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SOMETHING odd is happening  
on President Street in Brooklyn. 
While solar panels on the roofs of 
terraced houses soak up the sun,  
a pair of computers connected to 
the panels quietly crunch 
numbers. First, they count how 
many electrons are being 
generated. Then, they write that 
number to a blockchain. Welcome 
to the future of energy exchange.

This project, run by a start-up 
called Transactive Grid, is the first 
version of a new kind of energy 
market. Operated by consumers, 
it will change the way we generate 
and use electricity.

Transactive Grid aims to enable 
people to trade renewable energy 
with their neighbours. To deal in 
energy at the moment, you must 
go through a central company like 
Duke Energy in the US or National 
Grid in the UK, or one of their 
resellers.

Transactive can skip this central 
authority because its energy 
market is built on the blockchain. 
First used to underpin the bitcoin 

currency, a blockchain is a 
cryptographically secure list of 
transactions. The list is stored on 
every computer in the system, 
and is continuously updated as 
each transaction is completed. 
The list for President Street is built 
using blockchain software called 
Ethereum. It deals with buying 
and selling electrons generated by 
solar panels. No central authority 
is in control: the computers 
monitor each other to stop fraud.

The first devices were installed 
on President Street a few weeks 
ago. On one side are five homes 
that produce some of their own 
energy through solar power. On 
the other are five consumers 
interested in buying excess 
energy from their neighbours.

Lawrence Orsini, co-founder 
of Transactive says that the 

blockchain makes it easy 
for anyone to set up and 
enforce contracts, with the 
transaction following 
automatically.

“You don’t have the billing 
components around it, you  
don’t have the infrastructure 
losses or the accounting losses  
in the system,” Orsini says.

“If you can cut out the middle 
man and do the trade directly, you 
don’t have to pay for the wires,” 
says Philipp Grünewald of the 
University of Oxford.

But the might of utility 
companies makes the road to 
autonomy rocky. Grünewald says 
that at one point solar panel users 
in Spain were paying less than 
their fair share for grid access. 
When a charge was introduced to 
account for this difference, some 
were forced off the grid entirely, 
which drives the price up for 
those who stay.

Despite hiccups like this, 
Grünewald sees the potential  
in projects like President Street. 
“People are disgruntled with their 
utility companies, and like this 
idea of becoming autonomous,” 
he says.

Other companies are hot  
on Transactive’s heels. Grid 
Singularity, based in Vienna, 
Austria, wants to bring the  
same decentralised energy 
market to developing countries, 
to help distribute solar power. 
MIT start-up SolarCoin pays 
people with an alternative 
digital currency for generating 
solar energy, one coin for  
1 megawatt-hour of solar 
electricity.

With blockchain, “it’s like the 
early days of the internet,” says 
Greentech Media CEO Scott 
Clavenna. “We’ve got all the parts 
to do some really interesting 
things,” he says.  n

“ Transactive Grid, operated 
by consumers, will change 
the way we generate and 
consume electricity”

–Sky’s the limit –
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Banksy unmasked?
Even Banksy can’t hide from 
maths. Researchers at Queen 
Mary University of London used 
crime mapping techniques to 
home in on someone they believe 
to be the incognito artist. They 
mapped 140 Banksy murals in the 
UK to look for unusual correlations 
in the choice of location, then 
matched their findings with 
claimed addresses for Banksy.  
There appeared to be just one 
match (Journal of Spatial Science, 
doi.org/bc34).

“The first email 
is completely 
forgettable... 
and, therefore, 
forgotten”

Ray Tomlinson, inventor of email,  
on the contents of the first email 
message. Tomlinson died last week, 
aged 74

Stretch ‘n’ glow
It’s tripping the light elastic. A new 
robot skin glows brighter the more 
it’s stretched. Developed at Cornell 
University in New York, it uses 
flexible capacitors to store energy, 
which is converted into light by 
stretching. The team says it could 
be useful for robots to change 
colour in response to a change in 
their surroundings – a human’s 
mood swings, for example.

People-powered grid
Bitcoin tech is driving a new energy market. Aviva Rutkin reports


