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RESOLUTION

Resolution G-3328.  Pacific Gas & Electric Company (PG&E) requests approval for their California Alternative Rate for Energy (CARE) application form revisions pursuant to Ordering Paragraph 6 of D.00-09-036.  

By Advice Letter 2302-G/ 2088-E Filed on March 16, 2001. 

Summary
1. On March 16, 2001, Pacific Gas & Electric Company (PG&E) filed Advice Letter (AL) 2302‑G/ 2088-E, requesting revisions to the California Rates for Energy Program, Gas and Electric, Application Forms.  

2. The Commission, in Decision (D.) 00-09-036, issued on September 7, 2000, ordered PG&E to submit revisions to its California Alternate Rates for Energy (CARE) customer application form, and to work with the other gas and electric utilities toward form development with public input that requests the same types and categories of data from all customers enrolling in CARE.  

3. PG&E's advice letter application format for the CARE program may not maximize the participation of eligible participants in order to reduce their electric and gas bills as much as possible.  

4. This resolution approves with modifications PG&E’s Advice Letter 2302‑G/ 2088-E.

5. The current CARE application in use by PG&E may not necessarily encourage increases in its program penetration rates.  

BACKGROUND

1. In Decision (D.)00-09-036, dated September 7, 2000, the Commission directed the utilities to work toward the development of a form that requests the same types and categories of data from all customers enrolling in CARE.  

2. The utilities were directed to jointly develop the forms with public input, and present them in an Advice Letting filing by March 1, 2001.  Doing so would enable the Commission to authorize the new forms in time for the June 1 implementation of the new income levels developed each year.   

3. The utilities currently implement two types of assistance to low-income residents:  rate assistance, and energy efficiency services.  Rate assistance is provided through the CARE program with a 15% rate discount which was in effect at the time of the Advice Letter filing on March 16, 2001.  The Commission, in Decision (D.)01-06-010, issued on June 7, 2001, increased the CARE discount to 20%, and increased the eligibility guidelines.  The Low Income Energy Efficiency Program (LIEE) provides customer energy efficiency education, and energy efficient measure installations.

4. The following information is based on January 2001 data
, and shows comparative information about the four major gas and electric utilities’ CARE program:

	 
	2001
	Active Residential
	Estimated CARE
	CARE
	Participation

	Utility
	Month
	Accounts
	Eligible
	Participants
	Rate

	SDG&E
	January
	1,038,291
	225,824
	139,373
	66%

	Edison
	January
	3,816,653
	849,594
	552,207
	69%

	SoCal Gas
	January
	4,948,886
	848,602
	550,626
	65%

	PG&E
	January
	N/A
	841,169
	365,854
	46%


Notice
Advice Letter 2302-G/ 2088-E was served on other utilities, government agencies, and to all interested parties who requested notification, in accordance with the requirement of General Order 96-A.  PG&E states that a copy of the Advice Letter was mailed and distributed in accordance with Section III-G of General Order 96-A. 

Protests

No party protested PG&E’s AL 2302-G/ 2088-E.  

Discussion

1. PG&E currently uses two different CARE application formats:  The larger size is 8-1/2” by 11” and can be sent to customers who call requesting it, referred to hereafter as the customer request application form.  This application format has the customer’s information preprinted on it.  The preprinted information lists the customer’s name, address, and account number.  According to PG&E, this facilitates processing the nearly 2,000 CARE application forms received each day at the utility.  The smaller size application is designed as a bill insert, referred to hereafter as quarterly bill insert application form, and is included with all customers’ bills on a quarterly basis.  

2. The larger CARE application containing the customer’s pre-printed information distributed by PG&E is printed in four different languages which include English, Spanish, Chinese, and Vietnamese.  PG&E claims that a smaller font size to accommodate the latter two languages on the smaller bill-sized application form degrades legibility.  PG&E asserts that using a font size necessary to maintain character integrity, and legibility requires using a much larger paper size for printing the larger application, and precludes the utility from including the application with the monthly bill.

3. Energy Division met with PG&E and suggested PG&E revise its advice letter to provide more clear and concise information on its customer request CARE application form.  PG&E contends that using a uniform CARE application format for both customer request, and quarterly bill inserts conflicts with the utility’s method of providing pre-printed customer request CARE applications.  PG&E claims that using a uniform CARE application format restricts the amount of information the utility can print on a bill insert size application while maintaining character legibility for Asian languages.  PG&E also claims that increasing the size of the CARE application designed as a bill insert would prevent the application’s use as a bill insert, thereby significantly increasing the utility’s costs by requiring it to conduct separate mailings for the quarterly CARE notifications for all of its customers.

4. PG&E states that using a standard 8-1/2 by 11 inch format for the customer request CARE application allows the utility to include information that applicants may find useful.  This includes cross-utility programs available to low income customers such as the Medical Baseline, Energy Partners, Balanced Payment Plan (BPP), Universal Lifeline Telephone Service (ULTS,) Payment Arrangements, and the Relief for Energy Assistance through Community Help (REACH) program.

5. PG&E contends that their quarterly bill insert application form was developed after the utility held two public meetings conjointly with Southern California Gas Company (SoCal Gas), Southern California Edison (SCE), and San Diego Gas & Electric Company (SDG&E).  PG&E claims that the resulting suggestions generated during the meetings were incorporated into the proposed CARE application forms which were submitted by the utilities.

6. PG&E contends their customer-request application form is identical in content to the forms being provided by other utilities.  Accordingly, PG&E asserts that its application contains the same type and categories of data as the other utilities.  PG&E maintains that for new customers, and existing customers who are re-certifying their program eligibility, it pre-prints customer information on the application forms stating that the preprinted information eliminates customer errors which reduces application processing delays.  

7. PG&E states that the utility receives an average of 700,000 requests for applications each year.  Providing postage paid services for these CARE applicants could increase costs for the utility to between $200,000 and $500,000.  

8. Applications provided to customers of SoCal Gas and PG&E have excess instructional verbiage, and applications from all four utilities contain referral information.  For example, the SoCal Gas Company CARE application provides phone numbers for customers to obtain information in six languages, and includes information on two other low-income energy programs.  The PG&E customer request, and quarterly bill insert CARE applications list phone numbers, along with a short description of seven other programs and services that their customers may qualify for.  Due to size constraints of the bill insert, PG&E lists phone numbers for customers to request language-specific CARE program information.  However, the SDG&E and SCE applications manage to provide similar referral information using more concise language in a bill insert format 

9. While each of the utilities collect standardized information from customers during the CARE application process, the forms vary in length from one to four pages.  Both the SDG&E, and the SCE CARE application forms appear to be clear, concise, and easy for customers to complete.  The one page application form provided to customers of these two utilities is a fill in, tear off application that can be included with the monthly bill.  For added customer convenience, the SDG&E application form is a postage free return form.  None of the other utilities provide postage free forms.  The SoCal Gas CARE application is two pages, while the PG&E CARE application consists of four pages.  Neither of these utilities’ applications can be included with the monthly bill, and require separate mailing.

10. Among the four major utilities, PG&E has the lowest CARE penetration rate.  Customers calling in to request an application are not receiving the quarterly bill insert application.  A clear and concise application generally helps to reduce customer confusion.  PG&E needs to modify its customer request CARE application in such a manner that customers applying to receive benefits of the CARE program are not discouraged from doing so as a result of the application process.  Energy Division believes that PG&E’s penetration rates could be increased if the utility’s CARE application were in a simpler format.  The utility needs to resubmit its request for approval of a CARE program application form.  The form should follow the format of SDG&E’s CARE application which has dimensions that allow the return postage paid application to fit into a bill-sized envelope.

Findings 

1. PG&E filed AL 2088-E on March 16, 2001, requesting approval of revisions to its California Alternate Rates for Energy (CARE) application form as directed in D.00-09-036, issued on September 7, 2000.

2. PG&E contends, in a letter dated May 17, 2001 to Paul Clanon, Energy Division Director, that its re-designed application form complies with Ordering Paragraph 6 of Commission Decision (D.)00-09-036.

3. The Commission, in D.00-09-036, stated that the segment of the population most in need of bill savings should have their participation in the CARE program maximized.  PG&E’s CARE customer request application does not go far enough to ensure that the segments of the population most in need of bill savings are being reached; the use of its existing customer request application may hinder the enrollment process for some members of the targeted population.

Therefore it is ordered that:

1. PG&E shall file an advice letter within 10 days of the effective date of this Resolution to modify its CARE application form.  This advice letter shall be effective on today’s date subject to Energy Division determining that it is compliant with this Order.

2. The Advice Letter shall incorporate changes in the CARE application form that converts the application mailer form into a postage paid self-mailer.

This Resolution is effective today.

I certify that the foregoing resolution was duly introduced, passed and adopted at a conference of the Public Utilities Commission of the State of California held on January 9, 2002; the following Commissioners voting favorably thereon:








______________________








WESLEY M. FRANKLIN








Executive Director

� For Program Year 2002 a change in the penetration rate calculation method could change these estimates of the penetration rates.
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