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CUTTING THROUGH THE NOISE
Artifi cial Intelligence is smoothing the path to effi cient energy management.

After two decades in the energy 
sector, Jeff Soplop drew from 
his experience to launch Nimble 

Energy, a Pittsboro-based start-up that 
uses AI technology to optimize energy 
management. It was a concept that didn’t 
exist when he fi rst embarked on his career.
     Nimble Energy is just what its name 
suggests, an energy management 
solution using artifi cial intelligence to 
deliver usage data in real time, enabling 
users to act quickly and manage energy 
consumption effi ciently.
      A report by Ernst & Young calls AI “a 
game changer for renewable energy” 
because of its powerful prediction 
capabilities leading to improved demand, 
forecasting and asset management.
     Soplop cites shifting energy needs on 
both the supplier side and customer side 
which complicate management efforts.
      “Technology has delivered smart 
thermostats to conform to consumer 
behavior while suppliers are working to 
shift to renewable energy generation,” 
he says. “Balancing modern energy 
generation with consumer demand 
is becoming more complicated and 
expensive for both sides, especially when 
older buildings are in use and building 
managers are not up to speed on the 
latest energy technology.”
     Most building owners and operators 
for homes, businesses or industries have 
long relegated energy use to simple 
concepts like adjusting the thermostat for 
the hours a building wasn’t being used to 
save money. But wasted energy continues 

to be an issue.
     “Buildings waste tons of energy, yet 
most building operators lack the energy 
management resources and tools needed 
to reduce that waste,” Soplop says.
     He says that 30% of energy used in 
commercial buildings is squandered, 
which translates into $42 billion in 
energy wasted in the U.S. alone each 
year. Much of this loss can be attributed 
to operational issues.
    “Buildings are dynamic and many of the 
issues and areas of opportunity that arise 
in buildings come from problems such as 
equipment breakdowns, malfunctioning 
schedule issues, or a shift in occupancy 
behavior,” he says. “But there are always 
new technology options.”
     In the commercial and industrial world, 
energy management has typically been 
services oriented, relying on teams of 
data scientists, fi nancial analysts, energy 
managers and engineers, Soplop says. 
But for many organizations, employing a 
large team is not fi nancially possible, and 
managing energy usage can be a slow, 
plodding process for commercial and 
industrial buildings.
     The Nimble Energy platform acts 
like a virtual team for companies and 
organizations by allowing AI to do 
everything from evaluating facilities 
24/7, to helping seek out opportunities 
for savings, evaluate new technology, 
crunch the numbers, generate economic 
models, and analyze the likely impact on 
energy use.
     “We’re taking a different approach,” 

Soplop says. “It’s still data centric, but we 
leverage the best of AI analytics, as well 
as behavioral science methods to engage 
users and infl uence energy effi ciency.”
     Nimble Energy also steps into a 
consulting role by helping companies 
set energy management goals, project 
performance, and build out budgets. The 
platform can also perform energy audits 
and implement projects, measure results, 
and determine whether clients are getting 
the performance they expected.
     “We’re also helping clear client 
barriers by matching them with fi nancing 
options and helping them fi nd incentive 
and rebate programs, because most 
buildings are eligible for dozens of 
incentives and rebates at the federal, state 
and local levels,” Soplop says. 
     Nimble Energy launched in July 2023, 
and has so far attracted over a half 
dozen clients to its platform. Last October, 
Triangle-based Primordial Ventures added 
Nimble Energy to its 2023 portfolio.
     The platform is a software-as-a-service 
model and clients pay subscription fees 
based on the number of facility meters 
they have installed. The North Carolina 
company has a national reach and has its 
sights set on global opportunities. 
    Soplop has devoted his career to 
working in climate tech. The James 
Madison University science and 
technology grad also has master’s degrees 
in economics from Duke University 
and Johns Hopkins University and a 
master’s degree in journalism and mass 
communications from UNC-Chapel Hill.
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    He previously held roles leading 
energy and software solutions at major 
corporations including Rockwell, ICF, 
and Brightly, and was drawn to the idea 
of applying behavioral science concepts 
to the way consumers manage energy, 
particularly in buildings.
    Nimble Energy looks to transform 
energy management in multi-site projects, 
like commercial building complexes, 
government and public buildings, utilities 
and K-12 schools. The company is also 
beginning to explore applications for 
industrial plants and individual buildings.
    “Based on my experience, I knew 
where the technology could have the 
fastest impacts,” Soplop says. “But I think 
as we scale, there could be a version 
of our solution that’s designed for single 
building owners and operators as well as 
leasing agents.”
    By working with a wide range of 
sectors, Soplop and his team can expand 
their solutions for organizations that have 
many assets to manage and generally thin 
teams with limited resources. 
    For one thing, the building   
management workforce is undergoing a 
transformation as the boomer generation 
begins to phase out.
    “I think across that workforce, they’re 
expecting about 50% to retire in the next 
10 years,” Soplop says “Plus, there is a 
huge demand for people with energy 
expertise who can do the work, and 
training is becoming important for those 
who want to enter this industry.”
    He touts the opportunities AI brings to 
the marketplace to augment and support 
teams in a new way by providing them 
with capabilities that they have not been 
able to afford before. 
     “There are many different types of 
technology, programs and fi nancing 
options in the marketplace, and AI can 
help managers examine the assets and 
resources they are responsible for and 
enable them to craft the best strategy for 
achieving their goals,” he says.“We’re 
cutting through the noise to fi nd the signal, 
and with the ongoing energy transition, it’s 
extremely noisy right now. ■

— Teri Saylor is a freelance 
writer from Raleigh.
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HOW UNC CHARLOTTE’S 
EPIC IS HELPING 
THE ENERGY INDUSTRY
The Energy Production and Infrastructure Center at UNC Charlotte is working to help 
the energy industry fi nd workers and create a sustainable future.

T he 12-year-old operation, 
housed in the Lee College of 
Engineering, has more than 

$22 million in external research 
funding, which it is primarily using 
to conduct studies with industry 
companies. And nearly 1,000 students 
have gone through its concentration.
    “Right now is the time to get into 

this career,” says executive director 
Mike Mazzola, who is also the 
Duke Energy distinguished chair in 
Power Engineering Systems. “The 
energy transformation — the energy 
decarbonization of the entire global 
economy — has got to happen in 30 
years. That’s about the right sweet spot 
of a career. So getting into it right now 

is the best time.”
    In North Carolina, HB 951, which 
was signed by Gov. Roy Cooper in 
October 2021, requires the electrical 
power system to be carbon neutral, 
reliable and affordable, by 2050, and 
to cut power sector carbon emissions 
70% by 2030. That means companies 
that are using coal to create electricity 

POWERING
NORTH CAROLINA



6 5F E B R U A R Y  2 0 2 4

HOW UNC CHARLOTTE’S 
EPIC IS HELPING 
THE ENERGY INDUSTRY

will need to use more solar and wind 
power to create the energy needed for 
consumers and businesses.
    Mazzola says one of the most 
exciting research areas for future 
energy consumption is integrating 
the customer into the system. Smart 
thermometers in houses and buildings 
will be used, with the approval of 
the customer, to change energy 
consumption when the grid needs to 
adjust. That will mean social scientists, 
as well as engineers, will fi nd jobs in 
the industry.
    “Some people are perfectly happy 
to put on a sweater or a robe,” says 
Mazzola, an electrical engineer by 
training. “But other people would 
rather have more control of their 
environment. Understanding those 
nuances is absolutely one of the hottest 
areas of research.”
     The Center also worked with more 
than 250 regional energy companies, 
including Duke Energy, Siemens and 

Westinghouse. Many of them are 
mentoring students who are in EPIC’s 
certifi cate program. “That makes a big 
difference,” says Mazzola. “It gives 
students who most often don’t know 
what type of engineering they want 
to do a perspective. They see the jobs 
and the very articulate and motivated 
engineers who come to EPIC.”
    UNC Charlotte students can 
complete the certifi cate in all four 
engineering departments and the 
engineering technology program at 
the College of Engineering. 
    The Center’s industry involvement 
is key to its success, says Mazzola. 
Energy executives comprise its board 
of advisors and oversee its strategy.
    “Why Charlotte?” asks Mazzola. 
“Charlotte is not just a regional center 
for the electrical power industry. It’s a 
national center.” ■

— Chris Roush is executive 
editor at Business North Carolina.

UNC Charlotte students can complete the energy concentration with an engineering major.
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