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Draft California Public Utilities Commission Water Action Plan

The Pacific Energy Policy Center was organized in early 2005 to allow retired legislators, regulatory agency commissioners and staff, utility energy program managers and community based agency managers a continuing voice helping shape California’s energy and water policies. 

We applaud the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC)’s Water Department staff for taking the initiative to develop the draft Water Action Plan. This effort shows the same foresight and willingness to coordinate actions with other state agencies that the CPUC and the California Energy Commission demonstrated when they jointly developed and adopted the State Energy Action Plan in 2003.  We urge the CPUC to continue its productive collaboration with other state water agencies and the water agencies and companies it regulates. 

We have concerns with and hereby provide comments on two key objectives of the draft Water Action Plan: Strengthening water conservation programs to a level comparable to those of the energy utilities, and Assisting low income water ratepayers. While we generally agree with all the other objectives of the draft plan, we believe that the Commission should ensure that these two objectives are carefully addressed in its implementation of the final Water Action Plan.

Strengthen water conservation programs to a

level comparable to those of the energy utilities
We support adoption of all the objectives and goals outlined in this section of the draft Water Action Plan. However, we point out that the draft Water Action Plan does not take into account the existing Low Income Energy Efficiency (LIEE) programs currently being administered by the investor owned gas and electric utilities under Commission oversight. 

The Commission’s Low Income Energy Efficiency programs were initially adopted in the early 1980s due to the fact that low income ratepayers could not afford to participate in the utilities other energy conservation programs serving commercial, industrial and wealthy residential customers. 

The Commission recognized the need to help low income energy customers increase the energy efficiency of their homes. Since that time, the regulated energy utilities have helped hundreds of thousands of poor and elderly customers save energy on their gas and electric bills by working with local agencies and contractors to weatherize their homes and replace old and inefficient gas and electric appliances. 

Over the last 25 years, the LIEE programs have contributed significantly to California’s success in keeping per capita energy use steady, while the per capita energy use of consumers in other state’s has doubled over that period. 

The CPUC should direct the regulated water agencies and companies it oversees to become more involved in helping low income customers increase the water efficiency of their homes, like the LIEE programs help them save gas and electricity. 

In fact, the existing LIEE programs run by the regulated energy utilities already help disadvantaged energy customer save a significant amount of water, by installing low flow showerheads and faucet aerators in their homes when those homes are weatherized under the energy utilities LIEE programs. This is to save the amount of natural gas or electricity needed to heat water for cooking, shower or baths. 

The CPUC should order the regulated water agencies and companies to meet with the regulated energy utilities and local LIEE service providers in their service areas to look for ways to expand the existing LIEE programs to provide more water conservation services within those service areas. The CPUC staff should work with the Commissions Low Income Oversight Board, which was mandated by SB 580 to advise the Commission on low income energy and water issues, to convene public workshop in the service areas of regulated water and energy utilities to explore ways to do this. 

One option might be for the regulated water utilities to provide matching funds to expand LIEE program services, based on the avoided costs of the water savings produced by the existing LIEE program measures being installed by the programs. Another might be for the regulated water utilities to fund existing  local LIEE service providers to install other water conservation measures not currently being installed by the LIEE program, such as low water use toilets, or landscaping water conservation measures in the service areas of the regulated water utilities. 

Any new low income water rate discount or water efficiency assistance programs should set customer eligibility income qualification rules at 200% of the federal Income Poverty Guidelines, to ensure that the new water programs are consistent with the low income energy program eligibility rule refinements adopted for the CARE bill discount programs and LIEEE programs by the Commission in D. 05-10-044. This will limit Customer confusion that might take place if the Commission used different income qualification rules for low income energy and water programs.

Assist Low Income Ratepayers

We support the draft Water Action Plan recommendations that the Commission direct regulated water utilities to develop and implement special rates for low income water customers, similar to the CARE bill discounts that regulated energy utilities current provide to poor and elderly energy customers. Like the existing regulated utilities CARE bill discount program, the customer income eligibility standards should be set at 200% of existing federal income poverty guidelines. 

Customers who qualify for the regulated water utilities low income bill discount programs should automatically qualify to receive Low Income Water Efficiency program services within the service areas of regulated water agencies. 
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