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LOW-INCOME PROGRAM

Atmos
proposal
splits rates
mto tiers

By Sharon Dunn
sdunn@greeleytribune.com

Greeley’s gas company hopes to
soon persuade the Public Utilities
Commission to allow a rate
increase, one that would benefit
the area’s low-income residents.

Just before going into the heat-
ing season, Atmos Energy has
proposed a three-tiered special
rate to charge poverty-stricken
customers. Meanwhile, remain-
ing customers will foot the bill.

State energy officials say that
for once, there will be rates that
low-income residents can more
comfortably cover. In Weld, for
example, the lower rates would
apply to about 30 percent of the
population.

“The basic theory Atmos is
taking is that low-income house-
holds would be presented with a
bill they can afford to pay,” said
Skip Arnold, executive director of
Energy Outreach Colorado,
which provides energy assistance
grants to low-income residents in
addition to the federal Low-
Income Energy Assistance pro-
gram administrated through
counties.

The state Public Utilities com-
mission will take public com-
ment on Atmos’ request at a
hearing Tuesday in Greeley.
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Arnold, a former utility
executive, said that even
while energy costs are now
decreasing, families aren’t
any better off.

“Now, the cost is starting
to decline, but we have an
economic condition in the
state that is putting more
people in harm’s way,’
Arnold said. “In Energy
Outreach, were seeing peo-
ple from Highlands Ranch
and Parker. More and more
people are losing their jobs
and trying to stay in their
homes. The need is every
bit as high as it’s ever been,
even with prices dropping”

Atmos created a three-
tiered low-income rate,
which would provide for
low-income families to
pay from 2 percent to
4 percent of their annual
household incomes on
their gas bills. Arnold said
the typical low-income
family at present spends
17 percent to 22 percent of
its household income on
gas and electric.

Those who aren’t con-
sidered low income typi-
cally pay about 6 percent
of their annual incomes on
energy costs, he said.

Most low-income resi-
dents also qualify for
LEAP assistance, benefits
which averaged $573 per
household last year. The
LEAP program runs from

Nov. 1 to April 30.

Atmos has proposed to
use customers’ LEAP assis-
tance to offset the difference
between the low-income
and standard rates on the
households, and make up
the remaining gap from the
reduced rates by upping a
meters charge to the rest of
its customer base. Those
charges range from 85 cents
a month on residential bills
to $12 a menth for commer-
cial bills. In all, the
increased meters charges
would raise $2.76 million,
which would more than pay
for the program.

Local LEAP officials
believe Atmos’ rate plan,
based off of Xcel Energy’s
low-income rate plan that
begin in January, will be
beneficial. They've watched

LEAP applications and
benefits rise in the last cou-
ple of years. In the 2008-09
heating season, for exam-
ple, there were 5,397 total
applications, but only 4,100
were approved. The year,
before, there were 4,444
applications and 3,384
approved.

“(The rate) is definitely
going to be needed,
because even with the
$900 benefit, there are a
lot of families who are not
able to cover their entire
utility bills,” said John
Kruse, assistant payments
administrator with Weld
County Department of
Human Services.
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Armnold said low-income
residents used to be able to
catch up on high winter
hearing bills in the summer,
when energy costs were low.

“Over the last five to six
years, that whole pattern
has completely changed,”
Arnold said. “Winter bills
have been so high, there’s
no chance of them catch-
ing up”

Many times families get
so far behind, they end up
owing upward of $3,000,
even with the LEAP bene-
fit, said Shari Armstrong,
LEAP manager for the
Weld Department of
Human Services. The
Atmos plan also proposes
those low-income cus-
tomers with unpaid bills
pay 1 percent of their
household income toward
those bills.

Arnold said that
according to a University
of Colorado Health
Sciences Center study,
inability to pay for home

energy was the second
leading cause of homeless-
ness in Colorado.

And while other cus-
tomers are slated to pay the
costs of the program,
they’re paying anyway in
higher rates, just as it is
with health insurance rates.

“Some families’ bills are
written off to bad debt,
and that is directly passed
through to everyone else,”
Arnold said. “The same is
the case with the cost of
money. It takes low-
income customers longer
to pay their bills, and the
short-term  borrowing
Atmos has to do is higher
because of that.”

In Weld County, the
need for energy assistance
will grow, Armstrong said.

“Were expecting more
this year, especially with
the economy and the
unemployment rate going
up,” Armstrong said. “(The
Atmos plan) sounds very
encouraging.”
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Low-income rates will be based on the federal poverty rate. For
ia family of four, the poverty level is MI:HH =
ithe poverty level, umdmmum
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percent to 175 percent of poverty.

* For a full 12 moniths, based on the leveltred billing program, which aver-
ages annual usage and divides payments equally into monthiy imtalliments.

$27354 )
average imgation bill of (aSpercentincrease).
Base rates ane different than commodity costs, which are
expected to decrease in October.

The company also wants to:
» Establish a foed rate for all of its customers across the state.

» Establish an annual customer rate stabilization formula in
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Those who cannot attend the hearing can send their
comments to the PUC, 1560 Broadway, Suite 250, Denver, CO
1B0202, or submit them electronically via

the PUC Web site,
wwwidorna state.cous/puc. be addressed
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