
 

December 15, 2016 

 

 

Rosemary Chiavetta 

Secretary, Public Utility Commission 

400 North Street, Keystone Bldg. 

Harrisburg, PA 17120 

 

RE:   PECO Energy Company’s Pilot Plan for an Advance Payments Program  

PUC Docket No. P-2016-2573023 

 

Dear Secretary Chiavetta: 

 

Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC) submits the following comments concerning the 

pilot plan of PECO Energy Company (PECO) for an advance payments program (PUC Docket 

No. P-2016-2573023). NRDC is an environmental organization and not-for-profit corporation 

with more than 1.4 million members and online activists, including more than 90,000 in 

Pennsylvania. Since 1970, NRDC’s attorneys, scientists, and other environmental advocates have 

worked to protect the world’s natural resources, public health, and the environment. NRDC’s top 

institutional priority is curbing emissions that cause global warming and building a clean energy 

future, primarily by significantly increasing the use of energy efficiency in the United States and 

abroad. NRDC is also strongly committed to greater efficiency investments in low-income and 

minority communities – especially in multi-family affordable housing – and to robust consumer 

protections in all electricity distribution policies. 

 

NRDC appreciates PECO’s interest both in increasing its customers’ range of choices for 

electricity services and in improving energy conservation practices, We also recognize that 

prepaid service programs may lead to decreased energy consumption. However, we do not 

support PECO’s Advance Payment Plan, as proposed. As is more fully explained below, NRDC 

generally opposes prepaid electric services because we believe there are better ways of 

increasing energy efficiency and conservation, and we are sympathetic to the concerns of low-

income advocates that prepaid service programs can have serious negative impacts on low-

income households. For the same reasons, we do not think that PECO’s pilot is in the public 

interest. 

 

While there is some evidence that “opt-in” paid service programs may lead to cost-effective 

reductions in energy use in some circumstances, and while NRDC may be willing to support 

such programs in some instances, NRDC generally opposes prepaid service because of the risks 

it poses to vulnerable households, and urges utilities to pursue efficiency and conservation 

strategies that do not pose such risks. 
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NRDC’s general position on prepaid electricity services is articulated in a 2012 dialogue titled  

“Finding Common Ground Between Consumer and Environmental Advocates” between Ralph 

Cavanagh, the co-director of NRDC’s Energy Program, and John Howat, Senior Energy Analyst 

at the National Consumer Law Center.
1
 In short, while NRDC believes that well-designed 

voluntary prepayment programs, coupled with other measures, may be able to help customers 

reduce their energy needs without adverse consequences, we do not think that prepaid service is 

appropriate for all customers, or that it should be offered or marketed as an alternative to 

disconnection.  

 

NRDC is sympathetic to concerns of the National Consumer Law Center and other consumer and 

low-income advocates that prepaid service may, without enhancing the affordability of utility 

service, lead to additional fees, more frequent losses of service, and the forfeiture of basic 

regulatory consumer protections. Consequently, it is NRDC’s position is that, rather than 

introducing prepaid service, utilities should address problems with customer arrearages through 

comprehensive, effective low-income energy efficiency programs, bill payment assistance 

programs, “arrearage management” programs, reductions of burdensome late payment fees and 

security deposits, and implementation of deferred payment agreements that are truly reasonable 

and based on a household’s actual income and expenses. 

 

As discussed in “Finding Common Ground,” NRDC’s willingness to support a prepaid service 

program is contingent on the program’s meeting the twelve criteria set forth in a 2011 resolution 

of the National Association of State Utility Advocates. We are not persuaded that PECO’s pilot 

satisfies those criteria. 

 

PECO’s Prepaid Proposal could attract vulnerable households to a second tier of electric service. 

 

PECO has proposed its prepaid service as a mechanism to give households more options for their 

electricity service. While we commend PECO’s efforts in this regard, we are concerned that 

PECO’s pilot would, as designed, PECO’s result in a two-tiered system of electricity service, 

with the current system becoming a first tier for those who can afford to post-pay, and the 

prepaid service becoming a second-class service for vulnerable households. PECO’s proposed 

program would require customers to waive several key consumer protections for their 

households, including: 

 

 protection from termination in the wintertime,  

 availability of payment agreements to restore service, and 

                                                      
1
 The dialogue, which ws published on the website electricitypolicy.com and covers a range of topics, is titled 

“Finding Common Ground Between Consumer and Environmental Advocates” and is available online at 

http://www.nclc.org/images/pdf/energy_utility_telecom/additional_resources/decoupling-common-ground.pdf.. The 

discussion on prepaid service begins on page 7. 

http://www.nclc.org/images/pdf/energy_utility_telecom/additional_resources/decoupling-common-ground.pdf
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 additional protections for survivors of domestic violence, including flexible payment 

agreement terms and additional notice of termination. 

 

Because of the waiver of these protections, we are concerned that PECO’s pilot could result in 

the deprivation of an essential service for struggling households. Meanwhile, it does not appear, 

prepayment for electricity would deliver any actual benefit to such households, under PECO’s 

proposal. We would rather that PECO focus its efforts on the continued development and 

promotion of proven energy efficiency programs that improve performance and help families 

save money.  

  

Pennsylvania law recognizes that electric service is essential to the health and well-being of 

residents, to public safety and to orderly economic development, and that electric service should 

be available to all customers on reasonable terms and conditions. While we recognize that PECO  

intends to exclude the poorest households – i.e., those under 150% of the Federal Poverty Level 

– from its pilot, PECO does not make clear how applicant income will be verified. Moreover, 

even if  PECO should succeed in excluding all households that fall below 150% of the Federal 

Poverty Level, it is nonetheless true that many households with incomes higher than 150% of 

FPL also struggle mightily to meet their basic needs. Prepaid service programs should be piloted 

only as a convenience and efficiency measure for households who are not struggling to meet 

their basic needs. Excluding only those households under 150% of the FPL will not ensure this 

result. 

 

Prepaid electricity is more costly than post-paid electricity. 

 

Prepaid electricity service requires customers to pay money in advance of using electricity. As 

the household consumes electricity, its account balance would decline until the household either 

runs out of credits or re-funds the account, and the depletion of an account would be considered a 

request to discontinue service, rather than a termination. A household whose account was so 

depleted would neither be entitled to any written notice of termination nor be entitled to 

protection from termination during the winter. And without a notice of termination, households 

are unlikely to be eligible for Hardship Funds or LIHEAP Crisis assistance. Moreover, 

households that load their accounts multiple times in a month would incur transaction fees for 

each payment, increasing the cost to their electric service.  

 

PECO’s prepaid electricity pilot is unnecessary and not in the public interest. 

 

It does not appear that, in its present form, PECO’s pilot would electric service any more 

affordable for households struggling to make ends meet. We believe that PECO’s customers 

would be better served if, rather than advancing prepaid service, PECO focused its energy on 
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measures such as strengthening utility assistance programs, reining in increases in rates, and 

developing reliable energy efficiency programs.  

 

If the PUC is inclined to consider PECO’s proposal, the PUC should hold hearings where input 

is taken from the public so that the PUC can hear directly from potentially affected customers. 

Ultimately, the PUC must require PECO to show that such a proposal is in the public interest. 

We believe that insofar as it sacrifices critical consumer protections, including protections 

afforded under current law for post-pay customers, PECO’s proposal does not meet that 

standard. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
MARK SZYBIST 
Senior Program Advocate  
Energy and Transportation 
 

NATURAL RESOURCES  
DEFENSE COUNCIL 

1152 15TH STREET NW,  SUITE 300  
WASHINGTON,  DC 20005 
T 202.289.2422 
M 570.447.4019 
MSZYBIST@NRDC.ORG           
NRDC.ORG 
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