Tesla’s California Solar Powerwall Customers Send Energy to Support Grid, Prevent Blackouts
by Isobel Asher Hamilton
July 23, 2021 – Tesla will let Californian owners of its Powerwall battery feed electricity back into the power grid during periods of high energy demand, to prevent blackouts in the state.
Tesla announced its plan to create a "virtual power plant" last week.  On Thursday, it launched a support page for the beta test, telling Californians how it would work and where they can sign up.  According to Tesla, participants who opt in will receive a push notification on their phone a few hours before a period of high demand.  They'll receive another notification as it begins, but won't need to do anything.
Tesla said it launched the program because it anticipated "potential grid emergencies."  Intense heat waves have threatened the stability of Western US power grids this summer.  In June, California Gov. Gavin Newsom declared a statewide emergency.  Earlier this month, The Wall Street Journal reported that California's grid operator was asking producers to sell more electricity to the state, to try to head off potential blackouts.
Tesla says it's not making any money out of the program.  "As of launch, the Tesla Virtual Power Plant is a public good program to support the California grid, and there is no compensation for Tesla or customers," the company said.  However, it added that customers getting paid for their energy was a "possibility in the future."
To qualify for the program, Powerwall owners need to be customers of utilities PG&E, SDG&E, or SCE.
Tesla has launched a virtual power plant system once before, in Australia.  The Australian project was announced in 2018, with the stated aim of getting 50,000 households to participate within 4 years.  In September 2020, Tesla said almost 4,000 homes with Powerwalls were plugged into the grid.
Tesla announced in April that it would exclusively sell solar systems together with its Powerwall battery.  Tesla CEO Elon Musk said during a court appearance on July 13 that the company was struggling to meet demand for Powerwall, due to the global chip shortage.
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