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When the Jackson Energy
Authority in Tennessee determined it
needed more performance and lower cost
of ownership from its geographic informa-
tion system, we asked a lot of questions of
ourselves, of product vendors, and of ven-
dors’ references.

Jackson Energy employees representing
various departments evaluated product of-
ferings for functionality, open architecture,
and reduced cost of ownership. The GIS
project team observed not only benchmark
product demonstrations and collected esti-
mated product implementation costs but
also carefully checked user references and
observed on-the-job performance at refer-
ence sites.

It took us the better part of a year and
multiple site visits, but by intensely vetting
candidate products and companies, we are
satisfied we found a replacement GIS that
could be supported by internal resources –
and, therefore, mitigate the ongoing cost of
maintaining the legacy GIS software. We
also looked for a unified system that could
be used across our electric, gas, water,
wastewater, and telecommunications serv-
ices; for a system with distributed data
maintained by and integrated with daily
workflow processes; and one that allowed
seamless integration to other systems. We
are confident the process led us to a GIS
that satisfies these requirements and will
help us meet our goal of enhanced produc-
tivity at a controlled cost.

Community-owned Jackson Energy Au-
thority provides multiple services over an
area of 335.28 square miles in Madison
County, Tenn., serving 33,763 electric,
29,346 natural gas, 3,100 propane, 35,516

water, 27,525 wastewater, and 15,000
telecommunications customers.

In the late 1990s, JEA implemented a
geographic information system that used a
proprietary programming language and a
proprietary database. Any customization
required us to seek assistance from the ven-
dor’s product help desk/support Web site.
We found personnel who support so many
systems throughout the market were not
knowledgeable about local configuration is-
sues and we became increasingly less
inclined to use this avenue for problem res-
olution. This diminished the usefulness of
the tool and the utility’s productivity.

For customization, we considered direct
hire of a programmer particularly skilled in
the proprietary programming language and
developer’s tool kit. Such an internal re-
source needed to be effective in both utility
GIS customization and support of our

SCADA (supervisory control and data acqui-
sition) systems, in addition to our enterprise
resource planning and customer information
system – a rare skill set. Alternatively, we re-
tained a consultant to provide the proprietary
programming knowledge we needed. How-
ever, our purchased, customized tools for
geospatial analysis often did not meet our
broad, multi-utility needs. In all approaches,
the value of the budget dollars spent main-
taining this GIS was relatively low.

Further, Jackson Energy
Authority wanted a geographic information
system that used a multipurpose database
architecture, one that held the spatial com-
ponents used by several core, networked
mapping tools – a “one database serving all
applications” approach. Finally, JEA
wanted to take advantage of the open tech-
nology now prevalent in the GIS market,
giving us more choices in the future. We
wanted to be able to customize our inter-
face with applications written to lie on top
of the core mapping functionality and pre-
pared with commonly used development
tools – either in-house or COTS (common
off the shelf) – to extend functionality and
maximize our GIS investment.

We had two alternatives: Upgrade the
legacy system when it offered the open ar-
chitecture desired to reduce ownership
costs, or find another GIS.

We decided to move to a new system.

The next challenge entailed choosing the
system that would bring us the improve-
ments we need.

We assembled a cross-departmental
group to address the GIS needs across the
five utilities, evaluate the options, and iden-
tify and implement the solution that would
best serve every functional group as well as
each utility. The GIS project team’s goal
was to amass a thorough understanding of
user expectations before beginning the
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project and to optimize communication
with users to manage those expectations.
However, the team realized, considering
the user base and diversity of needs at Jack-
son Energy, not all potential uses for the
new system could be identified before the
project began or even realized at project
completion.

The eight-member GIS project team
represented the Engineering, Information
Technology, Business Analysis, Customer
Service, and Operations departments.
Team members were subject matter ex-
perts and knew the legacy GIS and its pain
points in their respective areas. At the start,
each team member went to his/her respec-
tive user base to identify requirements,
emphasizing to all managers that their input
was vital to assure an across-the-board solu-
tion.

The team assembled a “SWOT” matrix
identifying the strengths, weaknesses, op-
portunities, and threats related to GIS

migration. After analysis, it was apparent
that the new features and functionality
gained would outweigh the capital expendi-
ture involved. Even when we coupled the
cost with the risks of change that would im-
pact nearly any utility, large or small – such
as learning curves, user resistance and es-
tablishing a new vendor relationship – we
realized migration was the better decision
for our utility.

The GIS project team dove into an in-
tense investigation and evaluation of the
considered vendors in the market space to-
day, their products as well as their services.
After initial vendor demonstrations in No-
vember and December 2006, the team
quickly narrowed the vendor list to two can-
didates.

Requirements from all JEA functional
areas and from each specific utility were
collected, combined, categorized and
weighted for evaluation. We sent a com-
prehensive requirements document to each

of the prospective vendors, requesting an
on-site demonstration of product function-
ality and technology addressing 97
requirements. We also asked each vendor
to provide a manned, hands-on experience
in addition to a three-day benchmark
demonstration. We invited multiple staff
members from each JEA unit – electric,
gas, water, wastewater, and telecommunica-
tions – to attend the demonstrations.

After the benchmarks, all JEA partici-
pants summed up their evaluations in a
consistent scoring manner with a single-
number score. The project team then
reviewed evaluations and asked for a defini-
tive selection from each JEA participant:
Vendor A or Vendor B? Why this one, and
why not the other one?

We also phoned three customer refer-
ences provided by each vendor candidate
with questions. Because JEA is, itself, a
broad user community, our questions fo-
cused on primary users, system architecture
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and flexibility and the ability of resident in-
formation technology resources to support
the installed system. Understanding that
different customers have different GIS
needs, we also asked each user group about
its relationship with its GIS vendor, the
vendor’s responsiveness, the upgrades and
costs experienced, and availability of off-
the-shelf software.

In March 2007, several members of the
GIS project team attended the Geospatial
Information Technology Association User
Conference in San Antonio. Here, the
team mined for further information about
and insight into each of the vendors and its
products, visited with customers, and ex-
tracted first-hand knowledge of vendor
relationships.

Immediately following the vendor
demonstrations in February, JEA asked
each vendor to present a formal written
proposal including software cost, services
cost, maintenance cost, and a scope of
work. The team calculated the return on
investment of the preferred proposal over
the legacy GIS to yield a positive net pres-
ent value of $240,000 over eight years at
an anticipated cost of capital of 4.0 per-
cent. This estimate was based on the

team’s belief that the efficiencies associ-
ated with the potential solution would not
be realized until year four of the product
life cycle. The team also considered the
annual “soft savings” that would be real-
ized across all divisions in greater
efficiencies and improved processes; after
converting a conservative 10 percent of
those soft savings to hard savings, the net
present value of the project increased to
$306,000.

We conducted a telephone survey of
vendor references to save the time and ex-
pense of on-site visits, but the GIS project
team wanted to be sure that what it saw in
the benchmarks paralleled an actual pro-
duction environment. So team members
and other selected staff visited vendor
customers at their sites to talk with organi-
zational peers to discuss system specifics
and practicalities and view, firsthand, any
customizations the user utilities had made
to the software for their specific opera-
tions. Twelve employees of all five JEA

Jackson’s GIS Search

First-hand field experience contributed to universal buy-in of the GIS system
at Jackson Energy. Included in the project team was, left to right, Bill Gor-
don, Electric Foreman; Mike Stegall, Water Foreman; and Cindy Knievel,
Manager of New Accounts Services.

The project team that visited GIS vendor references on-site represented all
five utilities and mobile, engineering, dispatch, GIS posting, and IT functions.
Seated, left to right: Hameen Harris, electric system engineer; Teresa Irvine,
manager of application development; Cindy Knievel, manager of new ac-
counts services. Standing: Michael Johnston, vice president of information
technology; Jim Ferrell, vice president of operations; Bill Gordon, electric
foreman; Monte Cooper, manager of operations; Scott Dahlstrom, senior
manager of business analysis; Mike Stegall, water foreman; and Jon Taylor,
supervisor GIS/SCADA.
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units, including two foremen from the dis-
tribution department representing the
field mobile work force and others repre-
senting engineering, dispatch, GIS
posting, and IT functions, participated in
the on-site visits.

The on-site visits sealed our pending rec-
ommendation, and led to a very good
relationship with four valuable contacts that
we called on during brainstorming sessions
throughout our implementation phase.

“It was good to see other utilities’ appli-
cations of an outage management system
and mobile dispatching system and to
make friends for future networking,” em-
phasized Monte Cooper, JEA manager of
operations.

We knew we wanted a Web deployment
for use by the casual GIS viewer and we an-
ticipated using the mobile application to
pull updates to and from the field. Having
two of our field guys on this trip allowed
them to make hearty recommendations that
would endorse the migration to our other
field users and support a utility-wide buy-in
of the new system.

Finally, throughout all product and refer-
ence evaluations, the GIS project team
conducted objective external research on
each vendor considered, including a consid-
eration of its history, its technology
roadmap, its research and development
commitment, its market share, and its sta-
bility as a continuing company. It was
important to the team and Jackson Energy

to ensure we were choosing the vendor that
would meet current and future needs. We
needed a vendor committed to research
and development of software for the utility
industry.

After all our evaluation, the ArcFM™
Solution from Telvent Miner & Miner –
which adds out-of-the-box functionality to
ESRI ArcGIS® – garnered 100 percent
buy-in from our team.

Scott Dahlstrom, JEA’s senior manager
of business analysis and one of the user
champions on our GIS project team,
summed up our conclusion: “Our thorough
investigation was driven by the desire to
have a system that met our functionality re-
quirements and be as close to
out-of-the-box as possible. We also con-
firmed the established business partner
relationship between ESRI and TM&M.”

JEA now is working with Telvent Miner
& Miner to implement ArcFM in phases.
Phase I, targeted for completion in the first
quarter of 2009, involves TM&M writing
the migration and conversion for gas, water
and wastewater, with some mobile viewing
capability rolled out for these businesses.
Our IT technical lead is spending approxi-
mately 80 percent of his time creating the
five data models.

Phase II, scheduled to start before the
end of March 2009, will include the ArcFM
Solution for electric, including the Respon-
der application to replace our current
outage management system, and ArcFM

Fiber Manager fiber optic solution for
telecommunications services. Phase III will
be a final rollout of the ArcFM Mobile
Viewer with Redliner extension for field
redlining and sketching functionality. By
the end of 2009, we anticipate six editors
and about 100 viewers, including mobile
field users, customer service representa-
tives, the casual query user, and executive
staff.

Making the decision to integrate the data
models of five utilities into one enterprise
GIS at Jackson Energy Authority required
many months of commitment from every
member of our project team. While it
might not be typical for a utility to include
field and construction representatives in a
GIS migration project, we are convinced
their participation brought a deeper insight
to system needs and helped establish a
team approach for a group as diversified as
ours. As we progress in implementation, it
becomes clearer that we selected the GIS
solution that supports JEA’s mission of “cre-
ating value for our customers and
community” – because it will help us con-
trol our costs while continuing to provide
an exceptional level of service to our cus-
tomers. z

Teresa Irvine is project manager and lead and

Jon Taylor is project technical lead in the

Information Technology Department, at Jackson

Energy Authority.
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