August 28, 2003

Ms. Barbara Cronin

San Diego Gas & Electric

8335 Century Park Court

San Diego, Ca. 92123-1569

Bcronin@sdge.com


re: comments on workshop and CARE evaluation draft report
Dear Ms. Cronin:

Our letter of August 26 to Commissioner Wood and the service list in R.01-08-027 expressed Latino Issues Forum's and The Greenlining Institute's concern about both the timelines for public review and comment and, even more significantly, the lack of low-income community input into the process. I do appreciate your telephone call on the 26th saying that comments could instead be received on the 28th.  However, the unduly compressed timelines prevent small organizations from being able to thoroughly review and comment, as the consultant for AARP already voiced.


Latino Issues Forum and The Greenlining Institute (sometimes hereafter "LIF/Greenlining" or "Intervenors") offer their initial impressions on the workshop and draft report evaluating CARE programs, which we will expand upon at a later date.


First and foremost, it is vital to obtain low-income and grassroots community based organizations' ("CBOs") input into the process. We note that the consultants did meet with capitation contractors, but CBOs representing different racial/ethnic communities have not been briefed on the report nor asked for their feedback. No CBOs were present at the workshop in San Francisco. This is a huge oversight. We trust that the Low Income Oversight Board will also have an opportunity to comment on the evaluation before it is finalized.

Overall, LIF/Greenlining believe that the report offers good information about CARE program administration, contrasting different utilities' practices and processes to implement Commission orders on increased CARE penetration.  All utilities appear to be making good faith, and sometimes extraordinary, efforts to outreach and enroll all CARE-eligible customers who wish to be enrolled as the Commission have ordered.  We commend the utilities on the quality and variety of outreach efforts they have undertaken and also on the apparent dedication of many of their CARE program staff.


We offer the following brief observations:

· All utilities seemed to agree that a multi-faceted approach to outreach works best, and that CBOs are important to target the hard-to-reach.

· Utilities have varying capacities to reach non-English speaking customers with CARE materials and re-certification letters in different languages.  Utilities should expand their ability to reach non-English speaking customers in their territories.

· Recertification appears to pose significant barriers to participation.  Perhaps the recertification process needs to be rethought. It is also important not to draw erroneous conclusions from the low recertification rate (such as ineligibility, unless that is proven.)

· Backbilling at some utilities where customers fail to recertify appears onerous and should be rethought.

· Verification rates vary between utilities from 1% to 18%.  Is the higher rate justified in any way?

· The report's conclusion that "bill inserts are the most effective outreach method" (ES-4) should clarify if the report is actually talking about bill face messages accompanied by applications, mail back applications or separate bill inserts, which in Intervenors' experience no one reads, particularly if English only.

· Policies for CARE customers who move should be uniform and CARE should be continued absent a change in circumstance without reapplication.

· LIF/Greenlining agrees that duplicate applications should count as recertification, with two-year period running from the new date of application.

Intervenors plan to file expanded comments once the final report is released.  We urge the Commission to ensure input from the Low Income Oversight Board and CBOs around the state.  Timelines should be adequate to enable small organizations with limited resources an opportunity to participate.

Sincerely yours,

Susan E. Brown, Counsel

Latino Issues Forum

cc: Service list in R. 01-08-027 (by E-mail)

�  LIF/Greenlining do not understand the Report's comment that "some utilities confront high percentages of low-income immigrants" (ES-2) since all four utilities in question have high percentages of immigrants in their service territories.  





