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Wiley Center demands that P.U.C. support afffordable energy plan

Gas, Electric Co.’s Seek Huge Rate Increases In mid-August Narragansett Electric filed for a 12.4 % rate increase that it said was a “pass through” of its rising costs for its wholesale cost of purchased electricity. (Since RI’s 1998 electricity deregulation legislation, Narragansett no longer owns any electricity generation plants). Soon after the effects of Hurricane Katrina were felt on oil and natural gas production along the Gulf Coast, Narragansett increased its request to 24%. This was followed by a New England Gas request for a 23.8% rate hike. If granted, these hikes threatened to add $540 per year to an average RI family’s energy bill. Coming at a time of increasing energy shutoffs due to large back bills, these requests posed a disaster for consumers on fixed incomes as well as low-wage workers and their families. Wiley Center and its allies---ACORN, R.I. Parents for Progress, and the R.I. Gray Panthers, seized these developments as proof of the need for a permanent n affordable energy program for low-income households.   
Politicians, Clergy and Affected Citizens Flooded Hearings: The Rhode Island Public Utilities Commission (P.U.C.) moved swiftly to hold five hearings around the state on both the gas and electric rate increases, seemingly racing to grant these increases by October 1. At the initial hearing on August 18 in Newport, Wiley Center organizer Bill Flynn responded to Narragansett Electric’s charge that his agency was asking the P.U.C. to ignore Narragansett’s legal right to pass along its costs of electricity. Speaking to P.UC. Commissioner Mary Bray he said, “We understand the law, but we reject the notion there’s not a single thing you can do to protect the low-income customers.” He called on the P.U.C. to require Narragansett to adopt a plan its parent company implemented in New Hampshire. Under that plan low-income customers pay a percentage of their income toward their electricity and their back bills are forgiven. 

(Rate Increase continued on page 3)

Four weeks and still going strong, rain or shine

Wiley Center leads daily vigil for P.I.P.P. plan: Beginning on Friday, September 30, the day after the P.U.C. “rubber-stamped” Narragansett Electric’s initial 12.4% rate increase, the Wiley Center gathered concerned citizens to demand that the P.U.C. support a Percentage of Income Payment Plan (PIPP) for low-income consumers. (See related article about PIPP on page 2). From noon to 1 PM weekdays, Wiley Center members have picketed in front of the PUC along busy Jefferson Boulevard in Warwick. A large group from ACORN has joined in, supported by members from the Fund for Community Progress, Rhode Island College nursing and social work students, and Progreso Latino. 

 (Daily Vigil continued on page 2)

Inside: ( Woonsocket Universal Free School Breakfast Campaign

( General Assembly Must Act  ( Pro Bono Experts Boost Energy Campaign

( Annual Auction “Turns Up the Heat” ( Father Dan Trainor Speaks Out   

(Daily Vigil continued from page 1)

Drivers Honk to Support PIPP: As many as 20 picketers a day featured an array of large signs with slogans such as: “Honk if your utility bills are too high”, “Beep if you don’t want children to freeze in the cold”, and depictions of the PUC Commissioners as “Three Blind Mice.”  ACORN members waved their large red flags. Hundreds of drivers each day signaled their support by tooting their horns, with many trucks’ loud horns clearly heard within the PUC headquarters. Despite an October that was Rhode Island’s wettest month ever recorded, the protestors led by the Wiley Center’s Henry Shelton and Julie Silvia were undaunted. Each day it seemed that the horns grew louder and longer, thanks in part to Teamsters’ drivers from companies such as UPS, Cardi Construction, and even Narragansett Electric!

Vigil Has an Effect: At a PUC meeting on October 26 that reduced the New England Gas request from 23.8% to 17.3%, Commission Member Robert Holbrook said “I’m aware that everyone’s concerned about these high rates---I hear the horns every day”.  While hardly a victory, that reduction in rates was the first PUC decision in quite a while that wasn’t a “rubber stamp.”  Week five of the vigil began on Monday, October 31 as the PUC began hearings on a second Narragansett Electric rate increase of 14.8%. “We invite everyone who’s concerned about families freezing in the dark to join our vigil,” said Henry Shelton. 

	
	Wiley Center and ACORN members hold mid-day vigil outside the PUC on Jefferson Boulevard in Warwick. Vigil is now in its fifth week. 


What is PIPP? A Percentage of Income Payment Plan would allow low and moderate-

income households (Income below $42,100 for a family of 4) to pay a fixed percentage of income for their heating bills, with the balance paid from federal LIHEAP funds and a state fund. Households with back bills 

that kept up their PIPP payments for 3 years would have their back bills forgiven. A successful program called PIPP was implemented in RI in the late 1980’s funded by federal dollars. Despite an 84% success rate of customers keeping up with their bills and avoiding shutoffs, PIPP was discontinued after several years of federal cuts in LIHEAP made the “percentage of income” too high to be practical for many people. 

How PIPP would work 

( Low-income households pay 6% of their income for heating by gas, oil or electricity. 

 ( Remainder of bills paid by funds from several sources, including the state gross revenues tax, federal energy assistance, and small surcharges on all residential gas, electricity and oil heat customers. 

 ( If P.I.P.P. participants remain current on bills, back bills are “forgiven” after 3 years.  

( Participants would pay higher rate if they increased their energy consumption

(PIPP continued on page 4)

(Rate Increase continued from page 1)
Diverse, Eloquent Speakers Challenge PUC at Hearings. At subsequent hearings held in North Providence, Warwick, Providence and at the PUC, many people gave powerful testimony urging the PUC to reduce the increases and to support an affordable energy plan. Some of the highlights were:

( Warwick: Young ACORN members spoke vigorously of how shutoffs had harmed them, their families and friends. They courageously and loudly challenged the PUC to “do the right thing.” A student nurse pointed out that New England Gas’s Website under “Conservation Tips” advised customers to “leave your thermostat at 55 degrees.” She explained how that would harm young children, the ill and the elderly. 

( North Providence: was highlighted by testimony from Senate President Joseph Montalbano, who promised that the Senate would move quickly on affordable energy legislation. 

( Providence :  A large crowd overflowed the R.I. Community Food Bank’s meeting room. Workers described how they were unable to keep up with their energy bills despite working two jobs. State Representatives Grace Díaz, Tom Slater, Art Handy and Anastasia Williams urged the PUC to support an affordable energy plan. Disabled and elderly people on fixed incomes decried a total of 30% increase they couldn’t afford.  Reverend Dan Trainor, pastor of nearby Assumption Parish, who denounced the greed of energy conglomerates in terms worthy of an Old Testament prophet.(excerpts from his testimony on page 4 ).

Affordable Energy Issue Now “On the Radar Screen”: The PUC commissioners have refused to formally endorse the PIPP plan and denied a motion by the Wiley Center’s attorney to delay passing along the rate increases immediately to low-income customers. Nevertheless these hearings, as well as the Wiley Center’s vigil, received extensive press coverage and created a public issue that political leaders could no longer avoid. During the past six weeks:

- 36 of 38 State Senators signed a public letter urging the PUC to hold extensive hearings and to “find ways to maximize the effectiveness of federal and other funds…to assist low-income households.”

- Lt. Governor Charles Fogarty issued a statement urging the PUC to reject the increases. 

- Governor Donald Carcieri personally testified before the PUC, urging that increases be kept as low as possible. Later he called for a General Assembly session to consider his proposal for creating a $3.9 million fund to aid elderly and disabled consumers. 
- Senator Jack Reed has asked Congress to adopt a windfall profits tax on the large oil companies to generate more federal LIHEAP energy assistance funds for low-income consumers. 

Wiley Center Urges Public Involvement: Henry Shelton and other Wiley Center leaders have begun a “speakers bureau” reaching out to Rhode Island religious communities. They will be explaining the PIPP program and urging that the communities’ members contact the Governor and their state legislators and ask them to support PIPP. After working for four years on the need to address rising energy rates and shutoffs, the Wiley Center believes that this is the best opportunity to achieve an adequate community solution by adopting PIPP. 

STATISTICS OF THE WEEK: 
Households with Energy Shut Offs & Restorations in 2005 as of Sept. 30,2005   

	Company:
	New England Gas 
	Narragansett Electric 

	Shutoffs:
	          12,920
	               5,809

	Restorations:
	            5,479 
	                4,783

	Households till shut off 9/30/05
	            7,441
	                1,026


Note: Final shutoff numbers as of October 31 expected to be much higher, total shutoffs may exceed 22,000
(PIPP continued from page 2)

Percentage of Income-What do Different Income Groups Pay Now?

(RHODE ISLAND FAMILY OF THREE)

	Income Category
	Upper 1%
	Median
	Min. Wage & Elderly 
	Welfare Recipient

	Avg. Annual Income
	$287,000
	$57,967
	$14,040
	$6,648

	% of income paid for heat and electricity (Avg. total  =$3100/year)
	 1.0%
	  5.3%
	  22%
	  46%


RI Lags Behind Other New England States in Helping Low-income Energy Customers 
( Maine has a “percent of income” payment plan for gas and electric customers.

( Connecticut’s “forgiveness” plan doubles the payments on back bills for eligible customers. 

( New Hampshire has the “forgiveness” plan mentioned above.

( Massachusetts added $20 million state dollars to its federal LIHEAP energy funds pool. 

“One of the greatest sins in the world”Reverend Dan Trainor, longtime pastor of Assumption Parish in Providence’s West End, has been known for his dedicated ministry to a neighborhood that’s home to working poor families, many of whom are immigrants from Asia and Central America. At a PUC hearing on September 19 he gave stirring testimony against huge rate increases requested by Narragansett Electric and New England Gas. Standing only a few feet away, he spoke directly to the PUC Commissioners. Some excerpts from the transcript of his testimony: 

“We have a tendency as human beings to hide our heads in sand and act as if people are not being affected by our decisions. Believe me, they are. Every day, every day we must receive ten or fifteen calls at our parish for help with utility bills…We have so many people who are working , there are people on welfare, too, and other forms of assistance, but there are a lot of working people, husbands and wives, who cannot afford to live. God forbid that somebody gets sick…it’s the end of the world...

Now I’m told that the electric company, the grid company {England’s National Grid} that owns the electric company paid a couple of billion dollars this year to their shareholders. And for them to come and ask for more money of these people is a sin. It’s one of the greatest sins of the world. (AUDIENCE APPLAUSE). It’s a sin. One of the big things on TV since Katrina is look at the poverty in New Orleans. You don’t have to go to New Orleans. It’s right around here. Take a look… 

So this is a people thing; and it’s a very moral issue, extremely moral issue. I believe, as somebody else said earlier, in capitalism because capitalism delivers a lot of money to a lot of people. But we are living in an economic system since Reagan, he started it, of unbridled capitalism, all kinds of capitalism, unbridled capitalism cries to God for vengeance. You cannot walk over people to make a profit; and that’s what’s going on…So I ask you to consider not only not giving these raises because they’ve been fiscally  irresponsible, but also to give a program like PIPP a chance.”  

Quote of the Week: “…legislation to address energy policy and the needs of households, including especially lower income households, will be a top priority of the Senate in 2006…I’ve watched parties dance around the matter, each insisting that its particular perspective be respected. I am determined that this dancing in place will stop and that progress will be made.” R. I. Senate President Joseph Montalbano

Source: Transcript of testimony before the R.I. Public Utilities Commission, September 21, 2005
Wiley Center’s Volunteer “A-Team” Shines at P.U.C. Hearings During the ongoing PUC hearings on rate increases, two  pro bono

consultants have given strong support in helping build a case for a PIPP plan. Attorney Jean Rosiello has drawn praise from the PUC chairman for her thorough questioning of utility company witnesses. During one hearing, as a New England Gas Company witness “tap-danced” several times around giving direct answers to her questions, Jean was heard to say, politely but firmly, “that’s a yes or no question, sir.” By providing free legal representation to the Wiley Center on behalf of all low-income advocacy groups, Jean has enabled the Wiley Center to be an “intervenor” in both the gas and electric rate increase cases. This has given the Wiley Center the right to cross-examine witnesses, file motions, and present its own expert witnesses such as John Howat (see below). Jean is a long-time member of the George Wiley Center Board and one of the leading appeals attorneys in the state. 

John Howat, a Senior Consultant with the National Consumer Law Center’s Boston office, has provided hundreds of hours of pro bono consultation to the Wiley Center for the past four years as the architect of our affordable energy plans. This year his testimony before the PUC educated them about our PIPP plan and similar plans in twenty other states. John is a nationally recognized expert on energy policy. He received an award recognizing his services at this year’s Annual Action Conference of our R.I. Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty.  

R.I. CAMPAIGN TO ELIMINATE CHILDHOOD POVERTY BRIEFS 

( South County Chapter wins Advocacy Award from Planners: The Rhode Island Chapter of the American Planning Association has awarded the Paul Davidoff Award for Social Commitment to the South County Chapter of the R.I. Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty. The award recognizes the Chapter’s three-year campaign for a strong affordable housing plan in the Town of South Kingstown, as well as its persistence in seeing that the town implements that plan. This award is a tribute to the Chapter’s local leaders John Glasheen, Taylor Ellis, Bernice Lott and many others. Thanks also to Judy Jones of Rhode Island Housing who wrote up and submitted the nomination. 
( Woonsocket Universal Free School Breakfast Campaign Continues: On November 9 the Northern RI Chapter will have a resolution before the Woonsocket School Committee to extend a trial of universal free school breakfast to two more elementary schools. In a related matter, on October 26 the Woonsocket School Committee bought out the contract of Superintendent Anthony D’Acchioli and terminated him immediately. D’Acchioli had been an outspoken opponent of universal free school breakfast. Our members hoped his departure signaled a better opportunity to eventually have universal free breakfast in all Woonsocket schools. 

( Attorney John Lawlor Wins Bar Association Award: Attorney John Lawlor, who has given many hundreds of hours of pro bono legal assistance to the Wiley Center and to many low-income persons has received the Rhode Island Bar Association’s Dorothy Lohmann Award for Community Service. The award was presented to him by Bar Association President Jametta Alston in an informal ceremony at the Wiley Center. 

(SAVE THE DATE: Saturday, February 4(
16th Annual Action Conference of the R.I. Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty at the Rhode Island Convention Center, Providence, 8:30 AM to  1:30 PM.
Wiley Center Fundraiser “Turns Up the Heat” 

Thanks to our Board Members and friends who gathered 82 auction items, our Honorary Committee Members(see below), our corporate sponsors Citizens Bank, Collette Vacations, Johnson & Wales, Cavanagh Company and MetLife Home and Auto, and of course the many bidders, our Annual Fundraiser on September 15th was the best ever, netting over $20,000. Special thanks to Betsy Florin who led the planning effort, and to P.P.A.C. that provided a beautiful venue. 
R.I. Campaign to Eliminate Childhood Poverty

          SCHEDULE OF UPCOMING CHAPTER MEETINGS 

	Northern RI Chapter
	Tuesday, November 8  @ 6:30 PM
	Woonsocket Public Library, 303 Clinton St., Woonsocket

	Blackstone Valley Chapter
	Thursday, November 10 @ 6:30 PM
	George Wiley Center, 32 East Ave., Pawtucket

	South County Chapter
	To be announced. Call 728-5555 for details
	

	Central Chapter
	Monday, November 28 @

7:00 PM
	J.O.N.A.H., 830 Oakland Beach Ave., Warwick

	Providence Chapter
	Call Julie at Wiley Center

728-5555
	Knight Memorial Library, 275 Elmwood Ave., Providence

	Aquidneck Chapter
	To be announced. Call 728-5555 for details
	

	East Bay Chapter
	Tuesday, November 29, 
	Riverside Congregational Church,  

15 Oak Avenue, Riverside
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