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A technology consulting firm will have clients from many different industries.  One such industry is the Energy Utilities industry.  Having worked for a firm in this industry and knowing that my career may lead me to re-enter or at least consult for this industry, I will profile an Energy Utilities firm to analyze the firm, its industry, and Information Systems (IS) in the firm.  The firm is FirstEnergy Corporation.  The look at IS in the firm will focus on the consulting group of the Information Technology department.  All quoted information can be found in its original context at http://www.firstenergycorp.com.

FirstEnergy Corporation (FE) is a “diversified electric company headquartered in Akron, Ohio.”  FE owns seven operating companies in three states:  Ohio, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey.  These seven companies include approximately 13,000 full-time employees.  The culture of the company is very friendly, employees are satisfied, and an open workplace and engaged workforce is encouraged.  The company structure is large due to the size and geographic disbursement of the firm, but employees at the main office in Akron regularly get to interact with senior vice presidents.  For example, as an intern, I regularly spent time speaking to the CIO.

Top-Level Positions in FE Corporate Structure
	Board of Directors: 10 – 12 people

	Chief Executive Officer

	Chief Operating Officer

	Senior Vice President, Chief Information Officer

	Senior Vice President, General Counsel

	Senior Vice President, Human Resources

	Senior Vice President, Strategic Planning & Operations

	Senior Vice President, Operations

	Senior Vice President, Governmental Affairs

	Senior Vice President, Chief Financial Officer

	Senior Vice President, Operations Strategy & Development

	Senior Vice President, Energy Delivery / Customer Service

	Senior Vice President, Assistant to CEO

	Vice President, Controller, Chief Accounting Officer

	Vice President, Treasurer

	Vice President, Business Development, Performance & Management

	Vice President, Rates & Regulatory Affairs

	Vice President, Corporate Affairs

	Vice President, Community Involvement

	Vice President, Customer Service / Service Area Development

	Vice President, Chief Risk Officer

	Vice President, Communications

	Vice President, Governmental Affairs

	Vice President, Energy Delivery

	Vice President, Corporate Security & Ethics Officer

	Vice President, Asset Oversight

	Vice President, Corporate Group Administration

	Vice President, Legal

	Vice President, Investor Relations

	Vice President, Tax

	Vice President, Environmental

	Vice President, Federal Regulator Commission Policy, Chief FERC Compliance Officer

	Vice President, Supply Chain & Chief Procurement Officer

	Corporate Secretary

	3 Assistant Controllers

	2 Assistant Corporate Secretaries

	President of Pennsylvania Operations

	President of Ohio Operations

	President of Jersey Central Power & Light

	6 Regional Presidents



Regional Presidents include one for each of the operating companies under FE except Pennsylvania Power.


There is also FirstEnergy Solutions, which is a business that consults with other businesses about their use of energy resources.

This shows how wide the hierarchy of FE spreads.

Some items for FE to brag about:  4.5 million customers, “36,000 square mile service area” in the three states, “13,948 megawatts of generating capacity”, and “12,000 miles of transmission lines” with “8 interconnections with nine electric utility systems.”  FE’s “service area is within a 500-mile radius of half of the United States population.”  The firm generates energy and it generates plenty of revenue, $12.4 billion annually, and it holds more than $32 billion in assets.
FE is “one of fifteen companies in the Dow Jones Utility Average.”  The firm is in good financial standing after reaching milestones including a record high stock price over the past year.  As stated on the firm’s Web page, FE “achieved the stated goal of $150 million in annual savings from the GPU merger.”  The merger with FE was approved by the Pennsylvania energy company in late 2000.  FE also “eliminated $3 billion of debt since 2002, reducing the debt-to-capital ratio to 57% from 65% three years ago.”  The financial position of the firm continues to improve.  One possible strain on finances is the settlement of a lawsuit by the United States Environmental Protection Agency which requires “$1.1 billion in clean-air equipment” by 2010.  This affects mostly the Sammis Plant owned by FE, but others as well.

General trends and issues facing the firm include a move to competitive market pricing in 2009, working with Ohio government authorities to lower customers’ electric bills, and possibly expanding the service area into Michigan.  These changes will incorporate information systems throughout the firm.  To move into a competitive pricing market in Ohio, reliable transfer of data will be necessary between departments.  In working with government authorities, data must be available to show the authorities to justify requests by the firm, and once changes to prices are made, information systems that create monthly statements must be updated.  Expanding a service area to another state requires expanding the information system as well to be able to communicate further and allow for more traffic on the networks.  There may also be a need for integration of systems from the newly acquired areas.
A threat to FE is a repeat incident at the Davis-Besse nuclear plant or elsewhere.  Due to negligence in maintenance, there was a problem that was found in time, but still required the plant to close for a long period of time and cost the firm a large amount of money for repair, legal consequences, and lost productivity.  FE has taken steps to prevent any similar occurrences and prides itself on being recognized for its safety programs now.  Safety is a major recurring theme throughout the company.  Another issue FE must consider is the use of “increasingly sensitive equipment and appliances that are more susceptible to system disturbances.  Continued investment is needed to help maintain the quality service customers expect.”  Again, FE is aware of the threat and has taken steps to offset the magnitude of it.
Additional resources for information specifically related to FirstEnergy Corporation from the Edison Electric Institute (EEI).  This organization provides information about industry issues, products, services, and meetings.  The EEI website is http://eei.org and EEI publishes a magazine as well (Electric Perspectives).  Another place for information about FE internally is the Employee Update newsletters which are printed and distributed about twice monthly.  For networking opportunities, the LinkedIn web service is encouraged at the firm, and for networking within IS there is an Information Technology Leadership Team (ITLT).  Employees can become members of the team, or participate in the events and take advantage of the services the team provides.
Information Systems at FE is a major success factor.  The Information Technology Department supports every department of the firm, some of which would not be able to function without IS.  For example, there is a branch of IT that is called Real Time Systems (RTS).  This group of IT Specialists is responsible for the information systems that track critical data about energy generation, energy delivery, and weather systems.  Information Systems are also responsible for monitoring production levels at each of the three nuclear plants, another critical process.  FE would not be able to perform its daily functions effectively without IS.

The organizational structure of IS, or the IT Department, is not as complex as the complete hierarchy of the firm.  Under the CEO, one of the senior vice presidents is the CIO, Bennett Gaines.  Mr. Gaines is definitely an influencing force in IS and one of his emphasized projects is reducing the reliance upon Microsoft Excel spreadsheets throughout FE.  This is being accomplished by taking advantage of document management application, FileNet P8.  This requires an effort on the part of every department in FE to move documents into P8 and include the use of P8 in their business processes.  Under Mr. Gaines are several directors of different departments within IT, such as RTS, Strategy & Planning, Web Development, and more.  To focus on the consulting area of IS within FE, the director of Strategy & Planning is Kaye Jendrisak.  IT Strategy & Planning handles all IT-related project strategy across the enterprise.  Ms. Jendrisak is the person who determines the priority of each project strategy.  The manager of Enterprise Strategy & Planning is Pam Claytor, who not only manages what her team works on, but who does some of the strategy work herself.  The IT Strategy team is an internal technology consulting team for FE.  The team is small with only about three core members.  Frances Fischer is the de facto team lead, and is a senior consultant, and Denise Bracken is the primary strategy consultant for the IT – Energy Delivery / Customer Service group.  The IT-ED/CS group, headed by Dave Meszaros, interfaces directly with the employees in the field and helps all the locations satisfy their IT needs.  The similar group in IT is the IT – FENOC group, headed by Murphy Montler.  FENOC is the acronym for the FirstEnergy Nuclear Operating Companies, which are two plants in Ohio and one in Pennsylvania.  The IT Strategy & Planning team does a lot of work for FE and the team size is smaller than is efficient.  There has been an interest in bringing more employees to this department.
A specific IS issue that FE must deal with is the separation of information from the government-regulated entities of the firm and the non-regulated entities of the firm.  These two types of entities can not share information.  There are shared services entities that can access information for both types of entities.  Security around information throughout FE must ensure these restrictions are obeyed.  Large legal implications will arise if a breach of these restrictions occurs.  There was a drive cleanup initiative that took place in the summer of 2007, the goal of which was to not only remove unnecessary items from the networks, but to also ensure adherence to the regulations of separation of information.  Also, in support of CIO Bennett Gaines’s emphasis of document management, compliance to the Sarbanes-Oxley Act requires certain guidelines for information storage to be met.  One of the biggest strategies to begin the communication and implementation phase recently was the e-Learning Technologies strategy, which has the intent of making all training more effective and efficient throughout FE.

The leaders in IS at FE are the people mentioned previously, and also the members of the ITLT, which was discussed briefly as a networking tool.  The ITLT influences the culture of IS and IT at the firm, while the individuals mentioned influence first-hand the work that is done.  Only one specific application has been mentioned, which is FileNet P8.  Another key vendor, probably the most significant for FE, is SAP, which has a whole department of IT dedicated to it.  Project Innovation just involved a huge upgrade of the SAP Enterprise Resource Planning product, employing features that were owned by the firm but had not yet been used.  This project should be going live beginning in October 2007.
Business in the energy industry is regulated by the government.  A few agencies that have a large influence on FE’s business processes are FERC (Federal Energy Regulation Commission), NERC (North American Electric Reliability Council), and NRC (Nuclear Regulatory Commission).

IS resources specific to FE include the IT Weekly Newsletter and the Community Pages of each IT department on the company portal, which was recently launched with SAP.  The Newsletter gives information about new employees, anniversaries of service, and brief highlights of achievements in departments.  The community pages provide detailed information about projects that are underway and scheduled to be undertaken (as prioritized lists or timelines), and department goals and bulletins are posted.
FE is a great firm for employment as an IT consultant because the culture is friendly, the work is appreciated by the company, and there is the opportunity to move around within the firm to different departments or geographic locations.  Working for a technology consulting firm may allow for experience in the energy industry, helping to develop expertise in the area, which will make the move into the industry as an internal consultant smoother.
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