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CPUC PROPOSES CHANGES TO ITS INTERRUPTIBLE AND ROTATING OUTAGE PROGRAMS TO IMPROVE RELIABILITY 

The California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) today issued a draft decision proposing changes to its interruptible load and rotating outage programs to improve reliability for the summer of 2001. Interruptible load programs pay customers to voluntarily reduce their energy usage when electricity supplies are tight in order to maintain the reliability of the electric system. If these measures are insufficient, the utilities will begin the involuntary curtailment of power, known as rotating outages.   

Under today's proposal, the Commission would continue the operation of existing interruptible programs operated by Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E), Southern California Edison (SCE), and San Diego Gas & Electric (SDG&E). These programs have provided about 2,200 megawatts of available load that can be curtailed at a yearly cost of $220 million per year. Existing customers of SCE's interruptible program would be given a choice of either remaining in the existing program or opting out if they meet certain conditions.

The Commission is also proposing three new programs to attract new load willing to be curtailed in exchange for monetary compensation. These programs include;

· A new Base Interruptible Program (BIP) which will pay customers $7,000 per megawatt (MW) per month in exchange for the right to be curtailed 120 hours per year.

· A Voluntary Demand Response Program (VDRP) in which customers can voluntarily reduce their load in exchange for a payment of 25 cents pe kilowatt hour (kwh); and,

· Reopening and expanding SCE's air conditioning (A/C) cycling programs for residential and business customers. 

The Commission is also proposing a program in which large customers may be exempted from rotating outages if they commit to routinely reducing their energy demand whenever a rotating outage is imminent. 

Each megawatt-hour of interruptible load achieved by these programs is equivalent to one hour’s worth of power to 1,000 homes. The Commission would authorize PG&E, SCE, and SDG&E to spend up to $500 million per year on these programs. 

The goal of today’s proposal is to increase both the number of customers, and the amount of load that will participate in interruptible programs.  The changes are designed to more evenly balance California’s need for predictable load relief with the need for businesses to maintain operations.

Rotating Outage Priorities

If voluntary efforts to reduce demand are insufficient, the utilities must begin involuntary curtailments through rotating outages during which groups of customers are without power for a period of 60-90 minutes. Today's proposed decision examines the priority system, first set up during the 1980's, that exempts from rotating outages facilities that provide for the public health, welfare and safety. This includes fire and police departments, hospitals of 100 or more beds, and certain military facilities. 

The proposed decision tries to ensure that any rotating outages that occur are spread equitably among as large a group of customers as possible. This ensures that no one customer will bear a disproportionate number of outages. 

To accomplish this goal, the Commission is proposing expanding the rotating outage program to include transmission level customers and, where possible,  non-essential customers who are served off of an electric circuit that also serves an essential service customer. PG&E, for example, has about 2 million customers on circuits exempt from outages, even though less than 1,700 of these customers are classified as essential.  Therefore, the Commission is directing the utilities to study reconfiguring circuits to narrow the exempted load to essential customers only.

The Commission is also proposing increased notification to customers of when they will be subject to a rotating outage. In Phase 2 of this proceeding, the Commission will determine if SCE and SDG&E should include, as PG&E already does, a rotating outage block number on customer bills. This would allow utilities to notify the public through the mass media of which groups of customers would be curtailed. 

The Commission is also proposing exempting from rotating outages the Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) system, the underground portion of San Francisco’s Municipal Railway system (MUNI) as well as hospitals with less than 100 beds. The Commission will also work with other mass transit operators to ensure that public safety issues are addressed. 

Existing Interruptible Programs

Existing customers of SCE's interruptible program would be given a choice of either remaining in the program or opting out if they meet certain conditions. These customers have received more than $900 million in reduced rates since 1996. To encourage customers to remain in the program, the Commission is proposing to make the program more flexible by establishing limits on the number of times a customer could be asked to interrupt during a single day (6 hours maximum) and over the course of the month (40 hours). Many customers in the existing program had expressed concern over being asked to reduce their energy usage several times a day or for several days in a row. 

Alternatively, the Commission is proposing that customers may opt out of the program in one of four ways: 

· Pay back a portion of the discounts received for 2000 and 2001, with interest;

· Invest in and install energy efficient equipment by July 1 at a level equal to or greater that the total discount for the two years;

· Meet their existing program requirements through participation in the CPUC Voluntary Demand Response Program without compensation; or

· Opt out or realign service level without condition if they provide public health, safety and welfare services. This would include any public school, college, university, hospital or prison. 

Any customers who opt out at this time will not be allowed for a year to participate in any of the new programs being developed which offer compensation for curtailment.

New Interruptible Programs

In order to attract new load willing to be voluntarily interrupted, the Commission is proposing three new programs. 

This includes a Base Interruptible Program (BIP), which compensates customers with a fixed payment in return for the right to interrupt customers during an energy crisis.  This program would have both a monthly (40 hours) and daily (4 hours) limits on the number of curtailments.  The program would offer compensation similar to the current interruptible program which translates into an approximately 15 percent savings in a customer’s electricity bill.  The program will be open to all customers who are not participating in an interruptible program, to those customers who have completed their obligations under the current programs and to those customers who wish to opt out of the current program and fulfill their existing requirements without additional compensation.    

The Commission is also proposing a Voluntary Demand Responsiveness Program (VDRP).  Under this program customers can “bid-in” load reductions in either a day-ahead or hour-ahead market.  The customers will be paid for reducing their energy load at a rate of 25 cents/kwh.

Third, the Commission proposes to re-open SCE’s air conditioner cycling program to both residential and business customers.  In return for a flat payment, customers agree to have installed equipment that upon signal from SCE will automatically cycle off a customer’s air conditioner for a set-period of time (e.g., 20-30 minutes out of every hour).  The program is designed to reduce energy usage without significantly affecting a customer’s comfort level. About one-third of California’s summertime peak load is due to air conditioning usage.  The CPUC proposes to double the current compensation for participating customers.  Residential customers will receive approximately $100 to $176 for participating in the program.  

PG&E and SDG&E do not currently have air conditioner cycling programs.  The CPUC proposes that these utilities develop detailed plans to begin implementing programs this year that will be used during Summer 2002.

A final program designed to decrease load during an energy crisis is the Optional Binding Mandatory Curtailment (OBMC) program.  Under this program customers are exempted from rotating outages, but in return must proportionally reduce the energy usage on their entire circuit for the duration of the rotating outage.  For example, if PG&E must reduce its energy load by 10 percent for three hours, customers in the OBMC program must reduce the energy load on the circuit serving them by 10% for three hours.  For all other customers in PG&E’s service territory who are not exempted, their power would only be shut off for 1 to 1-½ hours if the customer’s block is called on. The utilities are directed to work with customers interested in this program. There is no monetary compensation for participation in the OBMC program.
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