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Customers howl as utility bills
skyrocket
Companies blame new rates, calendar, cold weather

By Liz F. Kay | liz.kay@baltsun.com
February 24, 2009

Text size: 

2
diggs

Classified
Advertise
Jobs
Cars
Real Estate
Florida Foreclosures
Apartments
Home & Garden
Celebrations
Boats
Personals
Pets
Grocery Coupons

Weather

Traffic

News

Maryland

Sports

Entertainment

Life

Business
Real Estate
Money & Life
Technology
Living for Less
Business Columnists

Opinion

Blogs

Fun Stuff

Home  > Business

Customers howl as utility bills skyrocket -- baltimoresun.com http://www.baltimoresun.com/business/bal-te.bz.utility24feb24,0,339311.story

1 of 6 2/26/2009 12:45 PM



Related links
Eileen Ambrose: Banks playing hardball on credit

Dealing with stress tied to more work and less
help

Consuming Interests: Skyrocketing utility bills

Today's Sun photos Photos

Helen Brierley turned off her heat pump and has been air-drying her dishes. Amina Gauhar
hangs her laundry on a clothes rack and even avoids the vacuum cleaner. Both have
turned their thermostats way down.

But despite efforts to conserve energy, their utility bills - like those of other Maryland
residents - have doubled or even tripled during the past few months. As Maryland
regulators and utility executives scramble to explain the sticker shock to thousands of
angry customers, the Maryland Public Service Commission set up a hearing this week to
address the sharp number of complaints.

"The only option I see is freeze," said Gauhar, who lives in a midgroup rowhouse near
Patterson Park. "Freeze in my own home."

Higher electricity and natural gas rates that state regulators approved for Maryland's
largest utility are one reason for the increase. And many consumers complain that
Maryland's deregulated power market is pushing costs higher.

But utility executives say a cold winter, longer billing cycles compared with last winter and
higher energy use by customers are
contributing to the larger bills.

State regulators acknowledge that
they don't know why consumers are
reporting sharply higher bills, figuring
that new rates and colder weather
would increase costs by up to 15
percent but not double them. And
they insist that deregulation and
other factors are not enough to
explain the complaints they're
receiving.

"Bills have increased way beyond
anything we can explain easily," said
PSC Chairman Douglas Nazarian.
"We're not saying we know
something is nefarious up here, but it
isn't quite adding up to us, and we
need to get to the bottom of it."

Helen Brierley of Pasadena is among many Marylanders shocked by utility bills.
Last month's BGE bill for her small, one-story home was nearly $800. (Baltimore
Sun photo by Elizabeth Malby / February 16, 2009)
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Cut Electric Bill In Half
Our Electric Saver for $399.95 Will Cut Your Bill In
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Regulators said they fielded twice as
many complaints last month - about
80 percent of the 2,200 complaints
were for higher-than-usual bills.
Earlier this month they ordered the
state's utilities to provide documents
outlining their reasons for the higher
bills. A hearing is set for Thursday.
Some state lawmakers called last
week for a full-scale re-regulation of
Maryland's power markets in part
because of the higher rates.

Representatives for the state's
largest utilities say consumption is up
for many reasons, including the
coldest January in five years, which
coincided with a quirk in the holiday
calendar that led to longer billing
cycles for most ratepayers in
December.

"People used more energy. It's as
simple as that," said Pepco
spokesman Robert Dobkin. Pepco,

which supplies electricity to half a million Marylanders, got 1,339 calls last month, up 11
percent from last January.

About 11,000 people called Baltimore Gas and Electric Co. about high bills this winter, or
slightly less than 1 percent of the company's 1.2 million customers. Last year, about 0.7
percent raised concerns.

Given the direction of the global economy, BGE spokesman Robert Gould said, everyone
is watching their bills more closely. "We're doing our best to try to address those
concerns."

The state's largest utility prompted more concern last week when it said it expects to ask
regulators for higher rates next year to deliver electricity and natural gas to customers.

BGE customers used 5 percent more electricity and 10 percent more gas than last winter,
said Mark D. Case, BGE's senior vice president for strategy and regulatory affairs. About
a third of BGE customers have electric heat and nearly half have gas heat, he said. The
utility raised its rates in October. Electricity rates rose almost 13 percent in November and
natural gas rates about 8 percent, Case said - placing the company's prices ninth among
19 Mid-Atlantic utilities.
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And because companies buy electricity on the open market twice a year under the state's
power rules, some of these increases reflect higher prices locked in last summer.

"When you have these long-term contracts, they giveth and they taketh away," said Lester
B. Lave, an economist at Carnegie Mellon University's Tepper School of Business.

With deregulation, consumers should expect more volatility in their bills and he expects
that they will be even higher - especially when the country comes out of the recession, he
said, and demand for energy increases.

Nazarian does not think deregulation of the energy market is a factor this season.

"There are plenty of reasons to be upset about deregulating," he said. "These bill spikes
that people are calling and complaining about are not explained by these rates."

State lawmakers deregulated Maryland's power markets in a 1999 deal that capped rates
for BGE customers for seven years. It was assumed then that competition for energy
would develop in Maryland.

Get home delivery of The Sun and save over 50% off the newsstand price

Copyright © 2009, The Baltimore Sun

1 2 next

E-mail  Share Print  Single page  Reprint  

Jay Hancock: Scary Dow has long since lost its
relevance

Look closely at going-out-of-business 'deals'

BP Solar to sell or rent Frederick site addition

Investors lifted by Bernanke

Customers howl as utility bills skyrocket

More most viewed

Most viewed Most e-mailed Hot topics

Customers howl as utility bills skyrocket -- baltimoresun.com http://www.baltimoresun.com/business/bal-te.bz.utility24feb24,0,339311.story

4 of 6 2/26/2009 12:45 PM



Columnists
Eileen Ambrose

Banks playing hardball on
credit, leaving consumers feeling
blindsided, angry

Ads by Google

$10 A Month Electric Bill
Hey There! Lower Your Electric Bill Learn How - Start Now- Bonus
www.FreeWindSite.com

SCANA Energy Natural Gas
Great service, great savings. Sign up and save an extra $50 today.
scanaenergy.com

Lower Your Utility Bill
Install Quiet Cool Whole House Fans Save money Call 877-667-4663
www.quietcoolfan.com

Cogeneration Systems
Energy Efficient Heat and Power For Commercial Use. Save Money.
www.AegisEnergyServices.com

Obama Foreclosure Plan
Wait for the government to help or Get the PowerwoRx & save money now
www.systemstopurify.com

Related News from the Web Powered by Topix.net

Customers howl as utility bills skyrocket -- baltimoresun.com http://www.baltimoresun.com/business/bal-te.bz.utility24feb24,0,339311.story

5 of 6 2/26/2009 12:45 PM



Jay Hancock
Scary Dow has long since lost

its relevance

Hanah Cho
Starting again

Chicago Tribune | Daily Press | DC 50 | Hartford Courant | LA Times | Orlando Sentinel | Sun-Sentinel | The Morning Call

Jobs | Autos | Homes | Apartments | FSBO | Boodle Coupons | Open Houses | Houses for Rent | Zap2it

Privacy Policy | Terms of Service | Work for us | Feedback

 

About baltimoresun.com | About The Baltimore Sun | Tribune | Sun Store

Customers howl as utility bills skyrocket -- baltimoresun.com http://www.baltimoresun.com/business/bal-te.bz.utility24feb24,0,339311.story

6 of 6 2/26/2009 12:45 PM


