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Utilities Consumer Advocate Board
Activity Report from City Representative


	Recommendation:

That the April 23, 2009, Utilities Consumer Advocate Board City Representative report 2009CAUC01 be received for information.


Report Summary

The City’s representative to the Utilities Consumer Advocate Board is reporting on activities in 2008, as outlined in Attachment 1.
Report
· The Utilities Consumer Advocate Board was established by the Minister of Service Alberta, under Ministerial Order No. SA: 004//2008.
· The Board consists of up to ten members, including up to five members of the public appointed by the Minister.

· The Minister invited the City of Edmonton to nominate an individual for appointment as one of the public members.  City Council accepted the invitation and recommended the appointment of M. Sherk.

· On April 15, 2008, the Minister appointed M. Sherk for a three-year term.

· There is no requirement for the Board to report annually to the City of Edmonton; however a process was put in place so that the City’s representative could report on her activities.

· Attachment 1 sets out the first report from M. Sherk to Transportation and Public Works Committee.
Attachments

1. Utilities Consumer Advocate Board Annual Report
Utilities Consumer Advocate Board Annual Report
Background 
In March, 2008, City Council nominated me as the representative of the citizens of Edmonton on a provincial board, the Utilities Consumer Advocate Governance Board (Board).  My appointment was confirmed by Ministerial Order.  

Reporting

One of my commitments to City Council was to keep the City of Edmonton and its staff advised of activities of the Board.  I have done this through monthly correspondence and conversations with City staff on emerging regulatory issues, the provision of a monthly report outlining mediation, consumer and regulatory activities of the Office of the Utilities Consumer Advocate (UCA), and a mid year meeting with City managers and staff. This report will provide an overview of activities of the Board during the first year of my appointment.

Roles of the UCA

In its Consumer and Market Communications role, the UCA provides consumers with information and advice so that consumers can make informed choices about how to purchase electricity and natural gas. This information is provided through the UCA website, educational materials and community meetings.  In its Mediation role, when requested by consumers, the UCA investigates and resolves concerns over utility bills through mediation with utility companies. In its Regulatory role, the UCA represents residential, farm and small business utility consumers at regulatory hearings to ensure that consumers pay the lowest regulated rates, consistent with reasonable service, and  that there is an equitable distribution of rates among rate classes.

Key Activities
a) Information and Mediation Services
The UCA provided consumers with information about its services through the UCA website and through brochures sent to the Edmonton Citizens Action Centre and to municipalities throughout the province.  This promotion of UCA services resulted in over 7,200 calls to the UCA in 2008 from Edmonton utility consumers who had questions about their utility service and bills. The UCA completed 211 mediations between Edmonton utility consumers and their utility providers. As part of its mandate, the UCA held a number of the town hall meetings in Edmonton where it was possible for UCA staff to have one on one discussion with residents. In addition, the UCA worked closely with other government agencies and utility service providers to ensure that consumer interests were addressed in policies, regulations and industry practices.  





b) Regulatory Interventions
The UCA continued its participation in all major hearings before the Alberta Utilities Commission (Commission) by providing evidence, cross examination and argument. This participation resulted in lower utility rates for consumers.

The Commission’s September 30, 2008 decision in Rule 22 created a significant change in the ability of municipalities and other interveners to claim costs in utility rate proceedings. Municipalities and associations of municipalities are prevented from claiming reimbursement for costs of conducting their own interventions in utility hearings. They can, of course, still participate in hearings but must pay all of the costs incurred.  Their ineligibility increases the UCA’s importance in leading comprehensive interventions to protect the interests of utility consumers.

The UCA has collaborated on an informal basis with municipal and other interveners having similar interests, is in the final stages of concluding a collaboration agreement with the City of Calgary and has entered into preliminary discussions with the City of Edmonton for a similar agreement.


c) Work as Board Member
Much of this year’s work of the eight Board members has involved discussions with Service Alberta on governance issues to determine the role of the Board. I have been involved in the drafting of the Board’s Mandate and Roles document, regulatory and other policies and am chair of the Board’s Governance Committee.

The Province has introduced new legislation, Bill 32, the Alberta Public Agencies Governance Act, which will govern the activities of all agencies, boards and authorities. The Board, newly named as the Utilities Consumer Advocate Board, will fall under that legislation. The role of the Governance Committee in the coming year will be to ensure that the Board meets the requirements of this new legislation.  

Marta Sherk

Board Member representing citizens of Edmonton

Utilities Consumer Advocate Board.

April 8, 2009
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