By Sean Pearce 

Jan 27, 2011 
Yorkregion.com

HYDRO BILL RELIEF NOT ENOUGH: CRITICS
Newmarket Hydro anticipates increase in assistance program
If you are struggling with electricity costs this winter, help is on the way. 
But some argue the assistance available isn't nearly enough. 
This week, PowerStream, the electricity distribution company that serves Vaughan, Markham, Aurora, Richmond Hill, Barrie and parts of Simcoe County, unveiled its Low-Income Energy Assistance (LEAP) program, designed to help people having difficulty keeping up with their electric bills. 

Aurora's Andrea Weller doesn't expect she'll need help from the program to keep her lights on. But she's not impressed with the way her energy bills have risen. 

Between the introduction of time-of-use rates and the addition of the HST, her bills have jumped 40 per cent in the past year, she said, adding, as a senior citizen on a fixed income, it's hard to keep up with all her climbing costs. 

"I guess I can only pray that I'm dead before I run out of money," Mrs. Weller said. "I've told my children that I might have to live in one of their basements before long." 

Her frustration peaked earlier this week after learning, despite her increased energy costs, the province had actually paid Quebec and the United States $1.5 million to take its surplus power Jan. 1. The news prompted her to visit Newmarket-Aurora Progressive Conservative MPP Frank Klees' office to let him know how she felt. 

Similarly, Newmarket's Alice Sheridan, 90, is also seeing red now that she's heard Ontario paid its neighbours to take its power earlier this month. 

The longtime resident explained she's managing to pay off her electric bill each month and, thus, won't need financial assistance. But it isn't an easy task as even baking cookies at 5 a.m. and doing her laundry after 9 p.m. hasn't made a dent in how much hydro is costing her. "I don't know how (the government) thinks anyone is supposed to make ends meet and pay their bills," Mrs. Sheridan said, adding she has written Premier Dalton McGuinty to see if he has any suggestions. 

"He hasn't written me yet, so I'm probably going to write him back again." 

As with Mrs. Weller, Mrs. Sheridan has contacted Mr. Klees' office. 

While it's true everyone is reeling from the ongoing spikes in the price of electricity, it's seniors on fixed income suffering most, Mr. Klees said. 

Rates have risen 75 per cent since 2003 and are poised to go up another 46 per cent within the next four years, he said, adding the 10-per-cent relief the province has put in place for the next five years is a start, but isn't nearly enough as it barely takes care of the HST's 8-per-cent impact, 

"It's a serious issue and we've been warning the government about this," Mr. Klees said. "The 10 per cent is just too little, too late. At the end of the day, it's going to take much more." 

Worse than that, the province was only able to pay for the 10-per-cent discount by going deeper into deficit, Mr. Klees said. 

"You may not be paying for it on your hydro bills, fair enough, but you will pay for it through your taxes," he said. "They're robbing Peter to pay Paul." 

The bottom line, according to Mr. Klees, is Ontario's electricity file has been grossly mismanaged. The province has been willing to pay as much as 80 cents per kilowatt hour for solar and wind energy when coal power is going for just 4.5 cents, he said, adding the approach does nothing but allow the McGuinty Liberals to crow about going green, while Ontario taxpayers pay the price. 

The new provincewide initiative was developed by the Ontario Energy Board and is modelled after the Winter Warmth program, which PowerStream had offered since 2008. 

While it's too early to predict how many customers will apply for the new program, there was definitely need for its forerunner last winter, PowerStream's spokesperson Debbie Conte said. 

"There were families out there who, obviously, appreciate any assistance they can get and I can only assume that will continue to be the case." 

Newmarket Hydro, which offers its own program, is anticipating an increase in demand. In 2010, the inaugural run of the year-round initiative helped about 120 families in need. 

"With the increase in the price of electricity, I imagine we may well see some more families." Newmarket Hydro President Paul Ferguson said. 

Unlike the Winter Warmth program before it, which was offered four months of the year, LEAP will be available to customers year-round, Ms Conte said, and will provide one-time funding of up to $500 per year toward's a family's hydro bill payment. 

Applications for the LEAP will be assessed by intake agencies, including the United Way of York Region and the Canadian Mental Health Association of York Region for PowerStream and the Salvation Army of Central York Region for Newmarket Hydro. Help will be based on energy board-established criteria, such as having a pre-tax income at or below Statistics Canada's low-income cutoff plus 15 per cent, confirmation of billing status and the ability to sustain costs after receiving the funding. 

In terms of income numbers, the cutoff would be about $47,000 in annual income for a family of four in PowerStream and Newmarket Hydro's service areas. 

Even so, assistance might be available to some families who made more than the income threshold if a need has arisen due to a sudden job loss or illness, Ms Conte said. 

"We just want to make sure we get the funds out to the families in need," she said. 

