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1.0
Introduction
San Diego Gas & Electric Company (SDG&E), Southern California Gas Company (SoCalGas), Southern California Edison Company (SCE) and Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E) (hereafter referred to as the Joint Utilities) propose that the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC or Commission) approve the following Low-Income Customer Outreach Plan (Plan).  The Joint Utilities believe the proposed Plan is aimed at identifying and funding new and innovative activities to identify and enroll CARE-eligible ratepayers who have not been reached via traditional utility enrollment methods.  

The Joint Utilities developed this Plan collaboratively, to enhance the Proposal submitted by the Low Income Governing Board (LIGB or Board) in its February 26, 1999, advice letter.  Specifically, the proposed Plan offers a different approach to soliciting and incorporating new ideas from outside parties.  The Joint Utilities’ proposed Plan was developed based upon many years of experience administering low-income customer programs, and reflects the thoughts of many parties with whom the Joint Utilities’ have actively participated in the Low-Income Working Group, or currently participate with at Board and/or Low-Income Advisory Committee meetings.   

The Joint Utilities’ proposed Plan is to jointly issue a Request for Proposal that will solicit open bids from interested parties that wish to promote innovative, cost-efficient CARE outreach programs in one or more of the Joint Utilities’ service territories.  The Joint Utilities are interested in proposals that will complement the utilities’ traditional outreach methods.  The Joint Utilities recommend that the Bidders be responsible for their own costs in putting together bids in response to the Plan.  

The proposed Plan would limit proposals to:

(1)
Those that are not directly duplicative of, or undermine the efforts of, the Joint Utilities’ traditional CARE outreach methods;

(2) Do not create commitments or liabilities, which extend beyond the contract period; 

(3) Are proposed by a non-utility party and primarily implemented by the same party or by some other non-utility party as designated by the proposing party;

(4) Initial selection by the Joint Utilities, subject to LIGB affirmation prior to becoming effective; 

(5)  each proposing party is limited to submitting no more than one proposal at a cost not to exceed $50,000; and,

(6)   A total cost of the Plan, statewide, will not exceed $593,520, with funding of selected proposals consistent with each individual utility’s proposed outreach budget as proposed in their respective October 1, 1998, advice letters.  

The Joint Utilities’ proposed Plan assures the Commission that the innovative outreach activities will be supervised properly and conducted in an orderly, methodical manner.  The proposed Plan also assures the Commission that limited ratepayer funds are spent wisely and that the work that is selected actually needs to be done.

2.0
Background

California’s discounted energy rates for low-income customers are an outgrowth of its inverted residential rate structure.  Since 1977, California has had inverted tier residential rates.  (That is, a lower energy rate applies to residential usage at or below a specified threshold, and a higher energy rate applies to all usage above that threshold.)

The inverted rates were an outgrowth of the Mideast oil crisis.  There were two reasons they were created.  The first was to protect residential consumers from escalating energy costs.  The second was to encourage energy conservation, by making consumption above the lifeline allowance more expensive.

Initially, these inverted rates were called “lifeline” rates.  Lifeline allowances were specified for individual residential end-uses (i.e., space heating, water heating, lighting, etc.)

In September 1982, the Legislature adopted a bill that replaced “lifeline” rates with “baseline” rates.  The major difference was in how the allowance for usage subject to lower rates was established, with baseline allowances set according to average residential usage.

The legislation directed that the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC or Commission) initially set baseline rates from 15% to 25% below the system average rate for energy.  (This method was subsequently changed.)  The statute also established a formula under which the initial baseline allocation between baseline and non-baseline rates would automatically increase as the average rate for residential customers increased.

The winter of 1986/1987 was unusually cold, resulting in extremely high gas bills for many residential customers – their space-heating usage was well above their baseline allowances.  At the time, the baseline formula resulted in non-baseline rates that were 50% higher than baseline electricity rates and three times that of baseline gas rates.  As a result, in 1987, the Legislature enacted Senate Bill 987, which directed the Commission to begin closing the tier gap by lowering the non-baseline rate and increasing the baseline rate.  

The Legislature also felt that narrowing the tier gap would burden low-income customers, since their energy bills were likely to rise.  So the bill also directed the Commission to establish a program to assist low-income ratepayers.  As a result, in 1989 the Commission adopted the Low-Income Ratepayer Assistance (LIRA) program pursuant to Decision Nos. (D.) 89-07-062 and 89-09-044.

LIRA provides income-qualified ratepayers with a 15% discount on their energy rates and monthly customer charges.  (Pursuant to D.94-12-043, which resolved Southern California Gas Company’s (SoCalGas’) 1994 General Rate Case application, the Commission ordered SoCalGas to offer a $5 low-income Service Establishment Charge (SEC), a $20 (80%) discount off its regular SEC.  A subsequent Commission decision ordered SoCalGas to increase its low-income SEC to $10, a $15 (60%) discount off its regular SEC).  

Initially, only customers billed on residential or domestic rate schedules were authorized to receive the discount.  However, the Legislature and the Commission have since changed the name of the discount program to the California Alternate Rates for Energy (CARE), and extended the program to include qualified non-profit group living facilities and certain types of agricultural/farmworker/employer-provided housing facilities.  

In 1997, as part of California’s Electric Industry Restructuring Proceeding, the CPUC established the Low Income Governing Board (LIGB or Board) to, among other duties, advise the Commission on policy and procedures for regulated low-income energy assistance programs (discounted rate assistance, low-income energy efficiency, and energy education).  Among the tasks assigned to the LIGB was the development of policy and programmatic guidelines and recommendations for revising the CARE program, subject to Commission approval.  

To that end, the LIGB has made several recommendations to the Commission on policies, program designs, and budgets for the CARE program for program years 1998 and 1999 (PY98 and PY99).  Due to a number of unforeseen obstacles in the CPUC’s ability to effectuate a transfer of low-income program administration to an independent entity, the Commission has pending before it a proposed decision, which would extend utility administration of the low-income assistance programs through December 31, 2001.  

If that decision is approved, the CPUC is expected to revise the LIGB’s focus toward the development and review of program designs, budgets, implementation plans and policies.  Further, it is expected that the LIGB will be asked to submit policy issues to the CPUC for approval prior to the utilities’ development of specific program plans.

3.0
CARE Program

Since the inception of the discounted rate program, customer participation rates have averaged roughly 50% of the utilities’ estimated CARE-eligible population.  The LIGB has found that the traditional outreach methods used by utilities to reach under-served, CARE-eligible customers should be augmented.  Recently, the LIGB proposed that utilities increase their CARE participation rates by at least 5% during PY99.  

The Joint Utilities’ Plan proposes to solicit ideas from non-utility parties that wish to promote innovative, cost-efficient programs for CARE-eligible but non-participating residential or commercial customers.  The Plan will encourage solicitations that will undertake and/or evaluate creative new approaches to identifying and enrolling non-participating customers that are eligible for the CARE program.

The table below provides summary statistics for the Joint Utilities as of April 30, 1998, on their estimated CARE-eligible populations, CARE participation rates, and the LIGB’s 1999 goals for increased program participation within each utility’s service territory (Source: Ninth Annual CARE Report to the Commission Filed August 1, 1998).

Utility
Estimated # 

Eligible Customers
#

Participants
Participation

Rate

PG&E
857,877
269,435
31.4%

SCE
940,580
498,148
53.0%

SDG&E
212,434
114,249
53.8%

SoCalGas
1,020,986
602,609
60.0%

Total
3,031,877
1,484,441
49%

4.0
Plan’s Goals and Objectives

The Joint Utilities’ Plan seeks to generate a broad response from interested, qualified non-utility parties.  The Plan’s goal is to generate innovative strategies or research that can be implemented and evaluated for success.  

The Joint Utilities have identified the following objectives for the Plan:  

(1) Increase CARE participation, particularly among under-served CARE-eligible population subsegments (e.g., language, ethnicity, or other similar demographic characteristics);

(2) Identify and/or propose cost-efficient methods that reduce barriers to participation;

(3) Test new and/or innovative implementation strategies;

(4) Measure and/or evaluate the success of non-traditional outreach proposals; and, 

(5)  Identify and/or fund potential partners or joint outreach efforts. 

These objectives may be revised by the Joint Utilities based upon comments received from the, Commission and/or other parties on this filing.  

(For the purposes of this Plan, “hard-to-reach” CARE-eligible customers are those who are geographically isolated, home-bound, non-English speaking, differently-abled, or clusters that can be considered “similarly situated customer subsegments” that do not or cannot respond to traditional utility methods of CARE outreach.)

The study must be conducted on a statistically significant sample of CARE-eligible ratepayers not already enrolled in the program, so that results are applicable statewide and at each service territory level

The Joint Utilities will jointly sponsor and issue the RFP.  Development of the details for specific RFP components – e.g., minimum procurement requirements for participation, submittal requirements and template, etc. – will be established upon Commission approval of the Plan.  Submittals may include outreach proposals for one or more CARE-eligible but non-participating customer segments.  Contracts may also be awarded for all or part of a proposal. Contracts may also be awarded on multiple proposals.  If a proposal is submitted that covers two or more utility service territories, the party will be required to enter into separate contracts with each utility.

5.0
 Proposed Evaluation Criteria 

After the Joint Utilities have determined that a bidder meets the minimum financial requirements, they will evaluate all proposals using the following criteria.  (The actual scoring will be determined when the RFP is prepared

(1) Preference will be given to proposals that target CARE-eligible but non-participating customer segments that the Joint Utilities outreach methods have not adequately reached (i.e., that are qualified but not currently enrolled in the CARE program).

(2) Preference will be given to proposals that involve innovative outreach strategies and have the potential for achieving sustainable long-term increases in participation among “hard to reach” customer segments.

(3) Preference will be given to proposals that provide a higher ratio of benefits to costs.

(4) Preference will be given to proposals that provide effective market research and/or measurement and evaluation plans.

(5) Preference will be given to proposals that identify and quantify the reasons why CARE-eligible but non-participating customer segment(s) do not respond to traditional utility outreach efforts.

(6) Preference will be given to proposals that evaluate alternative outreach strategies and determine the most cost-efficient outreach method(s) by customer segment.

(7) Preference will be given to proposals that will result in recommendations to the LIGB and/or Commission to implement alternative outreach strategies on a statewide basis.

(8) Preference will be given to proposals that estimate the maximum feasible level of customer participation by segment that can be reasonably expected for the CARE program by service territory or statewide.

6.0
Proposed Budget
The Joint Utilities are basing their funding request on the estimated budgets proposed in their 1999 Low Income Program Advice Filings to fund the Plan.  Following is a summary of the proposed budget allocation for the Plan by utility:

Utility
Proposed Budget

SDG&E Advice 1124/E-1119-G

$66,520

SoCal Gas Advice 2748
$150,000

SCE Advice 1337-E
$157,000

PG&E Advice 2105-G/1809-E
$220,000

Total
$593,520

The Joint Utilities propose that any funds not used for the Plan be reallocated to the 1999 CARE program.

7.0
Time Schedule

Due to the unanticipated delays experienced in the past, the Joint Utilities propose the following elapsed time as a reasonable and realistic method of proposing the time schedule for completing the Plan.  

3/12/99

Joint Utilities file Advice Letters pursuant to Assigned Commissioner’s Ruling issued March 8, 1999.


Joint Utilities begin drafting RFP

Day 20
Protest period for Utility Advice Letters

Day 30
Joint Utilities present draft RFP to the Commission, Board, and interested parties for comment

Day 50
Comments due to utilities on draft RFP

Day 50
Draft Resolution issued on Utility Advice Letters

Day75 
Comment/Reply Comment period on Draft Resolution

Day 85
Commission Approves Utility Advice Letters

Day 90
Joint Utilities release RFP

Day 100
Joint Utilities Conduct Prebid Conferences on RFP

Day 120
Bids Due to Joint Utilities

Day 130
Joint Utilities review recommendations with Board for affirmation

Day 135
Contracts awarded

Day 150
Work begins

Day 180
Joint Utilities file Advice Letters on PY2000.  Request funding to continue pilots.

Day 210
Update due to Board 

Day 270
Update due to Board 

Day300
Work is completed.  Contractors begin drafting final report.  

Day 330
Draft reports due to Joint Utilities.  Joint Utilities issue for comments. Joint utilities will include any requests for bridge funding for any pilot to be continued in PY2000.

Day 360
Final Report due to Joint Utilities.

Day 370
Joint Utilities file Supplemental Advice Letter to implement augmented Outreach Plans for PY2000.

� SDG&E’s estimated $100,000 in its 1999 Budget for the LIGB’s Pilot Programs and Studies.  $33,480 has been allocated to the Joint Utilities’ Needs Assessment Proposal outlined in Appendix A, leaving a balance of $66,520 to fund the its share of the Joint Utilities’ CARE Outreach Proposal.
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