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REPLY COMMENTS OF SYNERGY COMPANIES (SYNERGY)
To the order adopting 2007 AND 2008 CALIFORNIA ALTERNATE RATE FOR ENERGY AND LOW INCOME ENERGY EFFICIENCY PROGRAMS AND BUDGET

I. INTRODUCTION 

Synergy Companies (Synergy) (SYNERGY) respectfully submits these comments on the Draft Decision dated November 14, 2006 in the above-captioned cases. 
SYNERGY is a California Licensed Contractor (#835016) and an Energy Services Company.  Synergy Companies has operated in the State of California for over 24 years with offices in the San Francisco Bay Area, Central California, Southern California and San Diego.  

SYNERGY has been a contractor for the Low-Income Assistant Programs for 20 years, particularly serving the City of San Francisco, Alameda County and other neighboring Counties, having served over 50,000 Low-Income Customers.   All of this work has been done under a competitive bid program.
  SYNERGY COMPANIES has participated in California Public Utilities Commission energy efficiency proceedings for the past decade.  SYNERGY has been involved in the Program Advisory Group process and other sub-committees for the utility-administered energy efficiency programs.  

Summary

1) SYNERGY asks that the ALJ re-examine the value, contribution and impact of face-to-face education in the low-income assistant program and the cost-effective mix of a package of measures.   The benefit of real-life experience and the unique program structure of the PG&E approach to obtaining cost-effective savings in the Low-Income Assistant Programs have seemed to be effective and work.  
2)  SYNERGY supports the recommendation of NAESCO that the ALJ and Commission consider a series of workshops to examine the topic of the value of education measures and the most cost-effective mix of measures.  In addition, Synergy supports the suggestion that the Draft Decision be revised to allow the 2007 programs to proceed as proposed, and allow for program design changes to take effect in 2008.

II. DISCUSSION  

1) Role, Value, Impact and Contribution of Face-to-Face Assessment and Education.
SYNERGY experience over the last 20 years is that the assessment and education component has served a valuable role in the energy efficiency process.  Not only are the outreach specialists able to assess the potential energy efficiency needs of the customer, but they are also able to provide much needed education to residents regarding behavior that can conserve energy.  We have observed that there is both a hard (EE equipment and service), but also a soft (education and behavior) side of energy efficiency.  Both the hard and soft efforts to gain greater energy efficiency can and should be cost-effective. 

In one sense, providing the assessment and education component is likened unto a patient visiting a doctor.  The best physicians will first diagnose and then prescribe.  Frequently the most important part of a visit with a physician is the educational component of the visit.  This part of the visit can have a dramatic impact on behavior for improved health and set the patient on the course to look for additional ways to live a healthier life.

So it is with Energy Efficiency with this customer class.  They are the class MOST in need of education and behavior modification and can LEAST afford the crushing impact that energy efficiency can have on their lives.   They are an interested and open segment for change.

In our opinion, PG&E offers a powerful approach to Low Income that serves its customer base well, emphasizing both the hard and soft solutions.  
This is accomplished through a certified process of assessment and education.  The Energy Specialist has completed a 2 ½ week training at the PG&E training center and is certified by PG&A.  The Energy Specialist teaches the resident specifically how to save energy and reduce their power bills with effective use of their HVAC system (regularly changing filters, cleaning coils, and opening registers), using CFL’s versus incandescent, conserving energy by shutting off equipment when not needed, as well as other energy saving practices.  This initial visit, not only lays the foundation for ONGOING behavior change, but also helps define the best way to serve the customer with hard-wired energy efficient measures by a certified weatherization specialist.
A serious and valuable program element should not be eliminated because of the error of one in its application for assuming that a measure mix was already well known and desirable.
Synergy suggests, that before eliminating what appears to be an effective approach from an “on the streets” assessment and education as deployed by PG&E, that a more rigorous benefit/cost analysis be undertaken to understand the full impact of this element of low-income assistance.  This analysis could provide a clearer vision and direction on the cost-effectiveness measure mix of this over-all approach to low-income assistance to maximize energy efficiency.

2)  Use of Workshops to Establish Value of “Face-to-Face” Education and Program Measure Mix and to allow the 2007 programs to proceed as proposed, and allow for program design changes to take effect in 2008.
SYNERGY urges a careful review of the timing of changes or re-bidding of this program to not have a dramatic and potentially damaging and adverse affect on the momentum of the program and the infrastructure that has been built, with significant investment in time and dollars, to harvest long-term and persistent energy savings in this much needed low-income market segment.
As demonstrated by the comparative cost structure, the LIEE average cost per unit in the PG&E program is $1,338; it is $1,347 in the SCG/SCE service territory and $1,309 in the SDG&E territory.  

These amounts are certainly in the same ballpark and comparable over-all.  However, they are not apples for apples on a per measure basis.  There are unique program features by IOU territory.  The various IOU’s have priced the various measures and mix of measures differently.  The approach to pricing and value of the measure mix can be explored more carefully through a Commission sponsored workshop process.  
The draft decision calls for such a dramatic change in the reduction of funding spent on education, that contractors that have bid in good faith with education as a component in the over-all program in the PG&E service territory, will be severely impacted without studying this approach more carefully.  
Because the total per unit price is comparable, if pricing on education is reduced, it would make sense that pricing on other cost-effective measures should be increased, so that contractors are not put at a serious disadvantage, because of a mid-program change.  With the dramatic reduction proposed in the per-unit funding of education, Synergy would lose the capacity to locate eligible customers (under the existing program with no corresponding changes in pricing) and ultimately provide the needed service.
Synergy recommends that these elements be considered and carried out in an orderly manner, with thoughtful consideration being given to the value of the investment in education costs and in the over-all measure mix and that competitive re-bidding also be planned so that organizations can structurally prepare to provide a sustainable service to this market.

Synergy has worked with many trade partners throughout California and have found that RHA is a responsible, conscientious and competent program administrator.  As a contractor, we have been required to regularly participate in the competitive bid process in the low-income program.   We also support the comments of NAESCO that RHA, which has been subject to a competitive bid process and was selected to fulfill the services as program administrator, be allowed to complete its contract with PG&E.
It is an arduous and difficult process to find, train and maintain a workforce to service this very special market.  It cannot be done overnight.  When there are program interruptions, it is costly and ineffective for the whole industry and end customer.  Synergy suggests that we maintain a program flow and transition from 2007 to 2008 in a way that is effective and builds order and trust in the marketplace.
III.
CONCLUSION

In conclusion, SYNERGY appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Draft Decision, and urges the Commission to adopt its recommendations:

1) SYNERGY asks that the ALJ re-examine the value, contribution and impact of face-to-face education in the low-income assistant program and the cost-effective mix of a package of measures.   The benefit of real-life experience and the unique program structure of the PG&E approach to obtaining cost-effective savings in the Low-Income Assistant Programs have seemed to be effective and work.  

2)  SYNERGY supports the recommendation of NAESCO that the ALJ and Commission consider a series of workshops to examine the topic of the value of education measures and the most cost-effective mix of measures.  In addition, Synergy supports the suggestion that the Draft Decision be revised to allow the 2007 programs to proceed as proposed, and allow for program design changes to take effect in 2008.

Synergy Companies looks forward to continuing to work with the Commission, the ALJ and with other parties to make the Low Income Assistance programs for 2007 and 2008 successful and to be a model of energy efficiency programs throughout the United States and world.
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