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UTILITY RATE RELIEF MAY HELP COOL SUMMER HEAT 

20% Discount Available
The extreme heat of California’s summer not only leads to higher electric bills for air conditioning, but also creates serious health problems in hotter inland regions.  Regina Birdsell, Director of the Office of Ratepayer Advocates at the California Public Utilities Commission, reminds utility customers that there are policies and programs available that can help reduce the burden of higher electricity bills and improve the affordability of air conditioning, especially for residents with low or fixed incomes, or illnesses and disabilities.

ORA suggests some ways to avoid potential “sticker shock” next month when the electricity bills start to arrive.  “Depending on household incomes, customers may be eligible for a 20% discount on their energy bills.  And customers with certain medical conditions may be eligible for additional rate relief.  During these hot summer months, customers that think they qualify should call their utility and ask for information on rate discounts based on income or medical condition or to learn about specific ways to be more energy efficient in your area,” advised Ms. Birdsell.

The California Alternate Rates for Energy (CARE) program provides eligible customers with a 20% discount on their energy bills. CARE provides substantial discounts that may enable households to reduce the cost to run air conditioning and avoid heat-related illness and discomfort.  Eligibility is determined by income and household size.

Last year, in response to energy crisis, the California Public Utilities Commission expanded CARE eligibility to households with incomes up to 175% of the federal poverty level.  As of June 1, 2002, this means that a household with 1 or 2 members can qualify for CARE with an income up to $22,600 per year, a household with 3 members qualifies with an income of up to $26,600, and a 4-person household qualifies with an annual income of up to $32,000; the income eligibility limit increases by $5,400 for each additional person in the household.   

The Commission also requires utilities to offer lower “baseline” rates for the first block of electricity consumed, with rates increasing with more consumption. The “baseline” quantities are set at 50-60% of a typical household’s electricity needs. Customers with certain medical conditions that require additional energy consumption may qualify for additional “baseline” quantities.

To find out more about CARE or Medical Baseline, call your utility’s toll-free customer service telephone number or check out their websites for energy efficiency information.

· Southern California Edison: 1-800-447-6620

· Pacific Gas and Electric: 1-800-743-5000

· San Diego Gas and Electric: 1-800-411-SDGE (7343) 

How successful are California’s utilities in enrolling eligible customers in CARE?

The proportion of eligible customers that are actually enrolled in the CARE program varies by utility and even within each utility’s service territory.  For the four major utilities, the estimated proportion of eligibly customers actually enrolled as of June 2002 were:

	Utility Company
	Proportion of eligible customers enrolled

	Southern California Edison
	92%

	Pacific Gas and Electric
	60%

	San Diego Gas and Electric
	71%

	Southern California Gas
	68%


Enrollment differs by county and by the rural or urban character of an area.  In SCE’s territory within urban Los Angeles County, it is estimated that 97% of eligible customers were enrolled in April 2002, while SCE’s comparable rate in rural parts of Riverside County was just 62%.

What other programs are available to assist customers who have difficulty paying high energy bills?

The utilities also administer a state-mandated, ratepayer-funded Low Income Energy Efficiency program under CPUC oversight.  This program provides energy efficiency and weatherization services to eligible households.  A variety of other programs are available through other organizations, including other energy efficiency programs and emergency bill payment assistance programs.  The California Department of Community Services and Development oversees several programs to help low-income households with high energy bills; more information is available at http://www.csd.ca.gov/energybills.htm.  

The Office of Ratepayer Advocates is an independent arm of the Public Utilities Commission that represents ratepayer interests.  
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