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Introduction and Summary 
 
 Commissioner Elliott asked the ORMD to provide the Commissioners with an informal 

report as to the reasons for the apparent lack of supplier activity with respect to residential 

service in the Ameren Illinois territories.  As a result of that directive, the ORMD sent out a 

request for written comments to the supplier community.  

 The ORMD sent this request to a broad group of suppliers and encouraged any supplier 

to respond to this request, regardless of the supplier’s certification status or its current plans 

for the Illinois market.  The request stated that even if a supplier is currently serving, or is 

planning to serve, residential customers in the Ameren Illinois areas, the supplier should still 

feel free to submit comments. The request for written comments was the following: 

Please identify any and all barriers that prevent your company from offering service to 

residential customers in the Ameren IL service areas.  Please be as specific as possible and 

be sure to explain the issue(s) in the greatest detail possible.  Please explain whether the 

same barriers exist when serving non-residential customers in the Ameren IL areas.  

 Eight different suppliers responded to the request for comments. The following report 

compiles the responses in two parts.  

 The first part consists of comments that address barriers unique to the Ameren Illinois 

market. Seven of the eight suppliers address at least one issue that falls into this first part of 

the report. The responses for this part can be grouped into five categories. The five categories, 

when ordered by the number of times each item was mentioned by a supplier, are the 

following:  
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1. Ameren’s retail supply rates do not allow suppliers to compete on price 

(mentioned 4 times) 

2. Ameren’s membership in the Midwest ISO (mentioned 4 times) 

3. Low customer density in the Ameren territories (mentioned 2 times) 

4. Combined UCB/POR discount rate (mentioned once) 

5. No percent-off UCB/POR billing (mentioned once) 

 In addition, two suppliers specifically pointed out items that they think are NOT barriers 

to compete for residential customers in the Ameren Illinois areas. One supplier stated that  

Ameren’s adoption of UCB/POR cost recovery via a percentage charge on its discount rate 

has not been responsible for the supplier’s lack of participation in Ameren’s residential market. 

The same supplier further found Ameren’s staff ―very helpful, knowledgeable, and professional 

in their support of their retail Choice program.‖ A different supplier stated that Ameren is ―much 

better to work with than ComEd.  Their systems are better, the retail group is much more 

accessible and we have encountered very little billing issues.‖ 

 

 The second part of the report compiles comments that address items that apply to both 

the ComEd and the Ameren Illinois service areas. While those items do not seem to prevent 

some suppliers from offering residential service in the ComEd territory at this time, they are 

nonetheless valuable comments that should be included in this report.  

 



3 

 

 When asking for written comments on these issues, we stated that in order to 

encourage candid responses, and because of the potentially competitively sensitive nature of 

the issues, we will not associate particular issues with individual companies. One of the 

responding suppliers, BlueStar Energy Services, expressed concern with this approach and 

asked that the suppliers’ comments ―be available to be read in their entirety with the exception 

of confidential information which should be redacted.‖ A different supplier stated ―given 

competitive concerns, that in this stage of the Commission’s review that it is appropriate to 

mask the identity of commenters unless they otherwise decide to reveal their identity.‖  As a 

result, the ORMD contacted the remaining suppliers and asked them whether they want their 

company’s name made public or not. As you will see below, we have attributed the comments 

to the specific supplier where permitted.  
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Part I: Comments addressing Ameren-specific conditions 

 

1. Ameren’s retail supply rates do not allow suppliers to compete on 

price 

Dominion: 

The number one obstacle to Dominion Retail’s entry into the Ameren residential market 

currently is, quite plainly, the lack of ―headroom.‖ In other words, Ameren’s rates are too low 

for us to be able to compete presently when we purchase our electric supplies on the open 

market. For some reason, Ameren’s cost of supply or rate structure has unfortunately 

prevented us from being able to offer savings to customers.  

Supplier B: 

The current available headroom for customers is rather small.  For the largest Ameren service 

area (Rate Zone 1), the BGS-1 summer rate is $.04945/kWh and the non-summer rate is 

$.05936. The subsidy being provided to the electric space heating customers also effectively 

eliminates any potential savings opportunities for this customer class. 

Supplier C: 

Insufficient headroom of retail supply cost versus the Ameren default rate to justify entry into 

the residential market.  The headroom does not support a compelling reason to market to 

residential customers which makes it difficult to compete.  For non-residential customers, we 

do not have the problems as we can compete with other RES in the area as opposed to 

competing against the default rate. 
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BlueStar: 

Efficient competition requires that prospective firms be given equal opportunities to compete 

for customers, which means barriers to entry must be removed, including well-intentioned 

cross subsidization.   BlueStar is convinced that lack of competition in Ameren's service 

territory is directly tied to a Commission decision authorizing Ameren to subsidize its 

residential rate structure.    In fact, the Commission's decision in docket 07-0165 is probably 

the largest culprit that stopped development of residential competition in Ameren’s territory.  

Opportunities for cross-subsidies are often tempting but should be avoided because it stifles 

competition from the onset.  

In early 2007, Staff prepared a report on its investigation of Ameren’s rates.  That report 

concluded that increased charges to residential space-heating customers appeared to be 

substantially higher than the average bills for residential customers as a whole.   Based on this 

report, the Commission opened a docket (07-0165) to undertake a thorough review of 

Ameren’s electric rate design for all customer classes and to make those rates ―more just and 

more reasonable.‖   Unfortunately, the Commission’s policy of ―more just and more reasonable 

rates‖ resulted in a shift of revenue responsibility causing winter rates to decrease, particularly 

for residential customers with significant winter space heating usage and summer rates to 

increase.  This deliberate shift in revenue responsibility caused Ameren’s residential winter 

rates to fall to the point where it makes it almost impossible for RES' to compete. 

To be more specific, RES' will likely continue to be unable to compete for ANY residential 

customers with high winter usage (customers with a load profile of High Summer, High Winter 

(HH) and Low Summer, High Winter (LH)).  Similarly, RES' are most likely also unable to 

compete in CIPSME and CILCO for residential customers whose usage is above 800 kWh.  
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The simple economic fact is that Ameren’s subsidized retail rates for residential customers with 

these load profiles are not cost based.  In the most extreme case, CIPSME’s retail energy rate 

for residential customers with usage above 800 kWh may be half that what competitors can 

charge based upon market prices.    

This decision by the Commission was the single, most profound action which eviscerated 

residential competition in Ameren’s territory.  In order to advance one policy objective (provide 

rate relief for space heating customers) the Commission sacrificed another policy objective 

(customer choice for residential customers).    Had the Commission isolated the residential 

space heating issue and resolved it on its own merits, Ameren’s retail residential rates would 

not be subsidized and RES' may be actively be pursuing residential customers.  Under the 

current rate structure, customers are not likely to save money by switching to a RES and 

therefore RES' made the business decision to stop pursuing residential customers in the 

Ameren territory.  Until the Commission’s policy is reversed, RES' will rightly focus on markets 

where the utility price is free from cross-subsidization and thereby allowing RES' a fair 

opportunity to compete. 

 

2. Ameren’s membership in the Midwest ISO  

Supplier A: 

MISO control area vs. PJM.  We have found it more challenging to manage the wholesale 

supply in MISO vs. PJM.  There are more risks associated to supply management due to fewer 

wholesale counterparties in the MISO footprint.  Additionally, MISO is just more difficult to 

manage operationally--purchasing of capacity credits, settlement data is hard to retrieve, 

multiple trading hubs to manage vs. one trading hub for ComEd customers.  For non-
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residential customers, the problems are similar but the risk are diminished due to the higher 

load factors and the management of load. 

Supplier B: 

We will continue to explore entering the Ameren territory at a later date; however, one barrier 

that exists is our lack of experience with the Midwest ISO (―MISO‖).  We are member of MISO, 

but have not begun service with any customers in this ISO.  We believe there are outstanding 

capacity concerns within MISO that we will need to understand more fully prior to entering the 

market.  We expect these concerns are consistent across residential and nonresidential 

customers. 

Supplier C: 

We have made a conscious decision not to grow our business behind Ameren. We have not 

done extensive analysis of Ameren’s tariffs and operation procedures because barriers that 

exist in the MISO market make Ameren a less attractive market for us to expand to than other 

PJM utility markets outside Illinois. Ameren is in MISO and we have concluded that in 

comparison to almost all PJM utility markets it is more difficult for a RES to profitably serve 

small customers in MISO without taking on excessive market risk. The primary reason for this 

unattractive risk return ―ranking‖ in MISO is the lack of significant virtual trading activity in 

MISO. To profitably serve smaller customers (especially if you do not have an existing MISO 

pool) without taking on excessive risk an ARES needs to be able to financially hedge ―mini 

contracts‖ of under 2.5 MWh. In PJM which has an active virtual market and ―market makers‖ it 

is not difficult to buy mini contracts. In general, it is virtual players who insure that there is a 

broad small lot market every day, not just on days when the major generation players in the 

RTO are interested in mini contracts.  
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It is our opinion that the virtual trading volume in MISO is not sufficient for an ARES to 

financially hedge in mini contracts. We believe that this is primarily due to a history of lack of 

support for virtual players and significant retroactive negative impacts on virtual players from 

the FERC requiring MISO to begin charging virtual-only participants Revenue Sufficiency 

Guarantee (―RSG‖) charge in late 2008 and 2009. The impact of this FERC order resulted in 

extremely large retroactive charges being accessed to virtual traders by MISO in 2009. While 

the virtual traders successfully challenged and eventually largely overturned these charges, 

the experience of having the risk of significant retroactive charges being accessed resulted in 

the many virtual traders leaving MISO and dramatic drops in the volume of virtual trading in 

MISO in 2009. Based on MISO reports, this significant volume drop has continued into the 

latest reporting period of Q3 2010.  

We are not an expert in MISO operations details. However, to provide documentation of the 

drop in virtual trading volume in MISO we have attached several public sources of information 

about the lack of virtual trading in MISO to document the drop in virtual trading. 

 Platt’s Energy Trader Article dated 2/4/2009 – Independent market monitor keeping 

close watch on MISO virtual trading volume drop, manipulation  

 Findings and Recommendations of the MISO Independent Market Monitor – Docket 

Nos. EL 07-06, EL 07-88 and El07-92 Consolidated  

 MISO IMM 2009 State of the Market Report – see page ix Paragraph 3 – ―virtual trading 

levels decreased substantially since late 2008 and into 2009. These reductions can be 

attributed to RSG allocation decisions made by the Commission in November 2008 and 

to tight credit conditions. Liquidity in the day-ahead market should improve when the 

Midwest ISO implements its New Indicative Rate RSG allocation, which will reduce 
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costs imposed on virtual supply offers.‖ 

http://old.midwestiso.org/publish/Document/55f670_12a43afcc88_-f610a48324a?rev=1  

 MISO Market Analysis Sept 2010 Monthly Report – page 32, paragraph 3 – note that 

despite implementation of MISO’s New Indicative Rate RSG allocation ―Relative to one 

year ago, the cleared volumes of both virtual demand and virtual supply are each 

behind by more than 20%.‖ 

http://old.midwestiso.org/publish/Document/6a7e86_12bc0f1b440_-

7ded0a48324a?rev=1 

In addition to lack of liquidity in virtual trading and resulting ability to financially hedge in MISO 

(especially mini contracts), MISO is not as advanced in the ability for ARES to hedge non-

energy components of its costs in comparison to PJM. For example, while MISO had recently 

begun to provide monthly capacity products, the ability to effectively hedge capacity for up to 

three years in PJM is not an option in MISO. We would also point to the recent elections by 

competitive retail market utilities First Energy and Duke Ohio to move from MISO to PJM as a 

clear indication of the need for improvements in MISO markets that offer retail competition. 

Supplier D: 

ARES seeking to serve residential customers typically face large acquisition costs and small 

margins on a per customer basis.  Because of this, ARES tend to gravitate towards markets 

that offer a certain level of energy and capacity price certainty.  Price certainty allows 

residential suppliers to develop a residential market offer price with enough lead time to print 

marketing materials and campaigns for new customers.  In comparison, commercial and 

industrial customers often receive spot price quotes that are held open for a few hours and 

http://old.midwestiso.org/publish/Document/55f670_12a43afcc88_-f610a48324a?rev=1
http://old.midwestiso.org/publish/Document/6a7e86_12bc0f1b440_-7ded0a48324a?rev=1
http://old.midwestiso.org/publish/Document/6a7e86_12bc0f1b440_-7ded0a48324a?rev=1
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reduce the need for price certainty.  Although energy and capacity prices within MISO are low, 

there is a lack of price certainty due to MISO’s recent tariff changes. 

First, MISO’s lack of a centralized forward capacity market has caused FirstEnergy and Duke 

Energy Ohio to request FERC approval to leave MISO and join PJM.  The departure of these 

two utilities may have a significant impact on prices within MISO.  Cinergy Hub, the most liquid 

pricing point within MISO, will no longer exist once Duke Energy Ohio leaves since nearly half 

of the individual price nodes that make up the Cinergy Hub price are within the Duke Energy 

Ohio service territory.  The potential impact to prices from these changes is a large concern for 

residential suppliers. 

Second, MISO recently had their new transmission cost allocation plan (ER10-1791) approved 

by FERC.  This new cost allocation plan essentially socializes the connection and upgrade 

costs for new intermittent resources within MISO’s footprint.  MISO’s own estimate of the costs 

exceeds $30 billion over the next 10 years.  However, MISO has not provided any type of long-

term forecast of cost allocation estimates.  MISO currently only provides date via Attachment O 

which is good for only 6 months or MTEP data which does not accurately include costs shared 

between utilities or carrying costs.  Without a more accurate estimate of the transmission cost 

increases, residential suppliers are forced to raise any fixed offer price to cover anticipated 

increases.  The raised fixed offer price often prices the supplier out of the market and unable to 

obtain customers. 

Finally, generator make-whole payments within MISO, also known as Revenue Sufficiency 

Guaranty (RSG) payments, are a significant cost to residential suppliers.  These costs and 

MISO’s continued inability to meet FERC’s requirements of an equitable allocation have 

caused several historical resettlements of RSG costs within the market.  While FERC has 

indicated that no further resettlements will take place, MISO is currently developing a new 
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RSG cost allocation methodology which will again change the amount of RSG that suppliers 

are responsible for. 

 

3. Low customer density in the Ameren territories 

Supplier A: 

As compared to the ComEd service territory, the universe of customers is much, much smaller. 

The density of the service territory is much, much larger, which makes coverage much more 

difficult.   

Supplier B: 

Diverse market area.  There is also the issue of the customer base spread across the state 

and how to best market to and reach residential customers.  Whereas, for ComEd, you are 

marketing in one general area.  For non-residential customers, we have similar problems but 

not to the same degree since we work very closely with the ABCs in the market that are much 

more regional. 

 

4. Combined UCB/POR discount rate 

First Energy Solutions: 

The small commercial customer class generally has lower uncollectible risk, yet the utility 

charges the same discount rate as with residential customers.  There should be separate 

discount rates by class since the discount is generally much smaller for commercial customers 

than residential customers.    
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5. No percent-off UCB/POR billing 

First Energy Solutions: 

From a billing perspective, Ameren should offer percent-off rate ready billing.  One of the more 

significant barriers for suppliers in any territory is the fact that customers are simply not 

educated about electric choice.  The concept of ―price to compare‖ (―PTC‖) is often difficult for 

customers to understand, especially when utilities such as Ameren have components of the 

PTC that change on a monthly basis.  It is much simpler to explain to customers that no matter 

what the PTC is, our price is a guaranteed savings of X% off the PTC.  Even though there may 

be customers who want fixed-price electric generation service, giving suppliers the ability to 

offer percent-off pricing would provide customers with more than one pricing option. This 

should result in more customers moving off of the utility provider of last resort service and 

potentially saving money on their electric bill.  

 

 

Comments on items that are NOT perceived to be barriers to entering 

the Ameren residential market 

 

Dominion: 

It should also be mentioned that, contrary to some fairly recent  comments by some parties, 

that Ameren’s adoption of UCB/POR cost recovery via a percentage charge on its POR 

discount rate (as compared to a flat per bill charge that is a disincentive to serve low load 

factor customers) has not, in any way, been responsible for the lack of participation in 

Ameren’s market, as least as far as Dominion Retail is concerned.  We have also found 
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Ameren’s staff very helpful, knowledgeable, and professional in their support of their retail 

Choice program.   

Supplier B: 

The one benefit we see to Ameren is they are much better to work with than ComEd.  Their 

systems are better, the retail group is much more accessible and we have encountered very 

little billing issues.  
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Part II: Comments addressing non-Ameren-specific conditions 

 

1. Eligible Customers list 

Dominion:  

Ameren does not provide a customer list (nor does ComEd either) with critical pre-enrollment 

data that would make it easy and efficient to solicit and enroll large groups of customers. It is 

true that marketers can buy commercial lists of potential customers, but there’s no guarantee 

as to the accuracy of customer addresses  and these commercial lists certainly do not include 

customer usage data or account numbers helpful to formulate price offers and to enroll 

customers.  In contrast, a vibrant market like Pennsylvania has for several years allowed for an 

easy method for suppliers to obtain this information from the utilities. The customer information 

lists include account numbers, addresses, usage data and other valuable information. This 

information is provided in a manner that also protects consumer privacy interests  such that 

―slamming‖ complaints are virtually unheard of due to the release of customer account 

information (―slamming‖ due to telemarketing and door-to-door sales is another matter, 

however, but has nothing to do with the release of customer information to licensed suppliers). 

We have also found that merely providing the customer account number increases our 

enrollments about 15-20 percent since fewer errors are committed compared to the method of 

having to ask each and every customer for their account number, then having our staff enter 

this information manually into our computer systems.  Customers are enrolled easier, more 

efficiently, and more accurately ensuring that they receive their savings more quickly with few 

complaints made to the Commission, utilities, and suppliers. 
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First Energy Solutions: 

One of the more significant barriers to FES offering service to residential customers in 

Ameren’s service territory is the lack of an eligibility file.  It is much harder to market products 

and services to customers if suppliers do not know relevant information about the customers.  

Given that there are multiple rate codes for which the PTC varies by usage, it is impossible to 

tell if the customer would benefit by shopping with a supplier, or is otherwise ineligible for 

service from a supplier.  Part of the relevant information for commercial customers is load 

shape which is currently not provided.  Without load shape, FES can not accurately determine 

a fair market offer for the individual customer.  If the Commission were to require utilities to 

provide suppliers with a customer eligibility file that includes, at a minimum: rate code, profile 

code, account number, meter number, meter type, meter read date, monthly usage (12 

months), monthly demand peak, customer contact information, billing address, service 

address, budget bill status, and participation in low income payment plans, it would eliminate 

this significant barrier and be an encouragement to  suppliers entering Ameren’s residential 

market.   

Supplier C: 

Illinois also lacks the existence of an eligible customer list (ECL) of residential customers that 

is available for ARES in marketing to such customers.  The use of an ECL, with proper 

consumer protections, has been a hallmark of the successful introduction of retail competition 

in a number of other States, such as Pennsylvania.    
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2. Regulatory Certainty 

Supplier A: 

Ongoing uncertainty about legislative support for customer choice and residential competition.  

Liberty Power:  

Markets operate most efficiently when there are established rules in place that provide 

guidance and clarity to market participants.   As a RESA member, Liberty Power has been 

actively participating and monitoring the activities of Docket 09-0592 that will establish 

customer protection rules for residential and small commercial customers.  Regulatory 

certainty regarding sales and marketing practices to mass-market customers cannot be 

achieved until a Final Order is adopted and new rules become effective.  Liberty Power notes 

that a Proposed First Notice Order was issued on February 18, 2011, and the regulatory 

process to finalize and adopt customer protection rules is once again underway after some 

delay.   Liberty Power supports the timely completion of this proceeding as it should provide for 

clear and uniform market practices.   

BlueStar: 

The development of mass market competition in the state of Illinois is further impaired by 

regulatory uncertainty, inconsistencies and/or inaction.   While BlueStar recognizes that there 

is a political aspect of our industry that will always create a minimum level of uncertainty that is 

similar to almost all jurisdictions.  The real impediment occurs when the uncertainty exists as to 

Commission action/inaction.  Regulatory uncertainty within the State of Illinois needs to be 

minimized so that all stakeholders can plan and execute.  In fact, BlueStar believes that 

regulatory uncertainty is a major problem that must be addressed to ensure a viable 

competitive electricity market in the State of Illinois.   There is no doubt that effective regulation 
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resulting in efficient markets is largely dependent upon regulatory predictability.  The lack of 

regulatory certainty has stifled aspects of market growth especially in the residential market.   

Addressing the problem of regulatory uncertainty begins with adherence to existing rules and 

statutes followed by thoughtful decisive and consistent action.   One only need to review the 

list of pending actions, and the length that such actions or problems have existed, to 

understand that the status of those proceedings greatly weigh upon how the Illinois market is 

viewed by competitive suppliers.   

Streamlined Hearing Procedures are Needed for Competitive Matters 

BlueStar strongly believes that easiest way to ease regulatory uncertainty is for the 

Commission to resolve proceedings as expeditiously as possible.  Competitive stakeholders 

can usually live with any given result; it is the uncertainty that may exist for more than a year 

while a matter goes unresolved (often without any interim guidance by the Commission) that 

has a paralyzing effect on plans.  Indeed, it is ironic that utility rate cases, which have historical 

been viewed as the most complex, are resolved within eleven months, while comparatively 

narrow issues involving competitive matters can fester for more than a year without the 

Commission taking any substantive action.  This is not helpful. 

BlueStar believes that the Commission should implement expedited hearing schedules for 

matters directly related to competitive issues.  Given the Commission’s ability to handle 

complex rate cases within eleven months, BlueStar sees no reason why competitive issues 

cannot be resolved within three months.  The Commission could even seek authority from the 

Legislature to impose reasonable filing fees for matters to be handled on a so-called ―rocket 

docket.‖  Just knowing that a venue for timely resolution of competitive matters existed would 

go a long way to reduce regulatory uncertainty. 

Lack of Uniformity of Tariffs/Business Practices between the Utilities 
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One other area of regulatory uncertainty is the vast gulf that exists between the tariffs and 

untariffed ―business practices‖ of ComEd and the Ameren Illinois Utilities.  Recognizing that 

there is an undeniable difference in certain matters arising out of the difference between PJM 

and MISO, BlueStar believes that much could be done to better harmonize the IOU’s tariffs 

and business practices.  By requiring the IOUs to adopt uniform ―best practices,‖ in particular 

as they relate to competitive issues, the Commission would remove unnecessary uncertainty 

and barriers to competition.  BlueStar strongly suggests that the Commission institute a 

proceeding to create uniform tariffs, similar to proceeding ongoing in Pennsylvania and 

Maryland. 

 

3. Lack of a Price-to-Compare 

Dominion: 

Ameren does not provide an official, posted ―Price- to -Compare‖ that would make it easy for 

both marketers and customers to shop and compare offers. Due to this problem, suppliers 

would have to calculate a price-to-compare for each individual customer—a process that does 

not work for a mass marketer like Dominion Retail. We typically will conduct mass mailings of 

100,000-200,000 customers at a time, so you can imagine the enormous administrative 

problems multiple prices-to-compare would create. This problem does not exist to any major 

extent in other active retail electric markets. 

Liberty Power: 

Robust rate comparison websites can be a great tool for residential customers who wish to 

exercise their power to choose an alternative supplier.  Many states with a significant level of 

residential shopping have rate comparison websites overseen by the Commission.  Texas 
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(www.powertochoose.org), Pennsylvania (www.papowerswitch.com), Connecticut 

(www.ctenergyinfo.com), and New York (www.newyorkpowertochoose.com) are a few 

examples.   The Texas ―Power to Choose‖ is the most widely-renowned and utilized state-

sponsored rate comparison website.   It should also be noted the rate comparison websites are 

most popular where there were significant efforts made by the Commission to publicize the 

websites.  In fact, in Texas, each residential bill must reference the Texas ―Power to Choose‖ 

webpage.  If a rate comparison website functions properly and is well-known publicly, it 

encourages more participation by retailers, who benefit by having reduced acquisition costs, 

and ultimately results in additional downward pressures on pricing.  Of course, customers not 

only want to compare products and pricing among competitors, but also compare offers 

against the utilities, which is why a ―Price to Compare‖ is also critical.   

In order for rate comparison websites to be most effective, a ―Price to Compare‖ (the utility’s 

standard offering pricing) must also be clearly established.  It is imperative that customers are 

able to easily make a fair comparison of offerings to assist in their decision-making.  Special 

care should be taken in determining the calculation and components of each distribution 

company’s Price to Compare for each customer class.  Additionally, language should explain 

the meaning of this number and how it can be appropriately used for a point of comparison.  

Language must clearly delineate and identify what is or is not included in the Price to 

Compare.  It must make clear what components are variable (or subject to change), and the 

frequency of those changes.  The ORMD has held several workshops on determining a 

uniform method for calculating a Price to Compare for all of the utilities.  Liberty Power is 

supportive of these efforts. 

Supplier C: 
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Illinois has no known ―price-to-compare‖ (PTC) for ease of comparison that is known or 

otherwise made available on various websites (e.g., Ameren, ICC).  The existence of a 

Commission-sanctioned PTC has been a key component to the successful development of the 

residential market in States like Texas, Pennsylvania, and New York.  We acknowledge that 

the ORMD is working towards developing such a mechanism on the Plug In Illinois website.  

However, absent an effective consumer education campaign about shopping and the 

existence of the PTC, the effectiveness of such a PTC will not be completely realized.     

 

4. Customer education 

BlueStar: 

BlueStar believes that lack of customer education has also had a direct impact on the level of 

switching within the state.  Customer education is certainly not the Commission's job alone.  All 

stakeholders have a role to play in the process.  However, the Commission has a unique role 

to play in that consumers look to the Commission for affirmation that customer choice is real as 

well as provide unbiased perspective to the overall switching process.  Much of this education 

can be done at minimal expense via Commission press releases, Commission sponsored 

events and improvements to the Plug-in Illinois website. These steps, albeit simple, can have a 

major impact on the development of mass market retail competition within the State of Illinois.   

 Media Coverage 

While the Commission’s decision in 07-0165 is a major reason why BlueStar is not pursuing 

residential customers, BlueStar also believes that customer education that explains customer 

choice has been sorely lacking within the State.  It is reasonable to assume that once 

competition begins to develop in a market RES' will begin to advertise, which will help educate 
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customers that they now have a choice of retail electric suppliers.  However, in BlueStar's 

experience, the Commission can have a huge role to play in educating the consumers about 

this new choice.  BlueStar is mindful of state budget concerns but believes with minimal effort 

and expense the Commission can (and must) play an important role in the overall education 

process.  For example, periodic press releases highlighting consumer choice issues is a 

simple and effective way to bring media attention to the development of residential competition 

in the State.  The Commission should routinely use its voice to get the word out.  Local media 

closely watch and report on Commission events and happenings and will assist in 

disseminating such information each and every time the Commission issues a press release 

on the subject of customer choice.  The Commission is in a unique position to generate free 

media coverage which can be used to educate customers to their options.  The impact of these 

efforts should not be underestimated.   

 Commission Sponsored Events 

Illinois strongly consider another tool used elsewhere (such as Pennsylvania) to help educate 

customers.  Throughout the year the Pennsylvania Public Utilities Commission, in conjunction 

with the utilities, sponsor consumer education events designed to promote customer choice.  

These events are usually held at a local shopping center within the utility’s territory.  All 

suppliers are invited and encouraged to attend.  The goal is to have suppliers on hand to help 

residential and small commercial customers shop on the spot.  The Pennsylvania Commission 

also arranges for local TV stations to broadcast live from the event, promoting the benefits of 

shopping for electricity.  Meaningful numbers of consumers often turn out for these events and 

suppliers are on hand to answer questions and promote their offerings.  These events have 

had a direct impact on getting needed information to the mass market.   

 Illinois’ Plug-in Website 
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As mentioned above, customer education is one of the more significant activities that drive 

customer choice among residential customers.   While media coverage can help with the 

education effort, the Commission must also play a major role through the on-going 

development of its Plug-in Illinois website.  Pennsylvania has some of the highest switching 

rates in the county, and they have an exceptional web site which they use to help educate 

customers and promote customer choice.    A similarly designed website in Illinois could help 

drive customer education, which will translate into higher switching rates (and savings) for 

residential customers throughout the state of Illinois.   

Over the years Staff has had several workshops seeking input for improvements in its 

shopping website.  Unfortunately, little by way of demonstrable improvements has taken place 

to date.  However, BlueStar is hopeful that if serious attention is devoted to making simple but 

needed changes in the website in the coming months will also have a dramatic impact on 

overall customer switching.   

Most recently, on January 7, 2011, staff requested comments on draft screen shots of the 

proposed Electric Choice/Plug-in Illinois.  BlueStar (and others) submitted comments and 

stated that a properly designed web site plays an important role in educating customers and 

the development of a competitive energy market.  In its comments, BlueStar provided specific 

suggestions for the Illinois website such as: 

 It  must be user-friendly; 

 It must clearly distinguish between ComEd and Ameren; 

 A comparison of residential supply offers, including an explanation of what 

charges are, and are not included; 

 Having separate columns for fixed and variable product offerings; 
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 Having a separate column for a renewable energy product offering; 

 Allowing suppliers password-protected access to make changes to supplier 

specific information; and  

 Allowing for a link to each supplier’s website to process customer enrollments.  

A properly designed website that includes the aforementioned features and functions will 

educate residential customers and ultimately drive a robust competitive residential market.  

Specifically, since the Plug-In Illinois website is a key educational and marketing tool, it is 

imperative that the design and function of the website is easy to use, read, and maintain.  In 

comments, BlueStar also offered the successful Pennsylvania and Texas shopping websites 

as excellent working templates that provides a great beginning point in the next developmental 

phase of Illinois' comparison shopping website.   BlueStar believes with minimal effort the 

Illinois Commission’s website can be augmented so that it is on par with the highly successful 

papowerswitch.com website hosted by the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission.   BlueStar 

highly recommends the Pennsylvania shopping website.  It is the gold standard by which 

Illinois' website should be measured against.  Pennsylvania's early success in bringing 

competition to the mass market is in large part due to its well designed shopping website and 

educational efforts.   Borrowing from the Pennsylvania template, there is every reason to 

believe Illinois' website can achieve similar results. 

Customer education in all its forms quite simply:   1) helps educate residential customers about 

customer choice; 2) helps customers understand the process of switching suppliers; 3) helps 

customers understand ―green product offerings,― and; 4)  helps customers understand that 

they may save money by switching suppliers.  In fact, BlueStar’s customer service department, 

particularly in the Pennsylvania area, sees a noticeable increase in residential enrollments 

immediately following the publication of a Commission press release, an article or media 

http://www.papowerswitch.com/
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event.  It is clear to BlueStar that after consumers hear about customer choice, consumers 

begin to learn that they can save money by switching suppliers and then consumers will 

choose a supplier that best fits their needs.  There is no reason similar process will not work in 

Illinois as well. 

Supplier B: 

We generally agree with BlueStar’s comments regarding consumer education in the Ameren 

territory.  We are strong proponents of consumer education, and we believe the Illinois 

Commerce Commission is a critical player in educating consumers about their ability to choose 

an alternative supplier.  We have been, and are, active with other states’ ORMDs, including 

New York, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, Maryland and New Jersey, working with those 

regulators to enact marketing guidelines and policies to ensure customers are educated about 

choice and the reliability of their service with a switch to an alternative supplier.  We would 

welcome the opportunity for further discussions on the necessary customer education 

practices and procedures needed to fuel choice in the Ameren territory.   

Supplier C: 

In order for competition to develop for the residential market sector, certain policies and 

programs that promote the development of competition for residential customers must exist.  

One of the most important elements is a robust customer education program supported by 

regulators, the utilities, consumer advocates, the Alternative Retail Electric Supplier (―ARES‖) 

community, and others.  Unfortunately, there has not been an appropriation of money to the 

Commission for the purpose of conducting consumer education activities and developing 

consumer education materials.  We applaud the efforts of the ORMD to develop an enhanced 
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Plug In Illinois website, but the website alone will not generate the broad awareness that is 

necessary to reach the majority of residential customers.   

The manner in which the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania addressed customer education 

could serve as a model for how to educate residential customers about their electric supply 

options.  Faced with similar budget constraints to develop robust direct mail or marketing 

campaigns, the members of the Commission took matters into their own hands.   The 

Chairman of the Public Utility Commission and a number of the Commissioners were actively 

engaged in consumer education efforts throughout the State.  These efforts included countless 

media interviews, Public Service Announcements (PSAs), appearances at conferences, 

seminars, community organizations, chamber of commerce, supplier events, and many others.  

Additionally, the Office of Consumer Advocate and the Electric Distribution Companies (EDCs) 

played a significant role in educating consumers about the choices that they have in the 

marketplace, issues to be aware of and the like.   The combined involvement of all of these 

important stakeholders helps broaden the education and awareness of consumers which in 

turn provides ARES with a much greater opportunity to serve customers.  In Illinois, the 

absence of such activities has limited the consumer awareness that they have a choice in their 

electric supplier, how simple and easy it is to choose a supplier, and where to find additional 

information about competition and customer choice.  There is no reason why Illinois couldn’t 

employ similar efforts to help educate and inform consumers.  The Commission, the ARES, 

EDCs, and consumer advocates all have a role to play.  The active engagement of the 

Commissioners in the education and awareness efforts will go a long way towards developing 

the residential marketplace in the Ameren service territory.  Not only will this help educate 

consumers, but it will also send a signal to the ARES community that there is regulatory 
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support for investing the significant dollars that are necessary to devote to a residential 

marketing campaign.   

While Ameren deserves a great deal of credit for their leadership in Illinois on enacting various 

policies and tariff structures to comply with the various legislative directives in SB 1299 (need 

to cute Public Act), those efforts have yet to lead to any residential market development. 

Ameren engaged in extensive customer education activities associated with new demand 

response and energy efficiency programs put in place a few years ago via the company’s Web 

site, local consumer forums, community meetings, and other events.  To date, no similar effort 

has been undertaken with respect to customer choice for residential and small commercial 

customers.  As those types of events at locations throughout the service territory are an 

effective way to reach and educate consumers, we would recommend that Ameren engage in 

such periodic activities.  Additionally, our well-recognized consumer organizations such as the 

Citizens Utility Board (CUB), the Attorney General’s office, and the American Association of 

Retired Persons (AARP) have an important role to play in consumer education about electric 

rates, electric prices, and options for consumers.    Obviously, the ARES community has a 

central role in customer education as part of their marketing activities.  However, as has been 

deployed by ComEd, Ameren could conduct a number of customer educational fairs or events 

around their service territory for consumers to come and meet all licensed and registered 

ARES offering service in their service territory.  Newsletters are another effective tool to 

educate customers about retail electric choice.  For example, newsletters, bill inserts, or bill 

messages could provide information regarding the ICC’s Plug In Illinois website or other 

relevant information about competition and customer choice. 
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5. Default Service Procurement Structure 

Liberty Power: 

In accordance with the Illinois Power Agency (―IPA‖) Act, the IPA is responsible for planning a 

procurement approach for the utilities’ default service supply obligations.  The plan currently in 

place outlines a strategy for the period of June 2011 through May 2016.  The IPA plan 

currently calls for a three-year laddered procurement approach: 

• 35% of projected energy needs procured two years in advance of the year of 

delivery. 

• 35% of projected energy needs procured one year in advance of delivery. 

• 30% of projected energy needs procured in the year in which power is to be 

delivered.  

As a member of the Retail Energy Supply Association (―RESA‖), Liberty Power fully supports 

RESA’s comments regarding the 2011 IPA Plan filed on September 15, 2010.  In summary: 

According to RESA, generally, utility default service procurement should result in market 

reflective price signals.  RESA asserts that continued progress toward a competitive electric 

market is the best way to help all consumers balance price risk and budget certainty while also 

providing innovative and customer-driven value-added services.  RESA contends that 

successful retail competition will produce downward pressure on price, offer a variety of 

product options for end-use customers, increase conservation incentives, enhance customer 

service, improve environmental management, and hasten the introduction of new, innovative 

products.  RESA argues that retail energy competition requires that default service pricing be 

properly structured; consumers must see a default price for electricity that reflects the actual 

market price of the electricity they consume. 
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Liberty Power contends three-year laddered contracts mask the true market-price of energy 

and ultimately create boom-bust cycles in ―headroom‖.   Headroom essentially represents the 

difference in current market prices vs. the utility’s standard offer price.  Typically, retailers are 

reluctant to make significant long-term investments into markets if retailers cannot consistently 

compete against utility-pricing.  RESA commented that it would like to see the Procurement 

Plan refocus some of its attention to the transition to multiple procurement cycles, and 

eventually to a continuous procurement cycle.  The Commission Order declined to require 

workshops to address the issue; the Commission stated that, ―Staff, including the ORMD, and 

others are free, however, to meet …to discuss proposals for multiple procurement events in 

future Plans.‖1  Liberty Power remains hopeful that a workshop process will be established to 

review the potential benefits of more frequent procurement cycles, and encourages 

participation by Staff. 

Supplier B: 

The reliance on laddered 1, 2, and 3 year contracts under the current competitive wholesale 

procurement process by definition cannot reflect current market conditions against which the 

ARES must purchase power and compete with the Ameren BGS rate for residential customers.  

 

6. Utility Minimum Stay Requirements 

Liberty Power: 

Sec. 16-103(d) of the Act requires a 24-month minimum enrollment, applicable to residential 

and small commercial customers who return from delivery services to the electric utility’s 

bundled service.  This provision conflicts with the goal of increasing retail shopping in the 

                                                           
1 Docket 10-0563; Illinois Power Agency Order regarding the Petition for Approval of Procurement Plan.  Dec 21, 2010, pg. 106 
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residential sector.  In its 2010 Annual Report, the ORMD supported eliminating or modifying 

the 24-month minimum enrollment requirement.  Liberty Power agrees that the minimum-stay 

requirement should be eliminated.   

With the exception of California (where residential choice is suspended, and non-residential 

competition is severely restricted), to the best of our knowledge, Illinois is the only state that 

requires a minimum stay on utility service for customers returning from competitive services.  It 

is important that customers are always allowed to shop for the best product and services that 

meet their needs, and not be held captive on utility default service.  The concerns surrounding 

minimum stay provisions are exacerbated by a default procurement structure that can provide 

incorrect price signals to customers (therefore providing an incentive to switch from a current 

market-rate offered by an ARES to a utility-rate that does not reflect current market conditions 

– and ultimately prevents that customer from shopping again for an extended period of time.) 

 

7. Barriers to Municipal Aggregation Programs 

First Energy Solutions: 

FES was one of the first Alternative Retail Electric Suppliers to contact the ORMD with our 

concerns relating to opt-out municipal aggregation.  Based on FES’s extensive experience with 

opt-out municipal aggregation in Ohio, this is the most efficient and cost-effective way to offer 

savings to large numbers of residential and small commercial customers.   We continue to 

believe that it is critical for the opt-out municipal aggregation legislation to contain language 

that allows suppliers to obtain all customer information required for enrollment, including the 

customer number.  If this barrier were appropriately addressed or removed, FES and all other 
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suppliers would be better able to offer savings to residential and small commercial customers 

in the Ameren service areas. 

 

8. Stringent Voice Contract Requirements 

Liberty Power: 

Section 16-115A of the Public Utilities Act and Section 2EE of the Consumer Fraud and 

Deceptive Business Practices Act require true third party verifications.  Section 2EE requires 

that a supplier obtain the customer’s written or electronically signed authorization, or 

authorization via an independent third party.   Although automated third-party verification 

systems are allowed, the agent must drop off of a call between the customer and the verifying 

company once the call is established.  The agent is necessary on some automated third-party 

verification systems to press the correct prompts to allow the customer to initiate the 

verification process.  Requiring the use of live third-party verifiers is very costly to suppliers.  

The requirement for either a live person or a confusing third-party verification system is a 

considerable barrier to serving residential customers.  It negates the concept of ease of doing 

business by forcing a physical signature to effectuate a switch.  It is a cumbersome process to 

require customers to sign a paper contract.  Liberty Power recommends that the requirement 

that the agent drop off the call to effectuate the verification is removed.  This will avoid any 

customer confusion and eliminate the additional expense for suppliers to contract live agents 

for third-party verifications. 

 

 

  


