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Hicks  on Six
Thu,  October  4, 2007

  Jolted  by  added  charges
on electricity  bill

By  GRAHAM HICKS

JUST COUNSEL

A couple entered their
marriage counsellor's office
looking upset.

"What's bothering you this
week?" the counsellor
asked.

"My wife and I can't agree
on our vacation."

"Just compromise. Spend
half the vacation where she
wants to go, then the other
half where you want to go."

"Can't do that."

"Why not?"

"The disagreement isn't about where we go at all," said the wife.

"What then?"

"I want to go to the Caribbean," said the husband, "and she wants to go with me!"

PLUS, PLUS, PLUS
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I just got my monthly electricity statement.

Doesn't matter if it's Enmax or EPCOR, they're both basically the same.

The charge for actual electricity used, at seven cents a kilowatt hour, was $41.30.

(You're right. Switched to Enmax for the five-year deal.)

But my total bill,  just for electricity use, was $103.84!!!

A FEW EXTRA CHARGES

How have these jokers managed to tack on so many additional charges?

An "administration charge" - $5.77.

A "transmission charge" - $15.54.

A "distribution charge" - $28.89.

Then some gibberish about "balancing pool allocation" credits and "Rider K -
Transmission Deferral Rider" - a total of $5.85.

Finally, a local access fee - $6.49.

Total all  other charges - $62.54!!!

MUCH SIMPLER

Out of curiosity, I pulled down a storage box filled with old house bills. I found an
Edmonton Power bill for September 1995.

The "power charge" was 8.2 cents a kilowatt hour. Total power charge was $43.39.
Plus GST.

That was it. No extra charges.

EXCUSES

I didn't even bother calling some flack from Enmax or EPCOR for an "explanation."

I know exactly what they'd say.

"It's all  about deregulation.

"Paying for provincial transmission lines.

"Paying for in-city transmission lines.

"Paying for the "administration" of the bills.

"The 'Local Access Fee' is basically a city tax passed on to the consumer."

God knows what a "Rider K- Transmission Deferral Rider" would be.

Even the energy company flack wouldn't have a clue about that one.

NOTHING CHANGED

Here's my problem.

In 1995, Edmonton Power still had to pay for: Provincial transmission lines; in-city
transmission lines; billing costs and city taxes.

But they didn't add a ton of extra charges!

They absorbed those costs - as do most companies - in the overall charge.
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The 8.2 cents per kilowatt INCLUDED all the costs of producing, distributing and
billing for the power we used.

Which is how it should be.

FROG IN THE POT THEORY

The public relations flacks would try to justify all the add-ons.

The fact of the matter is it's a devious way for the energy companies to make more
money.

They can advertise a power cost of just seven or eight cents per kilowatt.

Then you get your bill!  They nickel and dime us to death.

A few cents increase in this fee, a few cents increase in that one and $41.30 for
actual electricity morphs into a $103.84 bill.

The advertised seven cents a kilowatt hour, when all is added in, turns out to be 18
cents a kilowatt hour.

It's the frog in the pot on the stove theory. Turn the heat up slowly, bit by bit.

The frog (you and I) won't notice until  it's too late.

Gracious, $5.77 a month for an "administration charge."

What's the real cost to the company ... one or two bucks?

IF OTHERS DID THE SAME

Imagine if the Edmonton Sun had the same method of billing you for a home
subscription.

Cost of weekday newspaper - 50 cents. Charge for sending you your bill - 5 cents.
Charge for truck and driver to send paper to your neighbourhood - 15 cents. Charge
for car and driver to deliver paper to your home - 30 cents. City taxes paid by the
Edmonton Sun, on a per-paper basis - 7 cents. GST - 7 cents

Total charges - $1.14 per weekday paper!

JUST A FEW PENNIES A DAY

On the natural gas front, I often wondered how Direct Energy - the multinational
company that purchased the retail end of ATCO four or five years ago - made its
money.

After all, it passes on the price of natural gas to the consumer, without any markup.

The original pitch was Direct Energy, having purchased its monthly entry point into
your household, would then offer a host of other energy-related services - electricity,
furnace maintenance, even telecommunications.

In England, parent company Centricas is one of the biggest providers of "bundled"
home services in that country.

But Direct Energy in Alberta has yet to aggressively market other services. Why?

Because when Direct Energy purchased ATCO's retail end, the Alberta government
allowed it to charge that "administrative charge" where none existed before.

Given ATCO had about 1.2 million retail customers, a $4 to $5 "administrative
charge" per household automatically puts an extra $4.8 million to $6 million per
month into Direct Energy's jeans.

Without having to lift a finger!
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TODAY'S BLOG

Love to hear your comments on the Hicks on Six blog. Are we being hosed by the
utilities?

Do we need better consumer protection? Who pays for a strong consumer voice?

I'd even love to get a response from the industry, from somebody who's not just a
PR flack, who speaks in English, not bafflegab. 

Graham Hicks appears on page six. Just can't get enough anyway? 
Go to the Hicks on Six Blog. 
E-mail Graham Hicks at graham.hicks@sunmedia.ca.
Letters to the editor should be sent to mailbag@edmsun.com.
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