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December 22, 1999

To: President Richard A. Bilas

       Commissioner Henry M. Duque

       Commissioner Josiah L. Neeper

       Commissioner Loretta Lynch

       Commissioner Carl W. Wood

From: Henry Knawls, Chair

           Low-Income Governing Board

Dear Commissioners:

It has been brought to the Low-Income Governing Board’s attention that an alternate to the proposed decision on Board roles and structures is being drafted, and that the alternate proposes to eliminate the Low-Income Governing Board.

Because the next Board meeting is not until January 18, and comments on the Proposed Alternate are due by the end of December, the Board will not be able to deliberate and comment on the text of the Proposed Alternate.  However, after hearing a presentation from the Commission staff at its last meeting on the possible language of the Proposed Alternate, the Board voted to send a letter to the Commission with its thoughts on the proposal as presented to it at its December 14 meeting.  

Apparently, there are persons at the Commission who believe that the Low-Income Governing Board is: 1) not effectively representing the interests of low-income populations before the Commission; 2) a drain on Commission resources; and 3) not a cost effective mechanism for advising the Commission on low-income energy programs. 

The Low-Income Governing Board has been following Commission directives for the past two years.  Initially, the Commission directed the Board to pursue independent administration of low-income energy programs.  The Board filed its suggested plan for independent administration in December, 1998.  Then, because of legislative restraints, the Board’s direction was changed to provide the Commission with advice on program designs, policies and implementation plans including outreach pilots and standardization of utility programs where appropriate.

The Board has provided the Commission with advice on a variety of subjects: CARE penetration in low-income communities; impediments to participation in the CARE program; outreach pilots; a proposed needs assessment; working with community based organizations to reach more eligible customers and leverage federal funds; cooperation between utility programs in overlapping service territories; and standardization of utility weatherization measures and procedures, to name a few.  The Board has made every effort to comply with Commission directives to file comments and reports in ongoing proceedings in a timely fashion despite: the loss of its consultants; filing deadlines that did not take its meeting schedules into account; continuing rumors that the Board would be eliminated, reduced, modified, or have its direction changed again; and conflicting advice as to how its meetings should be noticed and legally conducted. 

Community based organizations and other groups representing low-income people  have found that Low-Income Governing Board meetings provide a friendly, non-threatening, open atmosphere in which to air their views and the needs of low-income people in regards to energy programs.  These groups do not have the expertise or resources to participate in Commission proceedings.  In fact, most of the people we have encountered in our meetings around the state find the Commission to be a remote agency, unresponsive to their needs.  And those few who have attempted to participate in Commission proceedings have found them to be too confusing and arcane to comprehend or follow.  If the Commission wants to continue to receive input from low-income people on the programs it regulates, it will have to provide an ongoing, open forum in which people around the state may participate and air their views in a non-threatening atmosphere that is far removed from the Commission’s regular proceedings. 

The Commission’s Energy Division received approval and funding for nine positions to support low-income and energy efficiency programs.  It is our understanding that only two of these positions have been filled as of this date. Perhaps when the Energy Division has fully staffed these approved positions, it will not find the Boards such a drain on its resources.  In any case, we fail to see how the Energy Division will be able to produce the filings and reports and conduct community outreach around the state more efficiently without the Board and the Board’s advisory committee.

We would also like to point out that the Low-Income Governing Board has only expended slightly more than half its approved budget for 1999, and has requested a year 2000 budget that is one third the amount approved for 1999.  Since it appears that the Board will not need to obtain errors and omission insurance, and that the current outside administrative staff will be eliminated before the end of March, it is highly likely that the Board’s expenditures during the year 2000 will not exceed $250,000.  Considering the fact that ratepayers are spending $180 million a year to support low-income energy programs, the Board’s budget seems very reasonable.

It has been proposed that the Board be replaced with working groups which would be formed as necessary depending on the needs of each particular proceeding.  Although this method of obtaining information and consensus has been used in the past by the Commission, it is not conducive to maintaining continuity of knowledge, working relationships and trust that are needed to resolve ongoing issues affecting California’s low-income communities.

Currently, the Low-Income Governing Board and its advisory committee are in the midst of reviewing and evaluating the details of utility weatherization programs.  There are additional issues involving outreach and pilot programs as well as participation in the CARE program that concern the Board and low-income communities.  These issues have not been resolved and require further evaluation by the Board and its advisory committee as well as input from the low-income community.

The Low-Income Governing Board has only begun to achieve the Commission’s vision and have an impact on the utility programs on which the Commission has requested advice.  There is still much work to do, but at least the groundwork has been laid.  It is the Board’s position that the Commission should encourage the continuation of the Board’s work. 

Sincerely yours,

Henry Knawls
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