar thermal (heating from the sun), solar PV (electricity from the sun), micro-CHP 

boilers (electricity out of your household boiler) or home energy storage – there’s a vital role to play 

in managing how home energy is consumed – and produced – and keeping us the CONSUMERS – the 

bill-payers, the tax-payers - informed and in control.  

[demo] 

It’s not just the global climate that’s changing. 

It’s the political climate – the social climate. We, as consumers, are ready not just to be encouraged 

to make a difference. But to be ENABLED to make a difference.  

Now.   

It feels good that AlertMe – and Google – and British Gas – and many others – are playing a role in 

making this happen. Doing it. Now. 
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Empowering potentially millions of consumers to save money – and help keep our wonderful planet 

– our home – in good shape.  Thank you. 
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