Sunday, October 5, 2008
Subject:  Application and Hearing for an Electricity Distribution Rate Change by

Bluewater Power Distribution Corporation  (EB-2008-0221)

To:  Ontario Energy Board

From:  Walter F. Petryschuk, B.A.Sc., M.Eng., Ph.D., P.Eng., FCIC

The increase requested by Bluewater Power Distribution Corporation from $19.96M to 21.30M to cover distribution network maintenance and upgrade costs should be delayed as a result of the recent and current financial instability that has engulfed the global economy. Sarnia’s and Lambton County’s local situations and circumstances are exacerbated by a historic two decades of economic turndown and with the potential for a prolonged and deep recession in the immediate future, any fee increases are extraordinary burdens on household finances.
I ask that the Ontario Energy Board give due consideration to the following issues as they deliberate the application.
No growth – Recognizing that there has been a minor growth in residential housing recenly, the actual population of Sarnia during the decade from 1991 to 2006 decreased by approximately 1.5-2% so the number of people to support the distribution network remains essentially stagnant.  (Refer to Statistics Canada data)
Aging population - The age distribution of the Sarnia population is heavily skewed toward the elderly when compared to the situation in Ontario at large.  There are approximately 25% more elderly people in the “55 and over” age bracket.  This generally means that the retirees who are on fixed incomes are not in positions to easily swallow increases in utilities’ costs.  Also, in the premium “wage earner category of age 25 to 44 years”, Sarnia has 16% less people than is the average for the province.  Average Sarnia household incomes are 86% of that for Ontario. (Refer to attached graphic and table of numbers)
Management and Efficiencies – Professional business organizations with the scope and breadth of Bluewater Power have been endeavouring to implement efficiencies and cost savings as they adapt new and innovative methods to conduct their maintenance and to manage their capital outlays.  It is a measure of good management to introduce change in the handling of these tasks with an eye to retaining control over their cost structure.
After obtaining a debriefing of the programs at Bluewater Power as conveyed by the CEO and VP, Corporate Services, it is apparent that their management is aware of the benefits to be derived from such efforts.
Wages - Private sector wages and benefits have been significantly constrained in recent decades, particularly since the implementation of NAFTA.  Recently there has been a major loss of manufacturing and industrial jobs to “off-shore” with the commensurate loss of opportunities to “better personal circumstance”.  The elderly are primarily restricted to a fixed income and are inordinately subject to any burden of fee increases of basics such as electricity delivery.
In parallel, the increases in the public sector and organizations that have a monopoly in a given market have seen their staffs enjoy continued wage and benefits increases matching or exceeding the Cost of Living Index.  The majority of stakeholders in Bluewater Power have not shared in this circumstance and yet they bear the brunt of any increase to power distribution.
I request that the Ontario Energy Board give serious consideration to delay its approval of any basic increases in fees as requested by Bluewater Power until the scope of the financial shock that our society is experiencing becomes clearer and more fully understood.  The future appears to be very murky at the moment and is fraught with significant downside with regards to consumers’ ability to digest a utility fee increase.
Offered respectfully,


Appendix
The Sarnia population is biased towards the elderly when compared to the rest of Ontario.  Ontario has 30.8% of its population in the “premium wage earning category of 25 to 44 years” compared to Sarnia’s 25.9%.  This difference and comparison statistic would not have significantly changed in the intervening years leading to 2008.
From Statistics Canada

[image: image1.emf]Frequency Distribution by Age in SARNIA 2001

5.0

13.1

7.2

6.1

25.9

15.4

10.4

9.3

5.9

1.6

0.0

5.0

10.0

15.0

20.0

25.0

30.0

Age  0-4 5 to 14 15 to19 20 to 24 25 to 44 45 to 54 55 to 64  65 to 74 75 to 84 85 and

over

Age

%


Also, the average household income of Sarnia residents (in 2001) was 86% compared to the average in Ontario at large.  This relationship has been exacerbated in the intervening years to 2008 as a result of the continued loss of premium paying jobs.  LanXess has scaled operations to less that 500 staff where a decade back there were well over 1000 and Dow Chemical has announced a total plant closure with the accompanying loss of hundreds of jobs during the past couple of years.
In the past two decades Sarnia’s “chemical valley” has lost several thousands of well-paying jobs through a loss of corporate head office and plant closures.  This area is a shadow of itself when compared to its economic status of two decades back.

	
	Household Incomes $/yr
	
	RATIO

	Ontario
	53626
	
	

	Sarnia
	46268
	
	0.86


 (from Statistics Canada data)
