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The Niagara Erie Public Power Alliance (NEPPA) welcomes the opportunity to respond in writing to the OEB’s notice of consultation in regards to the Review of Further Efficiencies in the Electricity Distribution Sector; Staff Discussion Paper dated February 10, 2004.

NEPPA is comprised of eleven LDC’s including Brant County, Brantford, Fortis, Grimsby, Haldimand, Niagara Falls, Niagara on the Lake, Norfolk, Pen West, St. Catharines and Welland Utilities.

We received your paper at our February 11, 2004 meeting  and because of the strict limitations on time we agreed as a group to respond in writing to your notice of consultation.  We firmly believe that an issue of this magnitude and possible influence upon the electricity industry as a whole that further detailed study and consultation is necessary in order to probably consider the myriad of issues that your paper espouses.

At this time we thought it would be appropriate to point out to the Board a number of successes we have been able to accomplish under the current structure by using the economies of scale and scope of our existing Alliance, while at the same time being able to maintain our individual autonomy.   Participation in all that we do is voluntary, i.e.  members can opt in or out of any of the groups’ initiatives, depending on their level of interest or whether the joint venture provides a direct benefit to their utility

NEPPA predates Bill 35.  However, since 2001 we increased the number of utilities within NEPPA because others have seen an economic benefit in many of our activities.  Our main focus has been to be proactive on many activities on behalf of our customers and reduce our costs and we are successful in maintaining the local accountability.

We have participated in joint purchasing of major materials, shared staff resources, equipment and supplies during emergency situations or special projects.  We coordinate joint safety meetings and specialized training requirements for engineering and line staff, Health and Safety Committee members and other staff members.

Since the introduction of Bill 35 we have increased our reliance on the resources of each utility within our group and one example would be how we approached market opening and compliance with all the regulatory benchmarks placed before us.  NEPPA worked in committees and methodically approached the GANTT chart goals by assigning different functions to each utility and working with each other to make sure we would succeed.

Education of our customers has been a large priority to us because our customers turn to us when they are seeking answers.  We jointly retained the services of one advertising firm to assist with printed material, advertising spots and even staff training to prepare for deregulation.

We share staff resources to participate on as many OEB, IMO and EDA committees as possible and keep each other informed on issues that impact our businesses.  Our accounting, operations, engineering and metering staff and others meet to assist each other in understanding new regulations, applications, opportunities, requirements etc., that continue to appear in the shifting electricity landscape.

When it comes to efficiency we are still perplexed, given our common electricity usage patterns and geography, why the OEB would insist that 11 separate cost of service studies are necessary.  We still believe it doesn’t benefit any of our customers by doing 11 separate studies instead of one.

We strongly suggest that the OEB and ultimately the Government of Ontario take the required time to study all the alternatives.  We believe that the shareholders should have the ability to decide the ultimate strategy on any go forward basis and that rationalization be only done on a voluntary basis between willing participants.

NEPPA is a very diverse group of utilities that are prepared to help each other to meet whatever challenges are put before us, but it doesn’t mean that we always agree nor does it mean that we have to.  We do agree that the industry needs some stability and light-handed regulation would be desirable.  Our shareholders have, do and will require that we continue to search for further efficiencies and continue to responsibly contain our costs in all areas of operation within our businesses.
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