Draft Application Review & Feedback Form
Reviewer: Jessi Finstad     Review date: October 1, 2026
Applicant: NorthWestern Energy
Project title: Billings Area Wildfire Risk GridScope Monitoring Project
Project location / county: Johnson Lane/Lockwood (Yellowstone County), Reed Point (Stillwater County), and Greycliff (Sweet Grass County), Montana; final device locations pending
1. Applicant feedback
The following comments reference the EIRGP review criteria and submitted draft materials. They do not constitute scores, eligibility determinations, or funding recommendations.
A. Resilience & Reliability Benefits
Reviewer Notes:
The proposal explains how 201 self-powered GridScope pole-mounted sensors could improve visibility into line conditions, fault location, and wildfire-related hazards. It identifies selected recloser zones, uses NorthWestern Energy’s 2025 Wildfire Mitigation Plan risk framework, and proposes a practical sequence of detection, notification, field confirmation, and documented response.
· Provide available baseline outage, fault, patrol, or dispatch records for the selected zones and identify the proposed measurement period and targets for event-location time, patrol requirements, restoration performance, and wildfire-related interventions. The narrative currently describes measures to be established after deployment rather than supplying baseline values.
· Clarify the specific risk reduction expected from monitoring alone, as distinct from protective-device operation or physical hardening. 
B. Customer Benefits
Reviewer Notes:
The narrative identifies direct benefits for customers downstream of selected reclosers and distinguishes those customers from potentially indirect beneficiaries elsewhere on the circuits. The customer table estimates 188 customers across Greycliff 7R020, Johnson Lane 3R014, and Reed Point 3R061.
· Reconcile the customer-benefit table with the complete proposed monitoring scope: the location descriptions also identify reclosers 3R015 and 3R063, while the overview refers to four protection zones. Confirm the number of monitored zones, customer counts for each zone, and whether 188 represents the full directly served population.
C. Critical & Essential Facility Benefits
Reviewer Notes:
The application describes how more precise event information could reduce interruption impacts to critical and essential facilities, and lists facility types that will be evaluated. It does not yet identify facilities served by the selected recloser zones.
· Identify any specific critical and essential facilities directly served by the monitored zones, or state if none have been identified. Distinguish direct electrical-service benefits from broader regional wildfire-risk benefits, as the narrative proposes to do in its final submission.
D. Community Vulnerability & Resilience
Reviewer Notes:
The narrative identifies selected line segments and reclosers in the Billings/Lockwood, Reed Point, and Greycliff areas and references wildfire-risk tiers. Maps show approximate protection-zone geography, but exact pole/device locations and county/service-territory information are still being developed.
· Provide confirmed device locations or sufficiently specific GIS project boundaries, county information, and affected service areas for DEQ’s FEMA RAPT evaluation. The applicant is not required to conduct its own FEMA RAPT assessment.
· Clarify how the identified wildfire exposure, remote-access conditions, and community characteristics relate to the customers and locations directly affected by the proposed deployment. Confirm the applicable risk-tier designations for each zone.
E. Workforce & Economic Development Benefits
Reviewer Notes:
The narrative identifies Montana utility personnel and qualified contractors for engineering, installation, commissioning, operations, and training. The budget specifies 402 represented lineworker hours and 405 engineering/project-management hours.
· Clarify the anticipated number of participating employees or contractors, whether any positions are newly created or temporary, and the planned training topics and estimated hours or completion measures. Distinguish existing employee time charged to the project from new workforce impacts.
F. Advanced Grid Technology
Reviewer Notes:
The narrative describes GridScope sensing, local analytics, self-powered operation, communications options, event alerts, and operational integration. The proposed equipment quantity is 201 devices at $2,000 each, with deployment locations subject to field and communications validation.
· Provide the referenced Gridware technical data, vendor quotation, and information on the proposed device configuration, communications subscriptions, software access, warranty, and support. Confirm which capabilities and associated service costs are included in the $402,000 equipment estimate.
· Explain how alerts will reach operations personnel, be validated and acted upon, and be tested during commissioning; identify any integration with existing systems and how continued communications and monitoring will be maintained after the grant-funded deployment.
G. Budget & Cost
Reviewer Notes:
The workbook totals $482,376 in project costs. It identifies $241,188 as the federal share and $241,188 as applicant match. The signed commitment letter instead describes $482,376 as the amount being applied for and commits to at least 100% matching funds plus the additional 15.5% contribution.
· Reconcile the requested federal subaward, total project cost, and applicant match across the signed letter, narrative, and workbook. Confirm the intended federal subaward request.
· The equipment worksheet cites a vendor quote for 201 GridScope devices, but the quote and technical documentation are listed as items to obtain and were not included in the submitted package. Provide the cost basis or referenced quote, and clarify whether communications, software, subscriptions, training, or ongoing support will generate costs beyond the current budget.
· Clarify the designation of the $241,188 applicant contribution as “In Kind” and the “Federal Part A” descriptions in the match worksheets. 
H. Project Immediacy
Reviewer Notes:
The narrative provides a relative schedule extending to approximately 20 months after contract execution and includes design, environmental review, procurement, deployment, commissioning, and training. It anticipates a BABA waiver process during months 0–12; the application form marks BABA compliance “No.”
· Clarify the anticipated BABA waiver need, affected equipment, waiver status, and procurement dependencies. The schedule should reflect that any necessary approval must be obtained before proceeding with affected purchases; a proposed waiver should not be treated as approved.
· The environmental questionnaire selects Group A (administrative and planning activities) although the project includes physical installation of devices on existing utility poles. Confirm the appropriate work-activity classification and complete the applicable installation-related environmental information, including land/agency coordination where relevant. The questionnaire also contains differing statements about proximity to tribal lands and future SHPO coordination.
· The environmental questionnaire identifies the Billings area but also lists Helena, Butte, and Missoula as other work locations, while the Billings narrative describes Johnson Lane, Reed Point, and Greycliff. Confirm the geographic scope of this application and provide the appropriate location-specific questionnaires and site maps for all actual installation areas specific to each application/project.
2. Summary feedback for applicant
NorthWestern Energy proposes to deploy approximately 201 GridScope monitoring devices to improve hazard awareness and fault localization in selected wildfire-exposed distribution zones. The narrative provides an understandable operational rationale, identifies candidate circuits and reclosers, describes a risk-based selection approach, and outlines monitoring and reporting measures. The budget itemizes device and internal labor costs, and a signed cost-match commitment has been provided.
The principal areas requiring clarification are the final monitored-zone inventory and corresponding customer counts; available baseline reliability data and project-specific outcomes; and the operational, communications, and vendor support included in the proposed technology. The funding request and matching contributions should be reconciled across the budget and signed letter. Location-specific environmental documentation, the proposed BABA waiver approach, and supporting equipment cost information should also be completed or clarified to allow consistent review against the EIRGP criteria.
