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Abstract: The combination of different energy vectors like electrical energy, hydrogen, methane,
and water is a crucial aspect to deal with in integrated local energy communities (ILECs). The ILEC
stands for a set of active energy users that maximise benefits and minimise costs using optimisation
procedures in producing and sharing energy. In particular, the proper management of different energy
vectors is fundamental for achieving the best operating conditions of ILECs in terms of both energy
and economic perspectives. To this end, different solutions have been developed, including advanced
control and monitoring systems, distributed energy resources, and storage. Energy management
planning software plays a pivotal role in developing ILECs in terms of performance evaluation
and optimisation within a multi-carrier concept. In this paper, the state-of-the-art of ILECs is
further enhanced by providing important details on the critical aspects related to the overall value
chain for constituting an ILEC (e.g., conceptualisation, connecting technologies, barriers/limitations,
control, and monitoring systems, and modelling tools for planning phases). By providing a clear
understanding of the technical solutions and energy planning software, this paper can support the
energy system transition towards cleaner systems by identifying the most suitable solutions and
fostering the advancement of ILECs.

Keywords: energy hub; energy planning; integrated local energy community; multi-carrier energy
systems; optimisation energy software

1. Introduction

This section aims to provide an extensive overview on the future deployment of
integrated local energy communities (ILECs), each of them having its importance in terms
of enhancing the deployment of ILECs and making a viable solution in the energy sector
from both an environmental and economic point of view. The sections are structured as
follows: Section 1.1 gives an insight into the motivations for pursuing sector coupling with
different technologies, most of them already available, as well as providing a background
of the European Union’s (EU) choices to achieve determined economic and environmental
targets. Section 1.2 is devoted to highlighting the main contributions to sector coupling
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by exploring both energy hub (EH) and micro-energy hub (mEH) concepts considering
the current limitations that are slowing down the deployment of enabling technologies for
sector coupling. Section 1.3 presents the current research trends related to the multi-energy
systems approach.

1.1. Background and Motivation for Pushing towards Sector Coupling

Nowadays, energy and environmental contexts are closely interlinked, so their proper
assessment and safeguarding are mandatory for achieving a development that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs [1–3]. In this regard, the EU has set various goals and initiatives to address
these challenges, promote a sustainable and resilient energy system, reduce greenhouse
gas emissions, protect the environment, and ensure a prosperous and healthy future for
EU citizens [4–6].

The International Energy Agency (IEA) concluded that the energy sector has the
highest contribution to carbon emissions since it accounts for 40% of the global emissions
that come from power plants fired by fossil fuel-based fuels [7]. Renewables are considered
the main solution for achieving 60% of carbon emissions reduction by 2030 and the net-zero
emissions target by 2050 [8]. The total renewable capacity doubled in the last decade [8];
however, solar, wind, hydropower, and ocean energy need to widen their share quickly to
achieve the net-zero emissions target set up to 17% by 2030. Thus, yearly renewable energy
must increase by approximately 13% in the period 2022–2030, which is doubled than the
one observed in the period 2019–2021. However, one of the main drawbacks of renewables
is their energy production variability, which is a significant challenge associated with their
integration into the electricity grid. The main key points regarding the issue of renewable
production variability are:

(1) Intermittency since their production is dependent on weather conditions as well as
on seasonality [9,10];

(2) Grid stability, which requires balance of real-time electricity supply and demand [11,12];
(3) Curtailment due to the excess of renewable energy generation to prevent grid over-

loading, or balance supply and demand [13,14].

The three previously mentioned issues can be solved by using energy storage systems
(ESSs) to a great extent. Sánchez et al. [15] highlighted the need for using ESSs to satisfy the
energy demand when there is an unavailability of renewables for a fixed time frame, thus
storing the energy seasonally. This study is mainly focused on coupling solar and wind
energy, which anyway showed an overproduction throughout the year that requires the
application of energy storage solutions; furthermore, they will also lower the electricity
cost considerably. Li et al. [16] dealt with the development in the field of lithium-ion
battery recycling, namely those related to cathode materials. Batteries that have ended
their lifetime must be evaluated for either being regenerated and reused in other sectors
(e.g., second-life batteries for energy purposes) or disposed of. All battery regeneration
techniques would lead to lower CO2 emissions (e.g., 59.95 MJ/kg and 5.87 kg/kg), while
the one analysed by the authors of this work achieved the lowest value of 25.62 MJ/kg
and 2.14 kg/kg as well as the highest economic profit of USD 1.96/kg. Alkhalidi et al. [17]
reviewed the design techniques of batteries coupled with renewables to ensure reliability
and safety operations. The authors proposed important recommendations to help engineers
in designing and building battery compartments, as well as maximising their operation in
supporting renewable energy systems (RESs) and useful life. The increase of additional
renewables capacity previously discussed, together with energy storage systems, will boost
the electrification process that the EU is currently pursuing to reach a net-zero emissions
target by 2050.

Since the electrification process of different sectors is growing steadily, the electricity
share in the overall energy consumption will increase by 7% from 2021 to 2030 [18]. The
trend is currently positive, but a booster is anyhow needed. Besides the energy sector, the
electrification process will touch several sectors:
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• Transportation: where internal combustion engine (ICE) vehicles (e.g., cars, buses,
trucks, etc.) will be replaced with electric vehicles (EVs) [19];

• Industry: where fossil fuel-powered machinery and equipment (e.g., electric furnaces,
electric boilers, electric heat pumps, and other electric-powered technologies) will be
replaced by electric alternatives [20];

• Residential: where there will be the shifting from fossil fuel-based heating systems
(e.g., oil or natural gas-fuelled boilers) to electric heating systems as heat pumps [21];

• Agriculture: where electric pumps will replace diesel-powered irrigation pumps,
electric machinery will be used for planting and harvesting, and electric equipment
will be adopted for livestock farming [22].

The electrification process will also require adequate infrastructure, policy
support, and technological advancements for large-scale deployment. In such a context,
Hong et al. [23] performed a study related to the benefits of fleet and infrastructure costs,
electricity grid, and environment due to their electrification and automation. The results
showed that only 1% of electric fleet penetration would lead to an overall cost reduction of
about 18%, a fleet reduction close to 20%, and a lower peak reduction of road transportation
of nearly 14%. Bauer et al. [24] focused on data related to transportation in New York City
and San Francisco (USA) and found out that three/four electric charging stations per square
mile, with power of at least 50 kW each, will further deploy the spread of electric trans-
portation since the same service of ICE-based vehicles would be guaranteed. Consequently,
the optimal modelling of the infrastructure is needed for properly managing increased
loads as well as providing good quality services. Azin et al. [25] proposed an optimisation
model for supplying integrated demands. The model allows selecting those locations
where automated EV charging stations can be placed (e.g., robots take over the charging
process when the car is parked autonomously without any human intervention), consid-
ering some constraints like power grid limitations for minimising power costs. Results
revealed that stations will be mostly located on routes with high traffic. The low number of
stations in shorter routes comes from the limited autonomous EV range. Palomino et al. [26]
studied three different charging infrastructure cases (e.g., residential, public highways,
and bus transportation), where each of them has different challenges to deal with and the
role of decisionmakers is crucial to properly assess and guarantee EVs implementation in
the future.

Although the electrification process can be a solution for decarbonising some sectors
like the ones previously briefly discussed, its large-scale applicability might be trivial for
other kinds of end-uses, particularly those applications where energy is used as feedstock
and heavy means of transport (e.g., aeroplanes, ships, trucks, etc.). For this reason, the
decarbonisation process of these end-uses requires the introduction of alternative energy
vectors like carbon-neutral gases or fuels. Regarding the former, power-to-gas (PtG) tech-
nologies, which is an example of cross-vector, are considered viable solutions; in this
regard, hydrogen will have an important role as an energy carrier [27]. Hydrogen will be
mainly produced by water electrolysis through renewables, so-called ‘Green hydrogen’,
that could be used as a fuel in the form of synthetic methane or liquid fuel, by its reaction
with carbon dioxide (CO2) or carbon monoxide (CO), to accomplish the CO2 emissions
obligations [27]. Up to now, PtG is not cost-effective since the hydrogen production cost is
still high; however, in the longterm (e.g., 2030–2050), its cost would decrease to the present
cost of biogas production, thus becoming more competitive [27]. In such a context, the
sector coupling approach was thought to interconnect (integrate) energy-consuming sectors
with the power-producing ones. The European Commission (EC) initially interpreted the
term sector coupling as an interconnection of EU electricity and gas sectors’ markets and
infrastructure to move further with realising a decarbonised energy system; in broader
terms, this was meant as a possible way for giving more flexibility to the energy system
and, at the same time, further contributing in a cleaner and more cost-effective way of
energy production and usage [28]. Starting initially in Germany and mostly referring to
the electrification of the end-uses such as space heating and transport to increase the share
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of RESs in these sectors, the process became duly recognised in Europe [27]. The concept
has been recently extended to supply-side integration with a focus on the interaction of
the power and gas sectors. In broader terms, sector coupling means replacing convention-
ally distinguished branches of the energy industry (e.g., electricity, heating and cooling,
transport, and industrial consumption processes) with a rather holistic approach. Figure 1
introduces the main principles of the sector coupling concept that involves direct and
indirect electrification. Indeed, renewables can directly feed heat pumps for satisfying
end-users’ thermal/cooling demand or be transformed into hydrogen via water electrolysis.
Hydrogen together with synthetic methane, which is created by combining hydrogen
and captured CO2, can boost the decarbonisation of the hard-to-abate sectors through the
power-to-heat (PtH) process in industry and transport, while the electrification process can
be applied to both commercial and services, residential, and transport.
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The European Technology and Innovation Platform Smart Networks for Energy Tran-
sitions (ETIP SNET) applied the concept of sector coupling as a technological pillar in
the development of their concept of a “System of Systems”, which was launched in ETIP-
SNET’s “Vision 2050” [29]. The concept introduced a conceptual outlook for a flexible
energy system, which resides on the electric grid as its principal “backbone”. Electricity has
a principal role in transformation processes across several energy carriers, which employ
several conversion technologies such as PtG, PtH, and power-to-liquid (PtL). This enables
the transition of vast volumes of energy within Europe and thus allows interconnection
among several principal hubs in the energy system. The European energy system will rely
on formidable volumes of energy stored by using PtG, PtH, and PtL technologies. The
seasonal long-term challenges related to energy balances will be resolved by high-efficiency
conversion technologies, which will also be coupled with domestic heating and cooling de-
mands and thereby maximise the conversion efficiency rates. In “Vision 2050”, ETIP-SNET
interconnects multiple energy carriers by storage technologies such as hydropower, provid-
ing long- and short-term storages, especially in some of the mountainous areas in Europe,
and gas storages as key elements for ensuring the adequacy of the energy systems with
low-carbon emissions by 2050 and beyond. Several European industrial associations inte-
grated the ETIP-SNET’s vision into their corporate strategies. This includes the Research,
Development and Innovation (RD&I) Roadmap 2020–2030 [30] of the European Network of
Transmission System Operators (ENTSO-E), where ‘One System of Integrated Systems’ has
been defined as the first RD&I Area/Cluster and encompasses a stepwise process towards
integrated energy systems in so-called Flagship 1 “Optimising cross-sector integration”.
Already in 2019, WindEurope published a position paper, “Wind-to-X”, where they high-
lighted the urgent need for a legal framework that will regulate the sector coupling, which
will clearly stipulate roles and responsibilities for the major market and regulated actors
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(as TSOs and DSOs) and rules for coupling electricity and gas infrastructures to encourage
an optimal deployment and operation of the assets on all scales. Sector coupling between
electricity and other networks interconnected by hydrogen is foreseen in the medium- to
long-term. This will allow deployment of multiple end-uses (e.g., gas, buildings, mobility,
power generation, storage).

1.2. Sector Coupling through the Integrated Local Energy Community Concept and Contribution of
the Paper

In sector coupling deployment through integrated local energy communities (ILECs),
enabling technologies play a crucial role. The ILEC concept stands for a set of active
energy users that maximise the benefits and minimise the costs using optimisation pro-
cedures in producing and sharing energy coming from different carriers (e.g., electricity,
heating/cooling, etc.). In particular, the optimal management of different energy carriers is
crucial for achieving the best operating conditions of ILECs in terms of both energy and
economic perspectives. So far, several energy conversion and storage technologies deal
with more than two energy carriers simultaneously [31]. Nazar–Heris et al. [32] inves-
tigated the interdependencies between different energy carriers as multi-carrier energy
networks consisting of power, gas, heating, and water carriers. Generation units like
combined heat and power (CHP) and gas-fired boilers have been considered, as well as
storage facilities like pump storage, water desalination units, heat, and gas storage. The
storage units provided flexibility to the overall system, thus reducing its operation cost [33].
Furthermore, the application of multi-carrier energy networks has an important impact
on the energy market, as reported by Nasiri et al. [34]. They proposed an approach to
calculate the impact of renewables and energy storage coupling on local and regional
markets; in particular, the minimisation of both purchase (e.g., maximisation of energy
storage and wind energy production) and sell (e.g., minimisation of generation units and
natural gas producers’ utilisation) electricity prices has been analysed, showing that the
operation cost per day lowered by 7.01% and 1.7%, respectively. Most of the technologies
involved in multi-energy carrier systems have a technology readiness level (TRL) of 9,
meaning that they are already mature and available in the market, while others are still
under development since new energy carriers (e.g., hydrogen) are taking the field to further
contribute to the decarbonisation process in different energy-intensive sectors [35,36].

However, there are still technical and non-technical (e.g., regulatory) barriers/limitations
that do not allow their proper implementation in ILECs and need to be overcome quickly [36].
Technical limitations refer to those technologies involved in the definition of multi-energy
carrier systems like generation, storage, and transportation. As previously said, technolo-
gies with different TRLs affect considerably the deployment of ILECs, particularly the
definition and the final efficiency of the overall system in which they are installed. Apart
from this, the low flexibility of some technologies has also had an important impact, and
flexibility services are crucial in ILECs for adjusting generation, storage, and consumption.
Most of the consolidated technologies are already available in the market and operate
mainly in rated conditions, while their efficiencies are lower when operating at part-load
conditions due to the end-users’ demand variation. This issue can be overcome by using
the same or complementary technologies, with different sizes together with energy stor-
age ones, capable of operating efficiently while the end-users demand changes. In this
case, proper control strategies allow identifying the most suitable technology to operate
under certain load conditions by guaranteeing high grid stability, reliability, and main
economic goals [37].

The implementation of sector coupling technologies is also facing a significant limi-
tation related to their economic feasibility. Many of these technologies are currently not
competitive in various applications and regions, impeding their widespread adoption.
Given that the adoption of these solutions is still in its early stages, further technological
and economic investigations must be carried out [38]. In addition to economic challenges,
national and international regulations may pose restrictions on sector coupling according
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to [39]; for instance, in the case study of the German energy sector, renewable energies
and storage solutions may encounter obstacles due to CO2 emission restrictions. While
cross-sector coupling measures that involve different energy carriers are on the rise, elec-
trification remains a crucial approach for integrating end-use sectors [40]. Consequently,
technologies such as power-to-hydrogen and power-to-heat, which enable cross-sector cou-
pling, are not yet widely adopted. Based on the findings presented in [41], the integration
of power-to-hydrogen infrastructure with other sector-coupling measures becomes vital
in achieving a zero-emission energy system in Germany. Hence, the primary technical
constraint impeding the implementation of sector coupling technologies lies in the lack of
economic and technical competitiveness of certain technologies.

While the electrification of end-user facilities has been extensively studied, cross-
sector coupling technologies still require further development both from a technological
and environmental perspective due to their relatively recent adoption. Considering this,
the present paper aims at providing insight into the status of ILEC implementations by
considering all the previously discussed aspects and addressing them in detail. Particular
attention is given to both energy conversion technologies/systems and energy system
modelling tools to provide all the information required for resembling, studying, and
properly analysing the design phases and operation of ILECs. Several reviews have been
produced so far on multi-carrier energy systems, addressing a wide range of aspects going
from technologies to modelling, optimisation, and management approaches. Most of them
only focus on technical aspects, such as [42–44], that deal with the typical configurations
of EHs and the conversion technologies composing them. Mohammadi–Ivatloo et al. [45]
addressed the issue of the storage facilities within the EH, whereas [46] dealt with the
different demand response services that can be offered by EHs. Mohammadi et al. [47]
reviewed the energy management approaches used for multi-energy systems, whereas [48,49]
also focused on their modelling approaches and interaction with external markets and networks.

This paper fills the gap of the state-of-the-art regarding ILECs by providing a com-
prehensive analysis with important details on the critical aspects of the overall value
chain for constituting an ILEC (e.g., conceptualisation, technologies involved and their
barriers/limitations, control and monitoring systems, and modelling tools for the ILEC
planning phase). This paper first defines the EH concept as the primary architectural and
operational approach for integrating various energy carriers at the local level and mEHs
that represent the prosumer (e.g., industrial, tertiary, or residential sectors) within the
community. The energy conversion technologies installable at mEH and EH levels are
provided by also identifying the main techno-economic barriers. A detailed description
of the energy planning software that can support the unification of various energy carri-
ers and the development of ILECs is also provided. The paper also highlights the need
for further development in this field, proposing possible enhancements for software and
making recommendations for future investigations. The importance of this work lies in the
need for sustainable integrated energy systems that can meet the increasing multi-energy
demand while reducing carbon emissions cost-effectively and sustainably. By providing a
clear understanding of technical solutions and energy planning software available so far,
this paper can give hints on the transition to more sustainable energy systems, identify the
most suitable technical solutions, and foster the advancement of ILECs.

1.3. Main Research Trends Related to the Multi-Carrier Approach

As mentioned before, the implementation of ILECs is fundamental for further deploy-
ing the sector coupling approach at different levels, but this process is being slowed down
by barriers and limitations of various kinds (e.g., economical, legislative, technical, etc.).
Although these factors might look independent of one another, they are strictly linked
such that the consequences coming from one of them are reflected in the others and vice
versa. For this reason, the present analysis collects the main contributions coming from the
state-of-the-art and provides useful information on the effects of each barrier/limitation
in a wider context, thus providing an overview of how they affect the ILECs deployment
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and tying to discuss which might be possible solutions for overcoming this. Furthermore,
to the authors’ knowledge, most of the available scientific papers do not deal with all the
possible barriers and limitations that could be encountered in the ILECs deployment.

This subsection aims at presenting the main research trends related to the multi-carrier
approach by addressing the different technical solutions for ILECs. To serve the objectives
of the paper, the following methodology has been followed: (1) The key areas of focus have
been identified; (2) Topics of interest have been identified under each area; (3) Review of the
related documents in the literature; (4) Analysing barriers and challenges; and (5) Defining
recommendations for further research. The methodology, along with the key areas of focus
and topics, are shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. The methodology used in the paper for identifying the research trends related to the
multi-carrier aspects under the ILEC concept.

Several documents related to main energy conversion technologies that apply to
ILECs have been analysed. Within the development and the implementation of ILECs, the
definition of EH is considered a fundamental step to further improve energy efficiency in
final uses and increase the safety of energy supply since it is locally produced and consumed,
as well as reduce environmental emissions due to the exploitation of local sources, mostly
renewables. EH stands for local energy production through multiple energy carriers that
are converted, stored, and supplied to meet the local multi-energy demand. It represents
an interface between the local community and external energy infrastructures and/or
loads. EHs exchange energy at their interfaces to achieve an optimal balance within the
neighbouring EHs from both technical and economic points of view. Starting from this
concept, the definition of both mEH and EH falls within the integrated energy system
concept that consists of multi-energy generation and storage technologies for meeting the
energy demand. References reported in Table 1 address the EH concept within the energy
sector in various sizes and forms, starting from its modelling and moving to its optimal
management considering different installed energy conversion technologies. In particular,
the aim of Table 1 is to show the trends of research works addressing the EH concept over
time, starting from 2002 up to now (approximately 20 years). It is worth noting that all of
them provide a state-of-the-art only on the EH conceptualisation without providing detailed
information about connecting technologies and possible barriers/limitations coming from
their practical implementation.
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Table 1. Distribution of the literature through the years addressing mEH and EH concepts
(e.g., modelling and optimal management).

References Year # of References Percentage of Each Paper Compared
to the Overall Reviews

[50] 2002 1 4.55
[51] 2005 1 4.55

[52–55] 2007 4 18.15
[56] 2011 1 4.55

[57,58] 2013 2 9.09
[44] 2014 1 4.55

[59,60] 2015 2 9.09
[61] 2016 1 4.55

[42,62] 2017 2 9.09
[47,63] 2018 2 9.09

[64] 2019 1 4.55
[65] 2020 1 4.55
[66] 2021 1 4.55

The proper functioning of energy conversion technologies in mEHs and EHs is strictly
dependent on technologies interconnected through digital solutions capable of controlling
and managing them optimally and seeking to expedite the energy transition towards decen-
tralised and bidirectional management systems. They achieve this by utilising distributed
architectures, along with hardware and software systems, to monitor and operate various
energy systems across different levels. A detailed description of management systems used
in mEHs and EHs has been carried out by considering information coming from the current
state-of-the-art, which is reported in Table 2, which lists the distribution of the literature
over the years regarding mEHs and EHs management system applications.

Table 2. Distribution of literature that addresses mEHs and EHs management system applications.

References Year # of References Percentage of Each Paper Compared
to the Overall Reviews

[67] 2015 1 3.70
[68] 2016 1 3.70
[47] 2018 1 3.70

[69,70] 2019 2 7.41
[71,72] 2020 2 7.41
[73–81] 2021 9 33.33
[82–87] 2022 6 22.23
[88–92] 2023 5 18.52

Characteristics of enabling technologies in local multi-carrier energy systems are
important to be analysed to show their pros and cons at both mEH and EH levels; indeed,
this analysis is the key factor for understanding and then addressing the sector coupling
approach in different sectors (energy included) to be further deployed. To the authors’
knowledge, a few of them do not provide detailed information and assessment of the
involved technologies (e.g., types, energy carriers involved, capital and operational &
maintenance (O&M), costs, etc.), as well as potential barriers/limitations that slow down
the constitution of both mEH and EH in the energy sector. Considering this, Table 3 lists the
distribution of the literature that addressed the main enabling technologies for applying
the sector coupling approach.
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Table 3. Distribution of literature regarding the main enabling technologies for enabling the sector
coupling approach.

References Year # of References Percentage of Each Paper Compared
to the Overall Reviews

[93,94] 2019 2 9.52
[95–97] 2020 3 14.29

[98–100] 2021 3 14.29
[101–111] 2022 11 52.38
[112,113] 2023 2 9.52

Local energy planning has been investigated for several years, mainly addressing
local-scale policies to meet environmental goals. First, local energy planners and research
institutions used planning tools to investigate national energy policies and contexts. Subse-
quently, several tools have been developed to specifically address local energy planning
of DERs in well-identified areas such as districts, cities, energy islands, etc. In this regard,
Table 4 lists the distribution of the literature over the years where descriptions of the most
used local energy planning tools have been provided.

Table 4. Distribution of literature regarding descriptions and analyses of the local energy
planning tools.

References Year # of References Percentage of Each Paper Compared
to the Overall Reviews

[114] 2007 1 5
[115] 2015 1 5
[116] 2017 1 5

[117–119] 2018 3 15
[120,121] 2019 2 10
[122,123] 2020 2 10
[124–128] 2021 5 25
[129,130] 2022 2 10
[131–133] 2023 3 15

2. The Concepts of Energy Hub (EH) and Micro-Energy Hub (mEH)

An energy hub (EH) is a concept that allows integration of multiple energy
carriers—such as electricity, heat, gas, and cooling—in a unified system. The hub is
designed to manage, convert, store, and distribute power from these energy carriers to
meet the energy demands of a local community, district, or industrial area. mEH has the
same underlying concept but has a different spatial scope, i.e., an apartment or a building.
This leads to differentiation, e.g., in the technologies involved (sizing and conversion), their
operational patterns, etc.

The energy hub (EH) concept is versatile in terms of system size, allowing the integra-
tion of any number of energy carriers and products, which offers substantial flexibility in
system modelling, architecture, and operation. Since the EH concept is highly versatile,
different facilities can be modelled at different layers: an EH at a higher level, like an ILEC,
and an EH at a lower level (e.g., mEH as a single prosumer within the community) to
capture the different levels of application. Additionally, mEHs can collaborate by sharing
all energy carriers to meet the energy demands of the entire local community, which is
represented by the EH. The EH is therefore regarded as a conceptual framework for man-
aging and controlling multi-energy carrier systems across various scales, with the goal
of optimising their architecture and operation. To guarantee both short- and long-term
sustainability of this energy model, EH design optimisation is based on economic, reliability,
and environmental factors. The inherent flexibility of EHs leads to the introduction of the
mEH concept, which represents prosumers (such as industrial, commercial, or residential
users) within a community. In this context, each mEH functions as an integrated energy
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system, incorporating multi-energy generation, conversion, and storage technologies to
meet its own energy requirements. Community generation and community storage systems
are also involved through dedicated community energy management systems. The energy
hub (EH) facilitates local energy balancing and strategic exchanges with external electrical
grids through coordinated management. This approach enables the EH to interact with
larger systems, ensuring access to a broad range of external resources while maintaining
the potential for local resource optimisation and offering services to other hubs or the
central system. It also fosters synergies across various sectors, such as electricity, heat-
ing, cooling, and transportation (e.g., electric and hydrogen-based), as well as between
different technologies.

There are some works in scientific literature dealing with the EH concept. In this
regard, Tiwari et al. [134] performed a cooperative energy management approach for EHs
to facilitate power exchange to achieve considerable economic and environmental goals.
Indeed, they found out that individual EHs must cooperate to achieve the highest revenue
instead of being confined and operating only within their boundaries. Within the EH,
energy is converted and conditioned by technologies such as storage, CHP, transformers,
power-electronic devices, compressors, heat exchangers, etc. The EH concept is not limited
to a certain size of the system: the concept embeds different energy carriers with related
technologies and products, providing significant flexibility in system modelling architecture
and operation. Since the EH concept is highly versatile, various facilities can be modelled
as EHs and optimised using different algorithms. Barajas–Villarruel et al. [135] worked
on two optimisation models for the optimal management of EHs. The first one is based
on the linear programming approach and considers one hour of operation as a temporal
scale, satisfying the demands at minimum cost. The second model is a development of the
first one, and it is based on the MILP approach that considers a 24-h scenario. The MILP
model can also consider the connection between different energy networks outside the EHs.
However, the detailed knowledge of the most used energy conversion systems, energy
storage systems, and monitoring platforms is essential to properly design and constitute an
EH, as well as connecting those that are close to each other according to the local sources
available in a specific site. The interactions among mEHs within the EH and with the
larger system under the eNeuron concept [136] are shown in Figure 3, where mEHs can
exchange energy locally. mEHs can be constituted by prosumers and/or consumers only,
and they can exchange/manage multiple energy carriers to satisfy the local energy demand
properly as well as being aware of renewable energy production through its optimisation.
The connection to the larger system addresses residual energy demands, facilitates the sale
of surplus energy or the procurement of shortfalls, and enables the provision of system
services to grid operators. The defining characteristics of EHs and mEHs are shown in
Figure 4, where all the main features related to both the mEH and EH architectures are
reported in detail.
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2.1. Identification of mEHs and EHs

This subsection aims to provide information on each type of infrastructure that can
be identified as a mEH or as an EH according to the definitions listed in Table 5. For
each identified structure/infrastructure, detailed information will be provided related to
(i) technologies involved, (ii) energy carriers involved, (iii) energy networks that could
be involved, (iv) level of deployment, and (v) techno-economic barriers, starting from
mEH structures till the EH ones. Further details about the listed technologies are reported
in Section 3. In particular, the last two items need further clarification. The level of
deployment of mEHs and EHs refers to the current application of these two concepts at
different energy levels by considering the TRL of the involved technologies and thus the
possible interactions between at least two energy carriers involved in mEHs and EHs. The
techno-economic barriers, instead, give information about what is still missing for having a
complete deployment of mEHs and EHs at different energy levels, even though in some of
them important steps forward have been already made.
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Table 5. Structures/infrastructures that can be identified as a mEH or an EH.

mEH EH

Apartment/house
Districts

City
Energy Islands

Condominium
Office building

Industries
Campuses

2.1.1. mEH—Apartment/Detached House

The apartment mEH introduces several benefits: (i) electric consumption monitoring
in real-time, (ii) organising electrical billing, (iii) identifying energy efficiency measures or
energy waste, and (iv) determining the cost/benefit ratio of measures or corrective actions
aimed at reducing energy consumption. At the residential level, active customers can
participate in the demand response programs that monitor their energy production and
consumption. The demand response activity addresses the reduction of peak electricity
demand and injection from/into the national grid, increasing the self-consumption of
renewable sources. The optimal management of large appliances like washing machines,
dishwashers, dryers, etc. can be implemented to demonstrate the load shifting and peak
shaving potentials of the selected end-users. The interaction through the dedicated app
allows the end-users to acquire greater awareness of their consumption and interact with
other players such as the local DSOs, aggregators, ILECs, or other peers to empower final
consumers/prosumers for participation in flexibility programs. For example, each time
the information system detects the occurrence of the predetermined event (e.g., reaching a
voltage threshold), a notification is sent to the end-users to request the increase/reduction
of consumption (e.g., by switching on/off a large appliance). Table 6 lists the main informa-
tion related to the apartments/detached houses in terms of technologies, energy carriers,
potential energy networks involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers
encountered so far [137–139].

Table 6. mEHs—apartment/detached house: technologies involved, energy carriers involved, po-
tential energy networks involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered
so far.

Technologies Involved Energy Carriers
Involved

Potential Energy
Networks Level of Deployment Techno-Economic Barriers

Heat pumps

Electricity
Hot water

Chilled water
Natural gas

Electricity
Natural gas

High, most of them
market-driven

Need for interoperable
sensors and controls

Need of a business model
to engage final users

Lack of tools to engage
poorly skilled final users

Hybrid heat pumps
Natural gas boilers

Electric boilers
Batteries

Photovoltaics (PV)
EV charging stations

(wall box)

2.1.2. mEH—Condominium

The main energy carriers that provide energy to condominiums are electricity and
natural gas, which are withdrawn from the respective distribution grids, while water is used
for district heating and cooling. The energy efficiency of the residential sector is nowadays
an important goal to be achieved to reduce annual costs and minimise carbon emissions. To
do this, the demand-side management program led to important improvements in terms
of load control since the end-users are an active part of providing energy when needed,
especially during the peak hours. Technology improvement leads to energy consumption
and price reduction. Table 7 lists the main information related to condominiums in terms
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of technologies involved, energy carriers involved, potential energy networks involved,
level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far [140–142].

Table 7. mEHs—condominium: technologies involved, energy carriers involved, potential energy
networks involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far.

Technologies Involved Energy Carriers
Involved

Potential Energy
Networks Level of Deployment Techno-Economic Barriers

Heat pumps

Electricity
Hot water

Chilled water
Natural gas

Electricity
Natural gas

District
heating/cooling

High

Governance in the decision
of energy management
Need for inter-operable

sensors and controls
Need of a business model

to engage final users
Lack of tools to engage

poorly skilled final users

Hybrid heat pumps
Natural gas boilers

Electric boilers
Batteries

Thermal energy storage
PV

EV charging stations
Centralised

heating/cooling
Micro-CHP

2.1.3. mEH—Office Building

The deployment of the distributed generation undoubtedly led the office buildings to
improve their use of energy as it occurred for the residential sector. Different technologies
can be involved for this purpose, as reported in Table 7. However, the key role in optimal
energy management is performed through batteries that consider several parameters for
increasing the energy efficiency of office buildings. These systems are fundamental for
performing optimal scheduling of the demand-side management programs in smart cities;
in particular, thermal (e.g., heating, ventilation, and air conditioning) and lighting loads
are the most involved in this sector, being dependent on weather conditions. These loads
present variations that occur in a quite large time frame compared to the residential ones,
constituting one of the strengths of participating in demand-side management programs.
Due to the quite large time frame on which the loads vary, batteries are suitable in this
sector because they increase the office building efficiency when appropriate information
related to both system conditions and external factors can be accurately forecasted. Table 8
lists the main information related to the technologies involved in office buildings in terms
of technologies involved, energy carriers involved, potential energy networks involved,
level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far [143,144].

Table 8. mEHs—office building: technologies involved, energy carriers involved, potential energy
networks involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far.

Technologies Involved Energy Carriers
Involved

Potential Energy
Networks Level of Deployment Techno-Economic Barriers

Heat pumps

Electricity
Hot water

Chilled water
Natural gas

Electricity
Natural gas

District
heating/cooling

High

Governance in the decision
of energy management
Need for inter-operable

sensors and controls
Need of a business model

to engage final users

Hybrid heat pumps
Natural gas boilers

Electric boilers
Batteries

Thermal energy storage
PV

EVs charging stations
Centralised

heating/cooling
Micro-CHP
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2.1.4. mEH—Industry

The main interventions that lead to energy efficiency improvement in the industry
sector are energy efficiency assessments and waste–heat recovery. A detailed overview
of the consumption of each industry process where energy efficiency interventions must
be performed in terms of technical/technological improvement, policymaking, internal
training, and overall system management. The integration of renewables and CHP units
coupled with the demand-side management program, driven by energy management
systems/tools, boosted the efficiency improvement of industries in recent years mainly
because the loads involved in this sector are more predictable than the ones related to other
ones. Together with renewables/CHP units coupled with the demand-side management
program, the demand response can also increase the benefits of the industrial sector since
different energy carriers are involved. Finally, it can be concluded that the use of a proper
energy management system (EMS) is anyway required for performing energy efficiency
improvements in the industrial sector; indeed, the combination with smart grids and the
integration with distributed energy resources can be achieved in an EH context. Table 9
lists the main information related to the industry sector in terms of technologies, energy
carriers, potential energy networks involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic
barriers encountered so far [145,146].

Table 9. mEHs—industry: technologies involved, energy carriers involved, potential energy networks
involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far.

Technologies Involved Energy Carriers
Involved

Potential Energy
Networks Level of Deployment Techno-Economic Barriers

Heat pumps

Electricity
Hot water

Chilled water
Steam

Natural gas

Electricity
Natural gas

High in large companies
Poor-medium in Smart or

Medium Enterprises
Highly driven by energy

efficiency and cost
reduction

Size
Energy price

Hybrid heat pumps
Natural gas boilers

Electric boilers
Batteries

Thermal energy storage
PV

EV charging stations
Centralised

heating/cooling
CHP

Steam boilers

2.1.5. mEH—Campus

Campuses can be considered mEHs due to the presence of several energy carriers
like electricity, natural gas, and water. Specifically, the load curves can be categorised
into two groups: weekday and weekend patterns. Both curves assume a similar trend, al-
though the numerical values are different due to the different occupancy levels of academic
staff/students/workers. Table 10 lists the main information related to condominiums
in terms of technologies, energy carriers, potential energy networks involved, level of
deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far [147–149].
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Table 10. mEHs—campus: technologies involved, energy carriers involved, potential energy networks
involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far.

Technologies Involved Energy Carriers
Involved

Potential Energy
Networks Level of Deployment Techno-Economic Barriers

Heat pumps

Electricity
Hot water

Chilled water
Natural gas

Electricity
Natural gas

Medium (not all
universities are campuses

and/or mEHs)

Cost of
retrofitting/refurbishment

Hybrid heat pumps
Natural gas boilers

Electric boilers
Batteries

Thermal energy storage
PV

EV charging stations
Centralised

heating/cooling
CHP

2.1.6. EH—District

In recent years, the increasing population of the main urban areas has drastically
increased energy demand. One of the most promising concepts for tackling the increase
in demand is the district energy network. District energy networks consist of aggregated
end-users with a shared facility that produces the required energy, such as electricity or
heating or cooling, at a district level through the available local energy/waste sources.
District energy networks provide benefits for (i) the environment because they have an
overall better efficiency and provide the opportunity to recover waste thermal energy from
cogeneration or waste-to-energy power plants; (ii) communities because they exploit local
energy sources, generating job opportunities; and (iii) building owners and tenants since
they reduce heating and cooling costs. The design of more complex cogeneration and
tri-generation systems at a local level is expected in the upcoming future. However, these
district energy networks do not supply only the electricity demand but also heating and/or
cooling ones through thermal energy storage systems in a more efficient way (e.g., heat
recovery systems, etc.). In this regard, Table 11 lists the main information related to districts
in terms of technologies, energy carriers, potential energy networks, level of deployment,
and techno-economic barriers encountered so far [150,151].

Table 11. EHs—district: technologies involved, energy carriers involved, potential energy networks
involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far.

Technologies Involved Energy Carriers
Involved

Potential Energy
Networks Level of Deployment Techno-Economic Barriers

Heat pumps

Electricity
Natural gas

Hot/chilled water

Electricity
Natural gas

District heating and
cooling

EV infrastructure

Poor (districts are not
yet organised as a

coordinated
multi-energy system)

Governance
Ownership of energy

networks
Cost of infrastructure and
connecting technologies

Need for
data/communication and

management infrastructure
Lack of funding and/or
proper business models
Social acceptance and

citizen skills
Regulatory framework

Hybrid heat pumps
Natural gas boilers

Electric boilers
Batteries

Thermal energy storage
PV

EV charging stations
Centralised

heating/cooling
CHP

Absorption/adsorption
chiller

2.1.7. EH—City

Cities must act to address the growing energy demands of their populations while
ensuring a healthy and sustainable living environment. Rapid urbanisation calls for inno-
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vative solutions to achieve development and climate goals. Transforming urban energy
systems involves more than simply replacing one energy source with another; it requires
rethinking the entire system and its interactions. The potential for renewable energy varies
significantly depending on each city’s unique characteristics, such as population density,
growth outlook, and energy demand in different climates. Alongside energy, key focus
areas for action include buildings and transportation. Decentralised renewable energy
sources like solar thermal collectors, photovoltaics (PV), biomass boilers, and modern bioen-
ergy cook stoves present viable options, but improving energy efficiency offers the greatest
potential. In transportation, electrification can accelerate the adoption of renewables, while
biofuels and hydrogen, though in early stages of deployment, will also play important roles.
Table 12 lists the main information about cities as EHs in terms of technologies involved,
energy carriers involved, potential energy networks involved, level of deployment, and
techno-economic barriers encountered so far [152]. It is worth noting that, although the
level of deployment is low, cities as EHs do not present techno-economic barriers up to
now. This means that the current application of the EH concept in a city context is far from
being applied, and this lack of techno-economic barriers means that no further studies have
been made to address its deployment. This result should give pause for thoughts in the
sense that there is for sure room for starting to apply the EH concept in cities to make a step
forward in their transition process, but it is also important to limit the area of intervention
considering the specific characteristics of the cities under investigation.

Table 12. EHs—city: technologies involved, energy carriers involved, potential energy networks
involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far.

Technologies Involved Energy Carriers
Involved Potential Energy Networks Level of Deployment Techno-Economic

Barriers

Heat pumps

Electricity
Natural gas

Hot/chilled water
Water (non-energy

carrier)
Hydrogen

Electricity
Natural gas

District heating and cooling
EV infrastructure

Water (non-energy network)

Very low None

Hybrid heat pumps
Natural gas boilers

Electric boilers
Batteries

Thermal energy storage
PV

EVs charging stations
Centralised

heating/cooling
CHP

2.1.8. EH—Energy Island

The rapid expansion of renewable energy production presents new and economically
viable opportunities for decarbonising local energy systems. Energy islands can be defined
as self-managed and self-operated local energy systems, including isolated villages, small
cities, urban districts, rural areas with weak or nonexistent grid connections, and physical
islands. From the perspective of electricity networks, energy islands face technological and
financial challenges when integrating higher levels of renewable energy. However, they
also offer opportunities to optimise electricity system operations in conjunction with other
energy carriers, enhancing the capacity to host renewables not only for electricity but also
for heating, cooling, transportation, and industry through a sector coupling approach. This
multi-carrier energy approach enables the high penetration of renewable energy systems.
Energy islands are becoming an interesting topic for the proper energy management of self-
independent communities using renewable sources; in this regard, different examples have
been realised so far. In Denmark, two energy islands (one artificial) have been constructed
to exploit the local wind resources. The energy islands will function as hubs, enhancing
the connections between energy produced from offshore wind and the regional energy
systems surrounding the North Sea and Baltic Sea. This setup enables electricity generated
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in areas rich in wind resources to be efficiently directed to regions with the highest demand,
ensuring that the energy produced by the turbines is utilised as effectively as possible in
meeting electricity needs. Table 13 lists the main information related to energy islands
in terms of technologies involved, energy carriers involved, potential energy networks
involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far [153,154].

Table 13. EHs—energy island: technologies involved, energy carriers involved, potential energy
networks involved, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers encountered so far.

Technologies Involved Energy Carriers
Involved Potential Energy Networks Level of

Deployment
Techno-Economic

Barriers

Heat pumps

Electricity
Natural gas

Hot/chilled water
Water (non-energy

carrier)
Hydrogen

Electricity
Natural gas

District heating and cooling
EVs' infrastructure

Water (non-energy network)
Hydrogen

Poor

Governance

Hybrid heat pumps Ownership of energy
networks

Natural gas boilers Cost of new
infrastructure

Electric boilers Cost for retrofitting
existing infrastructure

Batteries Absence of business
models

Thermal energy storage Social acceptance
PV Citizen skills

EVs charging stations Cost of smart meters

Centralised
heating/cooling

Need for data
management
infrastructure

CHP Cost of enabling
technologies

To sum up, Table 14 provides an overview of the technologies, energy carriers, poten-
tial energy networks, level of deployment, and techno-economic barriers of both mEHs
and EHs analysed in Section 2.1.

Table 14. General overview of the main characteristics of mEHs and EHs with technologies/energy
carriers potentially involved at both the mEH and EH levels so far.

mEH EH

Apartment Condominium Office
Buildings Industries Campuses Districts City Energy

Island

Heat pumps ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Hybrid heat pumps ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Natural gas boiler ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Biomass boiler
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and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 

Electric boiler ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Batteries ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Thermal energy storage
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
PV ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Solar thermal systems ✓ ✓ ✓
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
EV charging station

Energies 2024, 17, x FOR PEER REVIEW 18 of 52 
 

 

Solar thermal systems        

EV charging station        

Centralised heating/cooling        

CHP        

Adsorption chiller        

Electricity        

Water (non-energy)        

Hot water        

Chilled water        

Steam        

Hydrogen        

Natural gas        

Electricity        

EV Infrastructure        

Water network (non-energy)        

District heating/cooling        

2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Centralised heating/cooling
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
CHP
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Adsorption chiller
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 

✓
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 

Electricity ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Water (non-energy) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Hot water ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Chilled water ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 
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systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 
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The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
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ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
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tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 
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energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
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Table 14. Cont.

mEH EH

Apartment Condominium Office
Buildings Industries Campuses Districts City Energy
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs 
Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
ipants who take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at 
accelerating the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management 
systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
plication of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of 
several mEHs is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regula-
tions, technology barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, exper-
imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 

2.2.1. mEH Management System 
As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 
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The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
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systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
ment at the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of appli-
cation and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial 
and consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the ap-
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imentation of new business models, and cybersecurity issues. 
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As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging 

energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as repre-
sented by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management 
systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
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Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges. 

The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy in-
dustry, providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active partic-
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systems by utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions 
to monitor and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy manage-
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systems, including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple 
carriers locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and en-
hances the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information 
and telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as 
shown in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local 
server is the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management 
system aims at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control 
algorithms, databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sen-
sors, and actuation devices). 
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2.2. Management Systems of mEHs and EHs

Digital energy refers to the use of digital technologies to manage energy exchanges.
The digitalisation of energy is a transformative process that is reshaping the energy industry,
providing solutions that enable individuals to become independent, active participants who
take responsibility for their energy consumption [155]. mEHs and EHs aim at accelerating
the energy transition towards decentralised and bidirectional management systems by
utilising distributed architectures along with hardware and software solutions to monitor
and manage various energy systems across levels. Although energy management at
the micro-level can be considered State-of-the-Art since many real cases of application
and implementation of energy management systems already exist in the industrial and
consumer sectors, there are still open, challenging points. On the other hand, the application
of commercial solutions related to EH is demanding since the coordination of several mEHs
is difficult due to the constraints shown in national/international regulations, technology
barriers, electrical/mechanical constraints of the assets, reliability, experimentation of new
business models, and cybersecurity issues.

2.2.1. mEH Management System

As mentioned earlier, in an ILEC context, mEHs can work together by exchanging
energy, ensuring that the energy requirements of the entire local community, as represented
by the EH, are met more efficiently. They are equipped with energy management systems,
including both software and hardware, that coordinate the operation of multiple carriers
locally. This helps to accelerate the adoption of multi-energy technology and enhances
the energy efficiency of mEHs. mEHs are composed of heterogeneous information and
telecommunications technologies from both the industrial and consumer sectors, as shown
in Figure 5, where the assets communicate with a local server via EMS. The local server is
the conjunction point between the mEH and the EH. The energy management system aims
at monitoring, optimising, and controlling mEHs with software (e.g., control algorithms,
databases, and communication drivers) and hardware components (e.g., sensors, and
actuation devices).

An EMS is a tool to supervise, manage, and optimise energy consumption within
a building or enterprise. It allows mEHs to meet their goals and increase consumers’
awareness of their impact on energy savings and the environment as well. EMS involves
several components, such as smart meters and sensors, to monitor energy production and
consumption, along with tools like supervisory control and data acquisition (SCADA)
and programmable logic controllers (PLC)/distributed control systems (DCS)/embedded
devices with actuators to perform control actions. Data coming from several connected
devices or other mEHs needs to be properly transmitted and stored. Based on the distance
in play and other design constraints, some communication technologies are employed
(e.g., ZigBee, Wi-Fi mobile cellular networks, etc.), and several protocols are involved as
well (e.g., Modbus TCP, Modbus RTU, ProfiNet, etc.). Regarding the managing and data
logging, information gathered from the field commonly gets saved in relational databases
(e.g., Oracle, MySQL, etc.), non-relational databases (e.g., InfluxDB, MongoDB, Neo4J, etc.),
data lakes, or files (e.g., .csv files, .json files, etc.). EMS could be provided with several
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functionalities, for example, SCADA, dashboards (for analytics, reporting, and maintenance
objectives), weather forecasting, demand forecasting, optimal management, etc.
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When the focus is primarily energy management within a specific building, the specific
tool to monitor, control, and optimise energy consumption is called a building energy
management system (BEMS). This is different from a building management system (BMS)
that considers all the systems in a building, both the energy-related ones such as lighting,
heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) and the not -energy-related ones such
as closed-circuit television (CCTV), fire, etc. Instead, BEMS considers only the energy-
related systems in a building. The functionalities of BEMS are mainly four: (i) monitoring,
(ii) control, (iii) optimisation, and (iv) reporting. BEMS monitors sensor measurements to
modify the facility’s behaviour through control algorithms, thus enabling it to achieve a
particular goal. BEMS enhances energy efficiency and the occupants’ comfort, assesses the
building performance, generates alarms for anomalies or failures, identifies anticipated
and unforeseen maintenance needs, and records energy management data for archiving
purposes [156]. The EMS assists energy users in achieving their goals while promoting self-
awareness of energy saving and the environmental impact of their choices. The presence
of an EMS can enhance consumer awareness by providing information and feedback on
energy usage patterns, energy-saving opportunities, and the associated environmental
impact. It aims to manage local resources and enhance performance by utilising control
strategies that consider the set points and current plant conditions. mEHs offer energy
flexibility, thus allowing for the implementation of advanced demand side management
(DSM) strategies that are overseen by the EH. In the event of a connection loss between local
devices and smart controls, low-level controls will play a critical role in ensuring safe and
secure operations. There are several types of low-level controls, such as the proportional
integral derivative (PID) controller, rule-based (if-then-else), fuzzy logic based on model
predictive control (MPC), and based reinforcement learning (RL) approach.

2.2.2. EH Management System

In an ILEC context, an EH aims at coordinating the different mEHs and managing
multiple energy carriers. The EH management system is a high-level software solution
installed in a server/cloud that collects data coming from the different mEHs and manages
them for different actors to actively participate in the energy market. To have the proper
operation of the EH, the communication architecture is one of the key aspects of the EH
that allows the data flow among the different devices and energy assets. The communica-
tion among the different mEHs (e.g., servers/clouds of ILEC, EVs’ charging stations, RES,
tertiary buildings, industrial plants, and mEHs) is carried out by application programming
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interface representational state transfer (API REST), and then the internet-based technolo-
gies are the keys to creating an EH. Regarding the software, the EH is a web-based platform
based on microservices, and a list of possible software/frameworks (free and licensed) that
could be used to develop and deploy the energy hub are:

• Web-Frameworks: .Net Core, Angular, React, Vue.js, etc.;
• Database (SQL, NoSQL): Microsoft SQL Server, MySQL, PostgreSQL, Oracle, Mon-

goDB, InfluxDB, AzureSQL, etc.;
• Event-based data ingestion: RabbitMQ, Kafka, etc.;
• Deploy: Docker, Kubernetes, etc.;
• Artificial Intelligence (AI) and Analytics: Python scripts, Tableau, Power BI, etc.

The web-based architecture considered to manage the EH should provide the following
high-level features:

• Different levels of authentication are implemented to allow each different actor to
access and visualise only the corresponding information and separately interact with
the proper processes;

• Storage of historical data of the monitored assets and access to specific data using
filters (e.g., data range, asset, geographical zone);

• Temporal aggregation of the data of the selected variables at different time resolutions
for visualisation purposes: minutes, hours, days, weeks, months, and years;

• Custom import from CSV files and export to CSV or XLSX formats;
• Ability to connect via API REST and share information on resources, data for register-

ing a new flexibility resource, etc.;
• Integrated maps for displaying meters and mEHs, read-out tours, and data concentrators;
• Dashboard for system monitoring;
• Pre-configured graphics to visualise consumption and readings;
• Built-in scheduler to automate tasks like importing, exporting, or analysis processes;
• Energy reporting;
• Energy management/control system to coordinate the whole mEHs.

The energy management and control system should be able to coordinate both energy
demand and consumption. For instance, residential and industrial sectors exhibit distinct
consumption patterns, allowing for coordinated control. Additionally, distributed energy
resources can be used to compensate for the energy shortfalls in each sector. Furthermore,
the peak demand in those two sectors does not occur simultaneously, allowing distributed
generation from one sector to help meet the peak demand in the other, and vice versa. The
control strategy is a big issue to face when different mEHs are linked/connected, especially
when the energy flow must be optimised according to the end-users’ demand and each
infrastructure/architecture. One of the most used is the centralised one (see Figure 6),
which collects information on the controlled areas and solves optimisation problems to find
the best solution.

However, it is important to note that the centralised control method is mainly applied
to small-scale systems because it is not capable of managing large-scale systems; this is due
to the increase of the information that the centralised control strategy must deal with, which
increases the computational time for reaching the best trade-off of the EH configuration.
Indeed, multiple objectives including technical, economic, reliability, and environmental pa-
rameters need to be taken into account, constituting a multi-objective optimisation problem.
For this reason, the decentralised solution (see Figure 7) and distributed controllers can
be used for controlling each mEH that constitutes an EH, and each optimisation result is
shared with the others. mEHs can also connected through a parallel/decentralised layout;
in this way, the parallel layout lets the system operate also when failures occur.
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in the EH is shared with each other.

The decentralised EH is related to the web-of-cell (WoC) concept, which is a decen-
tralised energy architecture for energy management [157], and the control strategies are
implemented in a decentralised manner based on local observations using local resources.
The EH improves the reliability of the system and, at the same time, both the economic and
environmental advantages. Due to the high number of connections within and between
the mEHs, the use of distributed control strategies, instead of centralised ones, can enhance
and speed up the optimisation procedure by finding the optimal condition locally, and then
making a trade-off considering the overall EH. This configuration is useful also in case of
failures of a mEH since the optimisation objective is anyway carried out due to the parallel
layout of the system. The use of a control architecture leads to the main pros regarding
the production and reliability of the energy system, the emissions reduction, and the share
of renewables. However, all the control systems allow finding the optimal operation of
a mEH and an EH as well in a short time frame; thus, long-time frame optimisation has
become a big challenge in this research field. Indeed, for energy hub management, pre-
dictive controllers are required for the optimal schedule/control/coordinate of the mEHs.
In this case, AI can be useful for the long-term prediction of energy consumption and
production and for short-term load/demand forecast. The high-level controllers are based
on a multi-objective optimisation problem that can be defined in the MPC framework and
RL framework. While the MPC is a classical approach in this context, RL is a cutting-edge
and scalable solution to control complex systems that, recently, have also been employed
in the energy management of buildings. In the RL, the agent, which is the subsystem re-
sponsible for executing actions, learns the policy (the mapping between states and actions)
through the interaction with the environment (the part of the system that is behind the
agent’s control). The interaction between the agent and environment can be represented
in Figure 8: the agent observes the environment’s state and selects an action accordingly;
in the next time step, the environment transitions to a new state, and the agent receives a
numerical reward.
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Figure 8. Agent-Environment interaction: the agent observes the state of the environment and selects
an action accordingly; in the next time step, the environment transitions to a new state, and the agent
receives a numerical reward.

To employ RL techniques in the decision-making process, it is essential to recognise
the states, actions, and rewards involved. RL algorithms can be mainly categorised into
two groups: model-based and model-free. In model-based approaches, the agent makes
decisions using a model of the environment, which can be either known or learnt through
experience. Differently, in model-free methods, the agent learns how to act directly [158].
The RL approaches have been tested in different areas of building energy management
(HVAC control, water heater control, appliance scheduling, etc.). They showed approx-
imately 10% savings for HVAC control, around 20% for water heaters, and greater than
20% for building energy management systems [159]. For HVAC control, RL agents usually
operate using states such as time of day, indoor and outdoor temperature, occupancy,
weather forecast, etc. The actions include air flow control, temperature set points, heating
and cooling controls, etc. Finally, the reward is usually based on thermal comfort, energy
cost, or their combination [159]. For water heaters, the states are usually the current water
temperature, the time of day, and the forecast of usage; the actions are the on-off command
to the heater; and the reward is related to the energy consumption. For energy management
systems, RL agents use states that usually include time of day, temperature, the state of
involved appliances, grid load, information related to RES production, etc. Also, in this
case, the actions are related to the involved appliances (e.g., turning on/off appliances,
charging/discharging batteries, etc.) [159]. One of the drawbacks of RL approaches is
the necessity of a huge amount of data. Data collection is a time-consuming task, and to
capture different conditions, it is necessary to collect data over multiple years. Moreover,
the interaction with the real environment and the necessity to explore several settings
can lead to dangerous situations [160]. For this reason, many RL applications in building
energy management are based on simulated data, eventually with a fine-tuning phase done
through interaction with a real physical system [159]. In such a context, Q-learning is a
commonly used algorithm, but, in the presence of continuous actions or large state space,
deep reinforcement learning (DRL) approaches must be considered (e.g., Deep Q-Network
(DQN), Actor-critic, etc.). In the context of an energy community, where several buildings
and energy resources are involved, the multiple agent reinforcement learning (MARL)
perspective is a powerful approach for optimising energy management and achieving
efficient resource allocation. Rather than considering each building or energy resource
as an isolated entity, MARL treats them as individual agents that can interact and coop-
erate to achieve common goals. Although there are several challenges related to MARL
(e.g., the non-stationarity of the environment, the communication overhead, scalability,
privacy issues, etc.), this paradigm is very promising and effective in many situations [160].

The MPC is an advanced control strategy that is trying to replace the standard PID
controllers where their performance is not satisfactory. It is the highest-impact advanced
control methodology in industrial control engineering. It cannot be considered a specific
control strategy. It covers several control strategies that make explicit use of a model of
the process to predict its future behaviour, minimising an objective function to obtain
the control inputs (see Figure 9). MPC denotes the family of controllers that predicts the
future dynamics of the process with an explicit model, involves optimisation technique,
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and follows the receding horizon idea. Some of the most appreciated features are optimal
control: metavariable systems are treated straightforwardly, and system constraints are
easily considered and can be successfully implemented for simple or very complex pro-
cesses. It can be handled by people with limited control knowledge, it does not have a
fixed structure; it does not need modifications; and new features are easily included. The
primary disadvantage of MPC is tied to the quality of the identified model. A model that
does not represent the real process might heavily affect the control performance. Stability
is not often easily proven (finite horizon). The online computational effort is high, but in
the process industry it is weakly affected, and the sampling time is in the order of seconds
or even higher. MPC, or receding horizon control, has been widely used as a high-level
controller in microgrids with multiple types of RES and BEMS. In the context of microgrids,
the standard MPC is extended to a MILP formulation for the optimal control of hybrid
systems such as microgrids and RES.
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3. Connecting Technologies for ILECs Implementation and Deployment

To realise the ILEC concept, the implementation of several energy technologies—that
can convert energy in different forms—as well as interoperability with different energy
carriers is required. Such technologies are known as connecting technologies, and they
allow increasing the energy systems’ flexibility [161]. Connecting technologies can consist of
both energy conversion systems (e.g., distributed units) and energy-related infrastructure
(e.g., centralised infrastructure) that can be involved at both mEH and EH levels, as
displayed in Figure 10.

When analysing an energy system, the entire energy supply chain should always
be addressed; for instance, a natural gas boiler providing domestic hot water can be
schematised as reported in Figure 11. Considering the objective of covering the same
energy end-use, the energy supply chain can be optimised in each step, such as reducing
the energy demand, implementing alternative energy carriers, improving the efficiency
of the energy conversion system, either acting on the energy infrastructure or reducing
the primary energy demand related to the primary energy resource. Therefore, covering
the same energy demand with different connecting technologies (e.g., energy conversion
systems and/or energy infrastructures) influences the whole energy supply chain.

In the following, two main macro-categories of sector coupling are analysed in
Section 3.1:

• End-use sector coupling, which is driven by the final energy use and energy utilisation
streams at a lower level, mainly at the single user and/or mEH level, that are affected
by the local energy conversion systems;

• Cross-carrier sector coupling, which depends on the energy carriers used at high levels
(e.g., energy network and EH level) that are affected by the energy infrastructure networks.

Each specific connecting technology is introduced, focussing mainly on its capability
of enabling system integration and providing flexibility to the energy network.

Section 3.2 is devoted to the analysis of energy infrastructures that can be affected by
sector coupling.
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3.1. End-Use and Cross-Carrier Sector Coupling Technologies
3.1.1. Heat Pump

A heat pump is an electricity-driven solution for space heating and cooling, as well as
for generating domestic hot water. It operates based on the established reverse vapour com-
pression cycle and can harness ambient heat for both heating and cooling applications [162].
Heat pumps are an essential and decisive technology considering the electrification that the
heating sector is currently undergoing, in particular, both the small residential applications
and the large industrial users (from a few kW to hundreds of kW) [163–165]. Although
small-scale heat pumps have seen the strongest development, large-scale ones can also be
implemented in different types of final uses (e.g., commercial or industrial), as well as in
distribution network applications [166,167]. From a technology point of view, heat pumps
are mainly categorised according to the primary-secondary operating fluids that act as heat
source-sink, whose properties determine the heating/cooling capacity and performance
together with the characteristics of the heat distribution network components (e.g., heat
exchangers, fan coils, radiant systems, etc.) [168]. Different combinations of heat source-
sink can be implemented using external air, internal air, groundwater, domestic hot water,
cooling water from industrial processes, process water before chilling, etc. Performances
generally range between a coefficient of performance (COP) of 2–5 (heating mode) and
an energy efficiency ratio (EER) of 2–4 (cooling mode), measured based on EN1451 and
EN16147. One of the main issues with heat pumps is that the performance depends on the
external temperature; therefore, both sizing and operation should be carefully considered
concerning external temperature trends. A requirement for the implementation of heat
pumps is typically the refurbishment of the heating system, which can sometimes represent
a limitation due to the unwillingness of users to purchase a new heating system, albeit
the generally short time of the economic return on the initial investment. The payback
period depends on the electricity and natural gas consumption of the end-user and their
respective prices. Other possible limitations of heat pumps are related to the characteristics
of the used source water and working fluid (e.g., geothermal fluid) that might increase the
operating costs. Heat pumps can actuate demand response schemes at a single household
level with various control strategies and thermal comfort monitoring methods [169].

3.1.2. Hybrid Heat Pump

A hybrid heat pump includes a combined heating system composed of a heat pump
and a boiler (e.g., gas or electrical boiler) installed in parallel [170]. In this way, the heating
demand is covered by the two technologies, differentiating the operating regions. The
heat pump is typically used to supply the baseload thermal energy demand (e.g., cover
thermal losses and building envelope thermal inertia), while the boiler is used to cover the
peak demand (e.g., domestic hot water, space heating peaks, low external temperatures at
night, etc.). Hybrid heat pump systems are especially useful in colder climates, considering
the de-rating of COP and EER concerning low external temperatures. By fine-tuning the
operation strategy, it is advisable to manage the heating system in a way that the natural
gas boiler only covers a limited portion of the thermal top energy load related to the peaks
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to maximise the benefits of the efficiency related to the heat pump implementation. With
the hybridisation concept, the heat pump-rated power can be downsized, and the overall
flexibility and energy management of the heating system can be improved as well [171].

3.1.3. Electric Boiler

An electric boiler converts electricity into heat by dissipating electrical energy through
resistors into thermal energy, which is absorbed by a heat transfer fluid (e.g., hot water
tank in insulated tanks of around 10–300 L in buildings/apartments that operate between
15–25 ◦C and 70 ◦C for domestic hot water purposes). The energy conversion efficiency
from electricity to heat through dissipation is nearly unitary (>97%). Although the conver-
sion of electricity into heat is not convenient for primary energy usage, electric boilers may
represent, in some cases, a convenient option in EHs. For instance, it can be sometimes con-
venient to shift energy volumes from electricity to heat to decouple the energy production
and use from a temporal point of view. Indeed, the heat can be stored for longer periods
when hot water tanks are properly insulated, thus covering the thermal energy demands
that are shifted in time concerning the electricity production profiles. The implementation
of thermal energy storage (TES) in a mEH and EH can also provide an additional degree
of flexibility. Another convenient case regards renewables (e.g., excess electricity that is
not used for electric self-consumption) so that the primary energy consumption of both
the heat and the domestic hot water is null. Furthermore, electric boilers can consist of
dispatchable loads that can be implemented in demand–response concepts, consuming
electricity based on energy or price signals, or managing predictable heat demand patterns
by dynamically regulating the hot water temperature [172].

3.1.4. Electric Chiller

An electric chiller works as an electric boiler in terms of EH implementation, where
electricity is used in cooling circuits for space or process cooling applications. Their function
is typically based on the reverse vapour compression cycle (e.g., opposite of heat pumps)
and is classified similarly. Different technologies entail different requirements in terms of
working fluids (e.g., refrigerants). Refrigerants are regulated by laws according to their
greenhouse gas emissions and ozone depletion impact. Some refrigerants are being phased
out or have been banned due to their considerable impact in case of leakages. Like heat
pumps, electric chillers achieved a high maturity and economy of scale, so electric chillers
are available at cheaper prices for most of the endusers [173]. Similarly, electric chillers can
be used as controlled loads in demand response concepts to supply flexibility to buildings
through a dedicated energy management system control strategy.

3.1.5. Home Electrical Appliances

Although home electrical appliances are usually passive devices, they can be seen
as flexibility providers by using such appliances in an active and controllable manner in
connection with the energy management system of the household. Indeed, controllable and
dispatchable loads (e.g., washing machines, dishwashers, electrical heating, tumble dryers,
electric boilers, multimedia devices, small appliances, lighting, etc.) can be aggregated
and implemented in demand response concepts for which the electricity consumption is
managed as a function of load control logics or price signals. In this way, the electricity
consumption patterns can be better synchronised with the electricity production profiles
(e.g., from local renewables), smoothing the demand profile and reducing the dependency
on the power grid network. Home energy management systems are required to actively
manage controllable home electrical appliances, which can be operated by the end-users
or third-party service providers that can act both at a single-home level or aggregate
multiple customers [174].



Energies 2024, 17, 4813 27 of 50

3.1.6. CHP Technology

CHP technology is an energy conversion system capable of obtaining simultaneously
electric and thermal power output, the latter intended as a useful effect, from the pro-
cessing of a fuel with a reduced primary energy consumption (at equal energy output).
Heat is obtained either from the hot exhaust streams or from the process heat and it is
conveyed to a heat, transfer fluid in the form of sensible heat (e.g., hot water) or latent heat
(e.g., steam). Heat is subsequently used locally or distributed to nearby users via district
heating networks. The local use of heat can be an important issue, especially in warm
climates or summer months without heating requirements, hindering the benefits of im-
plementing a CHP unit concerning separated power and heat generators. This should be
carefully considered when dimensioning and operating a CHP unit. Any technology that
can provide power and heat outputs simultaneously can be considered CHP technology.
The main CHP technologies applied on both large- and small-scale are the following:

• ICE is based on an internal combustion cycle of a fuel. This technology is typically
used in small-scale applications (between 1–50 kW), but it can also scaled up and
used in medium- and large-scale ones (up to the MW scale). ICE presents low electric
efficiency (around 20–30%) and medium thermal efficiency (around 50–60%), which
may differ depending on both the operating temperature and the pressure as well
as the used fuel. In all cases, noise and vibrations are relevant, and local emissions
are relatively high due to the internal combustion process and performances that are
strongly derated at partloads [175,176];

• Gas turbines and micro-gas turbines (GTs and mGTs) are based on the Brayton cycle
fuelled by natural gas or other fuels. GTs present a higher efficiency concerning
ICEs (around 30–40%), with a similar thermal efficiency at the expense of a higher
complexity concerning ICEs. While GTs are generally used in large-scale applications
(MW scale), mGTs are more suitable in smaller applications (10–100 kW) despite some
technological fluid dynamic limitations and maintenance/reliability issues [177]. Like
ICEs, the performance is dependent on both the temperature and the pressure, and it
is strongly derated at partloads;

• Steam turbines (STs) are based on the Hirn or Rankine cycle. The steam is produced in
a steam generator fired by solid or liquid fuels. STs are typically used for utility-scale
stationary power plants (multi-MW) with large and centralised configurations. The
electric efficiency is quite low (around 30–40%), and it requires a complex plant design
and preferable stationary operations [178];

• Combined cycles (CCs) are based on coupled top–bottoming cycles, recycling the high
temperature of exhausts coming from a top cycle and used as a heat source for the
bottoming one, improving the energy efficiency of the system (an electric efficiency of
40–55% and a thermal efficiency of 35–40%). A typical CC configuration at a largescale
(MW level) consists of a GT as a top cycle and an ST as a bottoming cycle with a heat
recovery steam generator (HRSG). Considering the required temperature levels, the
two cycles are thermally compatible; indeed, the exhausts exit the GT cycle at around
500 ◦C, and the HRSG requires heat at 100–200 ◦C for water vaporisation and up
to 400 ◦C for its superheating. At lower scales (kW level), an organic Rankine cycle
(ORC) can be used as a further bottoming cycle to recover the waste heat from the
ST cycle, thus exploiting the low boiling point of the ORC working fluids (<100 ◦C).
CCs are highly dependent on the thermal integration between top/bottom cycles,
which is typically designed in rated operating conditions and thus not well suited for
flexible operations [179];

• Fuel cells (FCs) are electrochemical devices that convert the chemical energy of a
fuel gas directly into electrical energy (typically hydrogen, but also other fuel gas
mixtures according to the FC technology) [180]. For this reason, FCs have the highest
electrical efficiency (up to 40–70%, above the Carnot limit) and lower thermal efficiency
(20–30%), reaching exceptionally high total efficiency values with a high power-to-
heat ratio. Being based on an electrochemical conversion process, FCs are modular
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units that make them suitable for flexible operation and do not present noises or
vibrations. On the downside, FCs present lower technological maturity concerning
other CHP technologies (e.g., ICE and GT), higher cost, and depend on the level of
the fuel infrastructure development (e.g., hydrogen) [181]. According to the used
materials, FCs are mainly categorised into low-temperature FCs and high-temperature
FCs. Low-temperature FCs like alkaline and proton exchange membranes operate
with a temperature range of 60–100 ◦C. They have an electric efficiency of 40–50%
and present a lower efficiency than high-temperature FCs like solid oxide or molten
carbonate technology; indeed, the two last ones operate in a temperature range of
500–900 ◦C with an electric efficiency of 60–70%. In addition, high-temperature FCs
present a high-grade heat output thanks to the higher process temperature, which can
be used for a wider range of thermal end uses (e.g., space heating, district heating,
process heat, etc.) concerning low-temperature FC (e.g., domestic hot water due to
the low-temperature of exhaust heat). On the other hand, high-temperature FCs
present larger thermal inertia than low-temperature FCs, thus the flexible operation is
more limited [182].

All CHP systems, if operated on alternative low-carbon energy carriers/carriers
(e.g., hydrogen, natural gas + Hydrogen blends, ammonia, biofuels, synfuels, etc.), can
further reduce the emissions over the produced energy volumes. Together with energy pro-
duction, CHP systems are dispatchable generators that can support the grid by providing
power capacity. Since high-temperature FCs can be operated reversibly (see the follow-
ing electrolyser subsection), they can be implemented as high-efficiency electric energy
storage systems.

3.1.7. Combined Cooling, Heat, and Power (CCHP) Technology

Combined cooling, heat, and power (CCHP) technology is like CHP with the addition
of an energy conversion step to convert all/part of the thermal energy to cold [183]. The
main CCHP technology is based on a CHP device coupled to a refrigerant system, which
exploits waste heat to provide chilled water for cooling purposes [184]. Similarly, cold
energy can either be used locally or distributed to nearby users. The main refrigerant
systems used in CCHP concepts are:

• Absorption chiller that is based on the absorption process of a binary solution of
a refrigerant and an absorbent, operating cyclically. The most common refriger-
ant/absorbent working pairs are water-lithium bromide and ammonia-water, respec-
tively. This kind of system is modular and can cover cooling demands on small-(kW)
and large-(MW) scales;

• Adsorption chiller that is based on an adsorbent capturing and releasing the adsorbate
vapour in different steps. The working pair consisting of silica gel (adsorbent) and
water (adsorbate) is often applied. This kind of system is modular and can cover
cooling demands on small-(kW) and large-(MW) scales;

• Desiccant humidifier that is based on the dehumidification of a substance. Desiccant
systems need to be regenerated periodically for continuous operation. This kind of
system is typically used in small-scale applications [185,186].

Such devices present high cost, low COP performance, and moderate flexibility capa-
bilities together with possible complications related to issues caused by the operating fluids
(e.g., corrosion, contamination, leaks, fouling of pipes, filtering, etc.) [187]. Despite the
penalties in terms of performance, converting heat into cold energy can be advantageous to
improve the operational flexibility of the EH, thus diversifying the energy outputs of the
system. Furthermore, they can mitigate the problem of waste heat for CHP systems since
the cold energy might be more easily usable in these contexts.

3.1.8. Electrolyser

Electrolysers are electrochemical conversion systems that use electrical energy to di-
vide water into hydrogen and oxygen in an electrochemical assembly. Being based on



Energies 2024, 17, 4813 29 of 50

an electrochemical conversion process, electrolysers are modular, scalable (from a few
kW to multi-MW systems by assembling multiple stacks and modules), and can be op-
erated flexibly with limited performance derating at part loads and with high hydrogen
purity [188]. Electrolysers operate with water (feedstock) and oxygen (by-product) that,
despite not being energy carriers, could be considered and valorised. Contrarily to FCs,
recent trends are pushing for the deployment of large-scale systems (multi-MW scale) for
cross-vector carrier coupling. Indeed, electrolysers are considered a key technology for
cross-carrier sector coupling since the electrolysis process shifts electric energy to chemical
energy. Large-scale electrolysers can support the penetration of large volumes of renew-
able electricity into the energy system through hydrogen, especially in sectors that are
challenging to be directly electrified, like the hard-to-abate one [189]. Electrolysers are
mainly divided into low-temperature Electrolysis (LTE), which operates between 60 and
100 ◦C, and high-temperature electrolysis (HTE), which operates between 600 and 850 ◦C.
LTE electrolysers are the most widespread and mature technology and consume around
50–60 kWh/kg of the produced hydrogen. Conversely, HTE electrolysers can supply a por-
tion of the energy needed for electrolysis as heat, significantly lowering the specific energy
consumption to below 40 kWh/kg of hydrogen produced and increasing the integration
capabilities, especially when coupled to processes or systems that have wasteheat/steam.
The main technical challenges of electrolysers are mainly related to the limitedservice life
(60,000–80,000 h for LTE, 40,000 h for HTE with degradation of about 1%/year for LTE and
<1%/1000 h for HTE) and high costs since the HTE ones have not reached a completed ma-
turity so far, although some research on novel industrial magnetically enhanced hydrogen
production electrolysers is being carried out as reported in [190]. From the perspective of
demand–response, electrolysers can be seen as dispatchable loads that can be controlled
based on global energy management strategies. In addition, LTE in dynamic operation can
be used to provide grid support services, while HTE ones can be used reversibly as local
electricity storage systems. Despite a strong increase in interest due to the recent policies
that foster hydrogen as a possible future energy carrier, the commercial deployment of
electrolysers is still limited.

3.1.9. EVs and Charging Equipment

EVs are gradually replacing fossil-fuel-based ICE powertrains to achieve the zero-
emission target in the mobility sector [191,192]. Different mobility segments are responding
to electrification with different speeds; for instance, small and medium-sized vehicles
for short distances (e.g., automotive sector, lightweight vehicles for urban mobility, last-
mile delivery, etc.) can be directly powered by batteries (up to 180–300 kWh). However,
heavy-duty vehicles for long-distance transportation require a higher battery and charging
capacity (>1000 kWh, ultra-fast high power charging station capacity), for which shifting to
other carriers (e.g., hydrogen, sustainable fuels, or other carriers) could be a more viable
alternative [193]. For railway transportation. In the case of non-electrified lines, it can be
more convenient to run trains with hydrogen FCs rather than covering the high investment
cost of railway electrification. In the maritime sector, it is difficult to directly electrify the
ships (except for short-range shuttle ferries); thus, maritime transport can be decarbonised
mostly with energy efficiency measures, alternative propulsion systems, or with low-
carbon shore connections [194]. The aviation sector is like the maritime one. Together with
technical constraints, the electricity price and CO2 taxation policy are key drivers for EV
implementation, which can shift the competitiveness of one solution concerning the other.
Charging stations represent the set of elements and supply equipment (e.g., hardware and
software) required to connect the EVs for charging purposes. The connection between the
electric vehicle (EV) charging point and the grid is usually hard-wired directly to a control
device and a protection box for individual users (such as a wall box or charging post).
However, it can also be configured as charging islands designed to accommodate multiple
EVs, such as charging hubs that can service up to 10–12 vehicles simultaneously. The
power output is constrained by the charge acceptance of each specific EV’s batteries, the
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nominal ratings of the charger, as well as the specifications of the connector and the cable
connecting the vehicle to the charger. High charging currents require larger cable diameters
to avoid overheating [191]. The power output is mostly defined by local regulation and
utilities procedures (IEC61851) [195], as well as a local distribution network, power supply
characteristics, and constraints of the electrical equipment. The charging supply equipment
is mainly repartitioned into slow-charging and low-power systems (Mode 1 and Mode
2—<22 kW), which use existing alternating current (AC) connections (220–230 V single-
phase, 380–400 V three-phase), and fast-charging high-power systems (Mode 3 and Mode
4—50–400 kW capacity) that can be operated in AC (Mode 3—up to 1000 V and 50 kW)
or directly in direct current (DC) (Mode 4—up to 1500 V and >100 kW). According to the
charging mode, hardware (e.g., converters, cables, standardised sockets, control systems,
etc.) must be installed on-board/off-board, and the charging equipment must be connected
to the low voltage (LV) or medium voltage (MV) power grid with different configurations
(e.g., common LV-AC link and independent rectifiers for each EV, or common rectifier and
common DC link) [196,197]. In general, household charging is operated in Mode 1 and
Mode 2 using existing electric cables/sockets or wall-boxes, while public charging points
(approximately 1 charging point for every 10 EVs) are operated in Mode 3 (fast charging
1–2 h) or in Mode 4 (ultra-fast opportunity charging <1 h) [198]. Wireless charging is also
available, but it is less used due to lower efficiency and reliability issues, as well as other
concepts like batteryswapping due to the extra cost required for doubling the battery packs
and the service management.

3.1.10. Desalination

A desalination system uses energy to obtain water for different purposes. Although
it is not strictly an energy conversion system, it is wellknown that water is a key element
in the industrial network considering its use in many different processes and applica-
tions. Desalination technologies are mainly divided between electricity- and thermal-
driven technologies, and their characteristics strongly depend on the input/output water
quality requirements [199,200]:

• Reverse osmosis (RO) is the main electricity-driven desalination technology, and it
is based on a selective semi-permeable membrane that separates a solution based
on a concentration gradient. Although it consumes electricity (1–15 kWh/m3 per
day), which is usually a more valuable form of energy, RO has the advantage of being
modular, more suitable for small-scale applications (from 20 m3/day), and can be
operated flexibly also at part loads [201];

• Multi-effect distillation (MED) is based on the thermal distillation process, and it
operates between 60 and 95 ◦C in cells at decreasing steps of pressure for water
evaporation driven by heat (14–22 kWh/m3 per day). As a thermal-driven technology,
MED has a large thermal inertia, and it is usually designed for large, centralised
systems (up to 500,000 m3/day) with little or no operation flexibility, thus limiting the
coupling with variable renewables [202];

• Multi-flash distillation (MSF) is also based on the thermal distillation process, but by
flash separation of water in multiple steps at increasing temperature and pressure
levels (18–29 kWh/m3 per day). MSF shares the limitations of MED systems in terms of
difficult down-scalability, flexibility, and compatibility with variable renewables [203].

3.2. Energy Infrastructure
3.2.1. Power Network

The European electricity grid today is a well-established and highly reliable infrastruc-
ture residing on many decades of experience, technological development, and supporting
regulatory documents. This electrical grid has been called ‘the world’s largest machine’ in
popular literature. It has been designed to provide electricity from generation to end-use
customers and, conventionally, includes three main sections: generation, transmission, and
distribution networks. The electricity network is a fundamental component of the energy
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infrastructure, continuously balancing power flow between connected consumers and pro-
ducers to ensure the stability of the network. One of the main advantages of the electricity
infrastructure is its ability to transfer substantial volumes of energy over long distances by
using high-voltage AC or high-voltage DC lines with fairly low losses and low operational
costs. Electricity is highly versatile, as it can be easily tailored for a wide array of end-use
applications, including direct heating, lighting, different forms of mechanical energy, and
industrial processes. There are also several limitations related to the physical nature of
electricity and the necessity to maintain the momentary balance between generation and
consumption at any time. It is also difficult and expensive to convert and store substantial
volumes of electricity, at least at the present level of technological development. To enhance
the comprehension of direct and indirect electrification, Figure 12 illustrates examples
primarily related to transport and heating. It depicts the flow of electricity utilised for direct
electrification and the flow of chemical energy, such as hydrogen for indirect electrification.
In addition to electricity use that relies on the grid, a decentralised PV system can directly
electrify the transport sector through EVs or indirectly electrify heating via a decentralised
heat pump. Furthermore, hydrogen or natural gas can be stored long-term in chemical
storage or injected into the natural gas grid.

The presence of electricity infrastructure in Europe is ubiquitous today; however,
the foreseen electrification will substantially increase the electric load of the existing net-
works. This will likely require a considerable upgrade of the existing infrastructure and
corresponding expenditure. A dedicated study accomplished by Eurelectric, European Dis-
tribution System Operators (E.DSO), and Monitor Deloitte, where different electrification
scenarios have been developed and assessed, concludes that electricity is a critical part of
the backbone of the European modern society and grid resilience will be key to climate
change adaptation [204] and will require total investment of 375–425 billion€ in distribution
grid between 2020 and 2030, where approximately 50% of investment needs are related to
the electrification and introduction of renewables.
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3.2.2. Gas Network

The gas network is one of the main energy infrastructures that can reach multiple
applications such as stationary applications (e.g., fuel for CHP plants/boilers), mobility
applications (e.g., transport fuels), or industries (e.g., fuel/feedstock). Many studies have
suggested that the natural gas grid could be repurposed to hydrogen, in blends or pure, to
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decarbonise the final users. In this way, all the downstream end-use applications (e.g., CHP
systems, boilers, mobility, etc.) are affected by the change of energy carrier without building
new pipeline infrastructure or having to implement substantial modifications for end-users.
In addition, the large gas volume contained in the gas grid represents an intrinsic form of
energy storage, leveraging the inter-operability between chemical storage (e.g., long-term
and high energy density) and electricity storage (e.g., short-term and low energy density)
for cross-carrier sector coupling [206]. Hydrogen can be blended with natural gas up to
around 5–15%vol without safety and reliability issues of end-use technologies as well as
continuing to assure the durability and integrity of the existing pipeline infrastructure.
Beyond this concentration, the material compatibility of steel and polyethylene pipes
could be a limiting factor (e.g., hydrogen leakages, diffusion, embrittlement) as well as
safety-related issues for the end-users (e.g., burner and combustor designs, safety protocols,
etc.) considering that hydrogen has different thermophysical properties than natural gas.
Alternatively, pure hydrogen gas networks could exist with new or repurposed pipeline
infrastructure and operate in parallel to in substitution of the natural gas or blended grid
network [207]. In the case of blending, considering the high energy density on a mass
basis and added value of hydrogen, it is interesting to implement downstream hydrogen
separation technologies (HSTs) to re-separate pure hydrogen from the blended mixture. The
advantage of the HST is that the natural gas network is only used as a transport medium,
but hydrogen is not limited to blend applications (e.g., process gas, thermal uses, etc.) and
can be used as pure hydrogen in higher-value applications (e.g., mobility, feedstock for
industry, fuel in FC CHP systems, etc.) [208,209]. The main HST technologies are:

• Pressure swing adsorption (PSA), which is based on materials used to absorb the
non-hydrogen component at high pressure. It is the most developed HST, but it also
presents high energy intensity (20 kWh/kg from a 10%vol blend mixture) and high
cost due to the need for two compressors, one to reach the absorption pressure and
the other to reinject the gas [209];

• Temperature swing adsorption (TSA) is based on a thermal-driven cycle composed
of four steps (e.g., adsorption, preheating, desorption, and precooling). It has similar
characteristics and maturity to the PSA technology [210,211];

• Electrochemical separation occurs through proton exchange electrolysers that can
separate hydrogen from a gas mixture feedstock. Proton -conductive electrolysers
(e.g., polymer membranes or proton -conductive ceramics) are suitable for hydrogen
separation/concentration. Electrochemical separation is an improvement concerning
PSA/TSA, and it is less energy-intensive, although the separated hydrogen might
have a lower purity [209,211];

• Amine-based separation uses an aqueous amine solution to capture hydrogen. It is
a very mature and commercialised technology, but has several disadvantages, as the
amine solution is corrosive and harmful due to significant losses (e.g., volatility) and
degradation issues;

• Cryogenic distillation is a low-temperature separation technique that utilises the
varying boiling points of different components in a gas mixture to achieve separation.
This technology has the advantage of being deployed on a largescale but requires high
investment costs for the cryogenic equipment;

• Membrane separation uses membranes that are selective to hydrogen for physical
separation (e.g., organic or inorganic membranes; the most promising material today is
palladium (Pd)). Membrane separation technologies are energy-efficient, lightweight,
and have lower investment costs compared to other HST technologies; however, they
lack maturity at the industrial level [212,213].

3.2.3. Mobility Infrastructure

Today, EVs represent only a limited part of the vehicle fleet, and most of the EVs
(around 90%) are charged overnight with low-power charging systems (Mode 1 and Mode
2—<22 kW—charging time > 8 h), while only 10% are charged with fast-charging high-
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power systems (Mode 3 and Mode 4—charging time 1–2 h or less). However, EVs and the
related EV infrastructure should be seen as part of the energy infrastructure. Considering
the prospected increase in EVs’ sales, the number of charging points, and charging power
capacity (up to 150 kW for passenger cars and 500 kW for heavy-duty vehicles) [214],
EVs will represent the highest electricity demands in the future, especially in the case of
multi-vehicle charging islands, thus deeply affecting the power grid capacity requirements
(e.g., imbalances, fluctuations, etc.), power quality standards (e.g., current and voltage
distortions, power factor, harmonics, etc.), and electricity market price mechanisms [197].
In this sense, EVs can represent the link between the power and transport network and
represent active participants of the power grid [196] (vehicle-to-grid (V2G) concept). In
the V2G concept, the battery capacity of each EV is used during non-utilisation periods
(e.g., parking time or overnight) to support the grid while providing revenues to the car
owners. V2G is a powerful tool used to balance the power and mobility sectors and re-
quires detailed long-term planning as well as dedicated policymaking considering the
impact that the EVs’ charging/discharging capacity can have on the grid capacity and
market mechanisms [215]. Dedicated mobility/storage hubs coupled with dedicated local
renewables would provide even more flexibility options for grids and EH in general, thus
allowing to charge the EVs with zero-emission electricity and, at the same time, provide
grid services at relevant capacity. An evolution of V2G is the vehicle-to-infrastructure (V2I),
vehicle-to-vehicle (V2V), and vehicle-to-pedestrian (V2P) concepts, which are encompassed
into what is called cellular-vehicle-to-everything (C-V2X) [216]. Apart from the V2G and
C-V2X concepts, which are more relevant from an energy point of view, the presence of
many EVs can also used for communication, control, and navigation purposes in different
concepts such as shared autonomous mobility (SAM) [217], dedicated short-range com-
munications (DSRC), etc. The interaction between EVs and the mobility infrastructure
requires the development of specifically designed communication protocols, such as the
IEEE 802.11p and LTE-V2V standards, and support facilities to manage the services [218].

4. Energy Planning Tools and Framework

Local-scale energy planning research has been a research topic over the last decades,
addressing local-scale energy policies orientated to environmental goals. Initially, local
energy planners and researchers focused mainly on national energy policies and context;
subsequently, a wide number of planning tools have been developed over the recent years,
specifically addressing local energy planning of DERs in specific areas such as districts,
cities, and energy islands (both geographical and technological ones). Chang et al. [219]
reviewed 54 energy planning tools dedicated to energy transition planning. When it comes
to ILEC energy planning, the main constraint of the research is to have a comprehensive
overview of the interactions and synergies among different types of DERs, energy carriers,
and energy distribution networks. In the last decades, wider deployment of intermittent
renewable energy production increased the need for flexibility both in the supply and
demand side of the energy systems. This entailed the growing interest in technologies
enabling flexibility strategies such as energy storage or the connecting technologies already
discussed previously. Klemm et al. [220] reviewed 145 modelling tools, finding that only
13 were suitable for ILEC planning. According to this work, the main features of a planning
tool should (i) implement optimisation algorithms, (ii) address multi-energy districts,
(iii) operate with an at least hourly temporal resolution, and (iv) follow a bottom-up
or hybrid analytical approach. Several planning tools could also used to optimise the
operation of energy systems.

The most suitable energy planning tools for ILECs are investigated in detail be-
low [221]. The common ground for these tools is that they are commercially available
and can be considered the most adapted for the EH scale. To sum up, Table 15 lists the
differences between the analysed energy planning tools and their scope of application.
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Table 15. A comparison of the main characteristics and functionalities of the investigated energy planning tools.

Origin Type Users Community End-Use Networks Customisable Cost Functions Energy Carriers Functionalities Scale Temporal
Resolution

Time
Horizon Modularity

Energyplan Free Worldwide
users No

Adapted from
national

planning tools

Electricity, heating,
fossil resources No

Economic,
environmental,

energy efficiency,
social

Electricity, heating,
cooling, hydrogen,

fossil fuels

Operation, no
smart options National Hours Year No

DER-CAM Open Academic
researcher Yes ILEC

Electricity, heating,
cooling, fossil

fuels
Yes Financial and

environmental

Electricity, heating,
cooling, fossil

fuels

Design and
scheduling Local Year Max. 20

years Yes

Calliope Open Worldwide Yes ILEC
Electricity, heating,

fossil resources,
hydrogen

Yes Economic User-defined Design and
scheduling

User-
defined User-defined User-

defined Possible

HOMER Commercial Worldwide
users

Community
tools ILEC

Electricity, heating,
fossil and

renewable sources
Yes

Economic,
environmental,

energy efficiency

Electricity, heat,
hydrogen,

biomass, fuel
Operation Local to

regional User-defined User-
defined Yes

EnergyPro Commercial Worldwide No ILEC Electricity, heating,
fossil resources No Economic

Electricity,
heating,

fossil resources
Operation Local to

regional Minutes Max. 40
years No

eTransport
(Integrate) Commercial

Energy
systems’
planners

No ILEC
Electricity, district
heating/cooling,

gas, hydrogen
N.A. Economic

Electricity, district
heating/cooling,

gas, hydrogen

Design and
scheduling Local Hours Max. 50

years Yes
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4.1. Energyplan

EnergyPlan 16.22 is a software tool available for free that models the functioning of
national energy systems on an hourly scale. It covers sectors such as electricity, heating,
cooling, industry, and transportation. The tool was created and is managed by the Sustain-
able Energy Planning Research Group at Aalborg University in Denmark. Overall speaking,
Energyplan is a user-friendly software that allows obtaining the optimal design easily
and efficiently. It is widely adopted in the research field, namely in 315 journal literature
(until July 2022) [222]. However, it does not permit the customisation of the energy carriers
involved. It was originally designed for national scale planning instead of local energy
community therefore some details of local scale could be omitted.

4.2. DER-CAM

The approach used in DER-CAM is fully technology-neutral and can include energy
purchases, on-site conversion, both electrical and thermal on-site renewable harvesting,
and partly end-use efficiency investments. It allows finding the best combination of
equipment and its operation over a typical year (e.g., average over many historical years)
that minimises the site’s total energy bill or CO2 emissions, typically for electricity plus
natural gas purchases as well as amortised equipment purchases. Another key output is
the hourly operating schedule, as well as the resulting costs, fuel consumption, and CO2
emissions. Given its optimisation nature and technology-neutral approach, DER-CAM can
capture both direct and indirect benefits of dealing with multi-energy systems. Moreover, a
wide range of generation, conversion, and storage technologies is included in the database.
Another pro to be considered is that it is user-friendly and free to access. The drawbacks of
such a tool are listed below:

• It does not allow dealing with the optimal design of district heating networks;
• Although it allows making environmental assessments, it does not rely on a multi-

objective approach to the optimisation problem;
• In a multi-node configuration, the optimal design approach is centralised, and

not distributed;
• It does not allow simulating peer-to-peer energy transactions;
• It does not consider uncertainties related to renewable energy output;
• It is not possible for the user to include new custom components;
• Energy market interaction is not addressed.

The distributed energy resources-consumer adoption model (DER-CAM) is a mixed-
integer optimisation tool designed to support investment and planning decisions in micro-
grids. It is developed in the general algebraic modelling system (GAMS) and has been
continuously updated by the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory since 2000. Recently,
two new versions have been introduced: a web-based version known as the DERs Web
Optimisation Service (WebOpt) and an advanced version called DER-CAM+.

Users of DER-CAM provide various inputs, such as:

• Hourly load profiles for a typical year, including electricity, cooling, refrigeration,
space heating, hot water, and natural gas usage;

• Electricity tariffs, natural gas prices, and other relevant pricing information;
• Capital and O&M costs, fuel expenses, and interest rates on investments for

different technologies;
• Physical attributes of different generation, heat recovery, and cooling technologies,

including the thermal-electric ratio, which indicates residual heat based on the genera-
tor’s electric output;

• Details on site layout and heating infrastructure (for multi-node models only).

The output provided by DER-CAM includes:

• The optimal choice and sizing of distributed energy resources (DER) to be installed;
• The best placement of DERs within the microgrid (for multi-node configurations);
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• Dispatch strategies for DERs to maximise economic outcomes while maintaining
reliability and resilience;

• A detailed cost breakdown for meeting end-use loads;
• A comprehensive breakdown of carbon emissions associated with energy consumption.

DER-CAM has become widely used for optimising DER investment, scheduling,
and conducting economic and environmental assessments in local energy systems. The
model is technologyneutral, allowing it to account for energy purchases, on-site conversion,
renewable energy harvesting, and energy efficiency improvements. It identifies the optimal
combination of equipment and its operational schedule to minimise the total energy cost or
carbon emissions over a typical year, providing outputs such as hourly operating schedules,
costs, fuel consumption, and emissions.

Despite its strengths, DER-CAM has some limitations, including:

• It does not support optimal district heating network design;
• While environmental assessments are possible, multi-objective optimisation is not;
• In multi-node configurations, the optimal design is centralised rather than distributed;
• Peer-to-peer energy transactions cannot be simulated;
• Renewable energy output uncertainties are not accounted for;
• Users cannot add custom components;

The model does not consider interactions with energy markets.
Although the tool has some limitations, it remains a powerful, user-friendly, and freely

accessible solution for optimizing DERs in microgrids.

4.3. HOMER

Hybrid optimisation of multiple electric renewables (HOMER) can simulate and opti-
mise stand-alone and grid-connected local energy systems consisting of wind turbines, PV,
hydropower, biomass, conventional generators, energy storage, etc. For the optimal design
problem, it allows identifying what components are required to be included in the system
as well as the number and size of each component, according to the objective function se-
lected. Power sources that can be modelled include PV, wind turbines, hydropower, diesel,
gasoline, biogas, alternative, co-fired, and custom-fuelled generators, electric utility grids,
microturbines, and FCs. Storage options include battery banks and hydrogen. HOMER can
be defined as a regional system -scale tool, originally developed to support the design of
off-grid community-scale electrical energy systems but expanded to model grid-connected
and thermal systems. HOMER takes into account investment and operating costs, along
with techno-economic factors and emission constraints, to determine the optimal sizing
for hybrid renewable energy systems and community microgrids. HOMER was originally
developed by National Renewable Energy Laboratories (NREL) in 1992 and further en-
hanced by HOMER energy. User inputs include load curves (electrical and thermal) up to
the 1-min resolution, technology efficiencies and features, O&M costs, emission constraints,
and sensitivity parameters. The software output includes optimisation and sensitivity
analysis of the system involving energy production, fuel consumption, emissions, and costs
with graphs and detailed data reports. One of the main pros related to HOMER is that it is
user-friendly and does not need users’ specific engineering skills. Moreover, it is based on
a modular architecture, giving the possibility to include customised modules. It can also
count on a supply profile generator, generating the supply profile from the resource input
(e.g., climate) and the device specifications. The main drawbacks are listed below:

• It does not rely on a wide range of heat and cooling technologies, since the focus is on
the electrical sector;

• It does not allow analysing district heating network configurations;
• It allows mainly the optimisation of studies from the financial point of view, and it

does not rely on a multi-objective approach considering environmental objectives in
the optimisation problem;
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• In a multi-node configuration, the optimal design approach is centralised and
not distributed;

• It does not allow simulating peer-to-peer energy transactions;
• It does not consider cooling loads;
• The user is required to pre-define the technologies and their sizes or capacities, and

HOMER evaluates and ranks these combinations based on their outcomes. As a result,
the financial analysis is limited to the technology combinations specified by the user
in advance.

• Energy market interaction is not addressed.

4.4. Calliope

Calliope is an open-source, community-driven framework for building energy system
models. It is designed to analyze systems with highly customizable spatial and temporal
resolutions, using a scale-independent mathematical approach that allows for analysis at
scales ranging from individual urban districts to entire countries or continents. The basic
process of modelling with Calliope is based on three steps:

• Building a model;
• Running a model;
• Analysing a model.

It provides both a command-line interface and an API for programmatic use, to be
useful both for users experienced with Python and those with no Python knowledge.
The Calliope model is made of .yaml and .csv files, where the first ones describe the
technologies, locations, and constraints while the latter ones are input demand data, once
created the model Calliope passes the model through Pyomo 6.8.0 for constructing the
optimisation problem, back-end interface which can use both open and commercial solvers.
Calliope v0.6.10, being an open software, is highly a community-driven software with
prompt support and improvement by its community. Its design clearly separates the
general framework (code) from the problem-specific model (data). The user has a very
large freedom in the modelling (e.g., time resolution, technologies, networks involved,
etc.) which enables the ability to have high temporal and spatial resolution and permits
the execution of several runs on the same model. The main con is that it does not have
a graphic interface and requires some basic skill in programming to handle properly the
modelling. As a continuing improvement of software, guided by the community, different
bugs can occur.

4.5. EnergyPro

EnergyPro 9.3.1 is a comprehensive software package designed for the combined
techno-economic analysis and optimization of cogeneration and trigeneration projects,
as well as other complex energy systems that supply both electricity and thermal energy
(such as steam, hot water, or cooling) from various energy-producing units. It is typically
applied to projects like district heating cogeneration plants with gas engines, industrial
cogeneration systems providing electricity, steam, and hot water, and trigeneration plants
with absorption chilling. Additionally, it can be used for projects involving biogas-fueled
CHP plants, biomass cogeneration, and other renewable energy systems like geothermal,
solar collectors, PV, and wind farms.

EnergyPro outputs results in a format suitable for submission to the World Bank and
international investment banks. Its flexible and generic design enables the modeling of
virtually any type of energy plant. However, it lacks modularity, meaning users cannot
integrate custom modules to develop new functionalities within the software.

4.6. eTransport/Integrate

Integrate, formerly known as eTransport, is a software system designed for optimizing
integrated energy systems. It helps in initial planning development of existing energy
systems by accounting for energy demand forecasts, various technological options for
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energy supply, conversion between energy carriers, distribution, storage, end-use measures,
and CO2 emission constraints. The software uses a combination of linear programming
(LP) and dynamic programming (DP/SDP) to generate a cost-effective development plan
and provides a detailed operational model of the system for representative time period
on an hourly basis across different seasons. Integrate is particularly suited for analyzing
local energy systems, such as those for housing associations or districts, and also includes
a model for the entire European energy system, known as Integrate Europe. Modularity
allows to introduce of new components, which can be very specific, and refine the existing
ones, but the model does not consider physical constraints in details (e.g., congestion
or/and voltage violations in electric grid).

5. Key Findings and Conclusions

This paper aims to provide a deep insight into technological solutions that could
better enable the establishment of local energy systems by achieving synergies among
different energy conversion and storage technologies to achieve energy self-sufficiency.
These solutions have been contextualised within the ‘EH’ and ‘mEH’ contexts, which are
the basis for the future development and deployment of ILECs. This paper highlights
the importance of system integration considering the sector coupling approach, which is
thought of as one of the main pathways for achieving the full decarbonisation process by
2050 (e.g., the net-zero emission target goal set by the EU). However, a good understanding
of the enabling technologies for pursuing sector coupling is needed to address limitations
and both technical and non-technical barriers that lower the deployment of ILECs. Main
enabling technologies have been critically analysed and divided in terms of size, applica-
tions (e.g., EH and/or mEH), energy carrier used, costs, etc., showing the current level
of development and what is needed/required for use optimally in ILECs. Besides the
hardware, software integration is also another aspect to deal with; indeed, the proper and
optimal management of all the technologies within an ILEC is mandatory to foresee and
apply energy efficiency measures that will lead to both economic and economic advantages,
locally but also to a wider area. Due to current limitations and barriers, the use of energy
planning tools is considered a viable solution for assessing the feasibility of multi-carrier
ILECs; however, their validation is strongly required to have reliable results. The paper also
reports an insight into the existing planning tools, providing specific information about
their potential and current limitations. All the information reported in this document might
be used by researchers and experts in the energy systems field to evaluate possible project
outcomes to choose the best technologies according to their own specific needs.

To provide a further highlight on the current real applications where both the EH
and mEH structures can be applied, a few pilot projects have been realised so far in Italy
(e.g., Osimo town located in the centre of Italy) and Singapore [223]. In Osimo, both the
EH and mEH architectures are applied, which have been developed in the two H2020
EU projects [224,225] to coordinate local energy communities, aggregators, and large con-
sumers. Up to now, the architecture is currently being used by ASTEA S.p.A., the local
utility (EH), to monitor and coordinate four assets (mEHs). As a result, mEHs provide
flexibility services for the electricity market through a 1.2 MW-CHP plant, congestion man-
agement, and/or PV energy self-consumption increase with 105 kW-batteries that allowed
ASTEA S.p.A. to save almost 150 k EUR. In Singapore, a novel district-scale demonstrator
for Nanyang Technological University acts as a mEH consisting of a distributed cryo-
polygeneration system composed of a 5.2 MW-GT plant, a 200 kW of liquid natural gas
(LNG) regasification unit, a 9 MW-absorption chiller, and a 2.8 MW-vapour compression
chiller. The scope was to use cold energy from LNG and waste heat for power generation
along with renewables [226]; indeed, the integration of both a 5 MWh-cold thermal energy
storage (CTES) and a 2.5 MW-PV system into the cryo-polygeneration system led to 38.3%
cost savings of overall annualised with a positive net present value (NPV) of 45.4 MUSD
over 30 years. From an environmental perspective, this action led to a 19% carbon dioxide
(CO2) reduction by increasing the primary energy saving (PES) up to 17.5%.
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Finally, the broad overview of ILECs provided by this paper leads to valuable lessons
learned which revolve around sustainability, community engagement, technology, and
policy. These lessons learned might be also considered as a roadmap to follow for deploying
the implementation of ILECs further. However, it must be kept in mind that the field of
energy, and particularly ILECs, is continuously evolving. In particular, the main lessons
learned are:

• Empowering local communities by incentivising the end-users in decision-making
processes. Engaging the community early on and involving them in planning, imple-
menting, and managing energy projects leads to a sense of ownership and increased
support for sustainable initiatives;

• RES integration to adopt and integrate solar, wind, hydropower, biomass, etc. These
clean energy sources will reduce carbon emissions and enhance the community’s
energy resilience and independence;

• Smart grid and energy storage implementation to efficiently manage the energy flows,
through different energy carriers, within the community. These technologies allow for
better utilization of renewable energy and help balance supply and demand;

• Encouraging energy efficiency through various measures, such as energy audits,
energy-efficient appliances, and home retrofits, to significantly reduce energy con-
sumption and costs for community members.

• Stimulating local economies. Investments in renewable energy projects and energy
efficiency initiatives can create jobs, attract businesses, and foster local entrepreneurship;

• Creating a supportive policy environment is crucial for the success of local energy
communities. Governments should develop policies that encourage community-based
renewable energy projects, remove regulatory barriers, and provide fair compensation
mechanisms for energy production and sharing;

• Transparency on data and information sharing among community members, local
authorities, and energy providers are essential for building trust, understanding energy
patterns, and making informed decisions;

• Enhancing their resilience by having backup energy systems and emergency plans in
place. This is especially important during extreme weather events or other disruptions
to the grid;

• Raising awareness about the benefits of local energy communities, renewable energy, and
energy conservation is crucial for encouraging widespread adoption and support; and

• Scaling up and replicability to identify factors that contributed to their success. These
insights can be used to replicate and scale up similar initiatives in other communities.

It is worth noting that the effectiveness of these lessons may vary depending on the
specific contexts and characteristics of each community; therefore, tailoring solutions to
local needs and circumstances is essential for creating successful ILECs, and this is the
specific purpose of the eNeuron project by developing a toolbox capable of evaluating the
performance of an ILEC and evaluating strategies to achieve economic and environmental
benefits from their implementation.
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API REST Application Programming Interface Representational State Transfer
BEMS Building Energy Management System
BMS Building Management System
C-V2X Cellular-Vehicle-to-Everything
CC Combined Cycle
CCTV Closed-Circuit Television
CHP Combined, Heat, and Power
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CTES Cold Thermal Energy Storage
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DCS Distributed Control System
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EMS Energy Management System
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ESS Energy Storage System
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FC Fuel Cell
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HRSG Heat Recovery Steam Generator
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HTE High-Temperature Electrolysis
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LNG Liquid Natural Gas
LP Linear Programming
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MARL Multiple Agent Reinforcement Learning
MED Multi-Effect Distillation
mEH Micro-Energy Hub
MFD Multi Flash Distillation
mGT Micro-Gas Turbine
MILP Mixed Integer Linear Programming
MPC Model Predictive Control
MV Medium Voltage
NPV Net Present Value
NREL National Renewable Energy Laboratories
ORC Organic Rankine Cycle
O&M Operation & Maintenance
PES Primary Energy Saving
PID Proportional Integral Derivative
PLC Programmable Logic Controller
PSA Pressure Swing Adsorption
PtG Power-to-Gas
PtH Power-to-Heat
PtL Power-to-Liquid
P Photovoltaics
RD&I Research, Development, and Innovation
RES Renewable Energy System
RL Reinforcement Learning
RO Reverse Osmosis
SAM Shared Autonomous Mobility
SCADA Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition
ST Steam Turbine
TRL Technology Readiness Level
TSA Temperature Swing Adsorption
TSO Transmission System Operator
V2I Vehicle-to-Infrastructure
V2G Vehicle-to-Grid
V2P Vehicle-to-Pedestrian
V2V Vehicle-to-Vehicle
WebOpt Web Optimisation Service
WoC Web-of-Cell
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