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TO: Corrie Stokes, City of Austin Auditor

FROM: Paul Robbins, Consumer Advocate

DATE: January 21, 2021

SUBJECT: Request for Audit of Austin’s Customer Assistance Program for Probable Wasted Expenditures 

Dear Ms. Stokes,

Since late summer of 2014, I have been calling attention to wasted expenditures of money in the 
City of Austin’s Customer Assistance Program (CAP) managed by Austin Energy.  This program is 
meant to provide bill discounts to low- and moderate-income Austin municipal utility customers.  In 
2019, it provided about $16 million in discounts, which were distributed to about 32,000 participants.  
Though each customer is different, if a customer received utilities from Austin for electricity, water, 
and drainage, the average discount would be about $650 per year.

CAP enrolls most of its participants automatically by identifying members in a household as partici-
pants in 1 of 7 social service programs such as food stamps and Supplemental Security (disability) 
Income.  The presumption of people administering CAP before my intervention in 2014 had been 
that if a person in a household was already enrolled in a program meant to serve people with limited 
income, the household itself must have limited income.

I have proved repeatedly that this is not the case, showing that some CAP participants who are au-
tomatically enrolled either lived in expensive homes or owned two or more properties, or both. This 
has led to reforms where customers with a certain level of real-estate assets must be income qualified.  

Unfortunately, these reforms have not been entirely successful in solving the problems, and I consider 
it highly likely that this has led to continued waste of money in the form of misdirected discounts 
given to the wrong customers.  

This problem is further exacerbated by completely ignoring the income levels of CAP participants 
that do not live in expensive homes or own two or more properties.  Just because a customer does 
not live in a mansion does not mean they automatically deserve ratepayer assistance.  The program is 
intended to assist customers at or below 200% of the poverty level, but most CAP customers who are 
automatically enrolled are not screened for income.

These problems are even further compounded by the utility’s practice of obfuscating public informa-
tion.  And the utility is spending some of its funding on discounts to customers consuming lavish 
quantities of energy, and on funding on a program that is much less effective at saving money than 
direct discount programs.

In the past, I have sought to work cooperatively with Austin Energy staff to rectify these problems.  
This has involved considerable donations of my time.  I estimate that, at a minimum, I have spent 18 
months of unbillable hours (assuming average working days) documenting the problems, presenting 
them publicly, and pressing for change.  

However, since the utility appears to be complacent and unwilling to make further changes, I am 
reluctantly forced to turn to your office to investigate this continued misallocation of limited funds 
meant to assist the poor.

There are 6 parts to this complaint.

1) The reform that has been implemented to income-qualify potential CAP customers in wealthy 
homes or that own two or more properties is not completely effective.
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2) This same reform is unequally administered in different parts of the utilities’ service territories.

3) Some, perhaps many, other customers receiving CAP may not be in the low- and moderate-income 
category (200% of the poverty level and below) that the program was created to serve, but are not be-
ing income qualified.

4) Austin Energy has made it difficult for the public to monitor CAP and other issues related to low-
income ratepayers by withholding information, or by only providing incomplete information, or 
charging excessive costs for information.

5) Some CAP funds spent on the Free Weatherization Program are being given to recipients who may 
not need it, and who are not qualified for the CAP utility-bill discount program. 

6) CAP discounts are structured in a way that discourages energy conservation, while at the same 
time depriving customers with lower consumption from receiving larger discounts. 

I will be glad to provide you or your staff with further information or background that will assist in 
an adequate review of this complaint.  

I strongly support the concept of ratepayer assistance for the poor.  Despite 6 years of criticizing this 
program, I have never asked for a reduction in its funding.  If waste and misallocation are found by 
your office and the problems are corrected, it is my hope that the savings will be directed towards the 
ratepayers that truly need it.

Note that unlike some complaints made to your office, this is not confidential, and I grant permission 
to distribute it to anyone who requests it.

Sincerely,

Paul Robbins
Consumer Advocate
(512) 447-8712
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Part 1: Income Qualification for Customers With High-Income Assets 

Since October 2012, Austin Energy, Austin Water, and Austin’s drainage utility have offered discounts 
to low- and moderate-income utility customers via automatic enrollment.  Computer records match 
Austin utility customers to participation in 7 social programs: 1) Medicaid; 2) Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP); 3) Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP); 4) Telephone Lifeline 
Program; 5) Travis County Comprehensive Energy Assistance Program (CEAP); 6) Medical Access 
Program (MAP); and 7) Supplemental Security Income (SSI).

In September of 2014, I began pointing out to Austin Energy, who administers CAP for all 3 utilities, 
that some of CAP participants were in fact living in expensive homes, or owned two or more proper-
ties, or both.  In my opinion, these assets should have disqualified them from receiving benefits meant 
for lower-income customers.

While Austin Energy did make modifications to its program that prevented some of this waste, it did 
not actually implement a change until the summer of 2018, almost 4 years later.  Since that time, Aus-
tin Energy has required customers who live in homes appraised at more than $250,000 in improve-
ment values, or that own two or more properties, to income qualify to prove that the household earns 
no more than 200% of the poverty level.

To assess the current effectiveness of this income verification requirement, I reviewed some of the 
records of CAP enrollment for the Austin Water Utility discount participants in October 2020.

I discovered: 

• 123 participants receiving the discount that had improvement values of over $250,000 or that 
owned two or more properties or both, and one that was receiving discounts at 2 different properties;  

• 28 of these owned two or more properties; 

• 50 had real estate values over $500,000; 

• 5 customers lived in homes over 5,000 square feet in size, and 28 lived in homes over 3,000 square 
feet in size;

• 18 had expensive additions such as pools, large decks and terraces, and outdoor kitchens, not what 
one would expect to find in a low-income home. 

I feel sure that I could have found more examples if I had continued my review.

I cannot say why these CAP participants have been income qualified (presuming they even were) 
because the information Austin Energy used to do this is considered confidential.  

But in any case, it is evident on its face that the income verification process is not completely effective 
at screening out customers possessing high-value real-estate assets or living in expensive homes.  It 
is difficult for me to comprehend how some of these participants can be allowed to participate given 
their apparent wealth.  

I have provided the list of October 2020 water utility CAP participants with high-value real-estate as-
sets as an Appendix to this complaint for your review, as well as photos of some of the properties that 
they own.

In the photo/description summaries that follow, TCAD stands for Travis County Appraisal District, 
and WCAD stands for Williamson County Appraisal District.  
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3000 Belmont Circle
78703

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $1,701,705  
3,295 sq. ft.
Features: Pool and Spa; Garage apartment

Notes: The top and bottom left photos may not 
be the the public domain.
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2402 Marlton Drive
78703

TCAD Appraisal 2020: $990,103 
5,211 sq. ft.

Notes: Values reflect 2020 appraisal since home 
was not built until 2018, and almost no improve-
ment values were appraised in 2019.  Owns 
another property in Travis County appraised at 
$252,356 , for total appraised value of over $1.2 
million. 
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4104 Love Bird Lane
78730

TCAD Appraisal 2020: $677,800
3,760 sq. ft.
Features: On Greenbelt

Notes: Receives out-of-city discount in addition 
to CAP
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5909 Lonesome Valley Trail
78731

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $788,334 
3,041sq. ft.
 
Notes: Owns or co-owns another property in Wil-
liamson County appraised at $287,000, for total 
appraised value of almost $1.1 million. 
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9800 Blue Hill Drive 
78736

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $377,1611
3,061 sq. ft.

Notes: The address of this home actually has 
an improvement value (not total value) under 
$250,000 and technically does not require income 
qualification to receive a CAP discount.  
However, the customer receiving the discount also 
owns or co-owns the property at 11303 Musket 
Rim, 78738. This home is in a gated community, 
and includes: 7,100 square feet of buildings; a Pool 
and Spa; 1,200 square feet of Terraces;  1,500 square 
feet of Iron Fence; and a Tennis Court, all on 4 
acres of land.  The aerial view above is this property.
It was appraised at $1.7 million, for total appraised 
value of over $2.1 million. 
First brought to Austin Energy's attention in 2014.
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2300 Doris Drive
78757

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $334,500 
1,257 sq. ft.

Notes: The address of this home actually has 
an improvement value  (not total value) under 
$250,000 and technically does not require income 
qualification to receive a CAP discount.  
However, the customer receiving the discount 
also owned or co-owned 5 properties in Nueces 
County in 2019, including an apartment build-
ing and 2 homes.  One of these is a waterfront 
property as seen below.
These other properties were collectively appraised 
at over $1.6 million, for total appraised value of 
over $2 million. 
First brought to Austin Energy's attention in 2017.

The 4 photos below are from a real-estate Web 
site and may not be in the public domain.
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11503 Brandon Parke Trail
78750

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $383,010   
2,636 sq. ft.

Notes: Owns or co-owns 2 other properties in 
Williamson County appraised at $636,615, for 
total appraised value of over $1 million. 
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11417 Rustic Rock Drive
78750

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $761,979
4,709 sq. ft.

Notes: Owns or co-owns 2 other properties in 
Williamson County appraised at $355,000, for 
total appraised value of over $1.1 million. 
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9604 Crenata Cove 
78759

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $769,383
5,345 sq. ft.; 0.5 Acres
Features: On Greenbelt; Solar; 1,700 square feet 
of Decks and Terraces; Game room; Wet bar; EV 
charger
First brought to Austin Energy's attention in 2014.
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6302 Duranta Cove
78759

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $617,594
3,359 sq. ft.
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7815 Gingers Cove
78759

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $733,900 
2,882 sq. ft.
 
Notes: Owns or co-owns 3 other properties in 
Williamson County appraised at $946,599, for 
total appraised value of about $1.7 million. 
First brought to Austin Energy's attention in 
August 2017.
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6224 Harrogate Drive
78759

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $466,096 
2,075 sq. ft.

Notes: Owns or co-owns 5 other properties in 
Travis and Williamson counties appraised at 
$1,062,591, for total appraised value of over $1.5 
million. 
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5801 Miramonte Drive
78759

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $600,000 
2,996 sq. ft.
Features: Pool & Spa; 400 square feet of Terrace; 
Gazebo
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5901 Miramonte Drive
78759

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $541,000 
2,575 sq. ft.
Features: Solar

Notes: These photos are from a real estate Web 
stie and may not be in the public domain.



20

9900 Spicewood Mesa
78759

TCAD Appraisal 2019: $749,800  
3,986 sq. ft.
Features: On Greenbelt

Notes: The 4 photos above are from a real-estate 
Web site and may not be in the public domain.
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16313 Donoher Drive
78717

WCAD Appraisal 2020: $548,767  
5,139 sq. ft.
Features: Balcony

Notes: 2020 appraisal value is used here; no earlier 
values exist for improvements.



22

10520 Lavon Bend 
78717

WCAD Appraisal 2019: $640,174   
5,028 sq. ft.
Features: Balcony
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10624 Lavon Bend 
78717

WCAD Appraisal 2019: $571,971
5,028 sq. ft.
Features: Balcony
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11009 Leland Rich Court
78717

WCAD Appraisal 2019: $560,407   
3,657 sq. ft.
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Part 2: Unequal Administration in Different Parts of the Service Territory

Use of appraised improvement values as a screen for real estate wealth is an extremely clumsy and 
imprecise way to determine if a CAP participant should be income qualified.  The policy gives leni-
ency to customers living in Central Austin.

Often, the Travis County Appraisal District apportions most of the value of central Austin homes to 
the land they sit on and not the structure itself.  As such, the appraised improvement values of these 
homes are often unrealistically low.

For instance, a sample of 20 CAP participants living in single-family homes in the Central Austin zip 
code 78751 had an average improvement value of only $93 per square foot in 2019, and their total im-
provement values amounted to only 24% of the total (improvement value plus land value) appraisals.  
Seven of these homes had an improvement value of only $31 to $79 per square foot.  If any of these 
7 homes were lost to tragedy, there is no way they could be rebuilt for anything close to these low 
improvement values.

Contrast this to the average of a sample of 20 CAP participants living in single-family homes in the 
zip code 78749.  The improvement values averaged $116 per square foot in 2019, and their average 
improvement values amounted to 56% of the average total (improvement value plus land value) ap-
praisal.

Further complicating this, the Austin Board of Realtors refused to share information about recent 
home sales with the Travis County Appraisal District in 2020, so the District did not generally update 
appraisal values that year.

Also not considered are the adjustments made on appeals of the appraisal values by various property 
owners.  Some owners appeal the value based on challenging the statistics on local area sales or the 
need for property repairs.  However, other owners do not have the time or expertise to challenge the 
values.  Valuation adjustments are unique to each property, and cannot be easily compared.  

Still another factor casting doubt on this method to determine income qualification is that some CAP 
participants live in Williamson County.  As a practical matter, the exact method, or application of 
method, for determining appraised values may differ between the Williamson County Appraisal Dis-
trict and the Travis County Appraisal District. 

For all these reasons, another benchmark needs to be used to screen real estate assets for CAP partici-
pants who must income qualify.
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Part 3: Not Income-Verifying All CAP Participants 

The intent of CAP is to provide discounts to customers with incomes at or below 200% of the poverty 
level.  When the practice of auto enrollment began, it was expected to be a relatively simple way to 
find qualified low- and moderate-income CAP participants.  

With the determination that some CAP participants lived in homes with improvement values above 
$250,000 or owned 2 or more properties, these particular customers are supposed to be required to 
income qualify.

The majority of CAP customers do not have to income qualify because they do not meet these thresh-
olds of real-estate wealth.  That does not mean, however, that CAP participants lacking these particu-
lar levels of real-estate wealth have incomes at or below 200% of poverty.  Some, even many of these 
households, could: have higher incomes; own large amounts of stock, expensive jewelry, or late-mod-
el cars; have large savings accounts; etc.

Many social programs require income and/or asset disclosure to qualify.  The Sacramento Municipal 
Utility District’s utility discount programs has used the income-qualification method of enrollment 
and found it can be administered inexpensively and does not deter participation.  

Since January 2020, CAP has actually provided a way for customers who are not automatically en-
rolled to income qualify, and as of October 2020, about 1 in 6 CAP recipients customers had done so. 

With the expansion of CAP water discounts in this fiscal year, total CAP funding for the discount 
programs of all three utilities will be over $18 million.  (This does not include funding for emergency 
assistance.)  If even 10% of CAP funds are being given to the wrong people, it could amount to almost 
$2 million in wasted funds that could be rerouted to customers with legitimate needs if income quali-
fication were to completely replace automatic enrollment. 

Yet Austin Energy has never challenged its current method and sampled its automatically enrolled 
CAP customers to determine the error rate.

It is worth noting that of the top 10 public utilities in the U.S. with discount programs for lower-in-
come customers, Austin has the loosest restrictions for enrollment for the majority of its participants.  

Austin Energy – Automatic enrollment with No Screen
Jacksonville Electric Authority – Income Verification for Charity Program
Los Angeles Water & Power – Income Verification
Memphis Light, Gas, & Water – Income Verification for Charity Program
Nashville Electric Service – Income Verification  for Charity Program
PSEG Long Island – Automatic enrollment for Customers with Name on Bill
Salt River Project – Phone enrollment/Random verification audit
Sacramento Municipal Utility District – Income Verification 
San Antonio City Public Service – Income Verification
Seattle City Light – Income Verification



27

Part 4: Information Transparency 

In my efforts to monitor the Customer Assistance Program over more than 6 years, as well as to 
evaluate the effects of Austin Energy's rates on low-income customers, large amounts of information 
that could or should be public have not been provided, or have been provided late.  While withhold-
ing some of this information may be legally permissible under the Texas Public Information Act, the 
overall record exhibits a lack of transparency and responsiveness.  This record makes it more difficult 
for a responsible consumer advocate to get accurate information.  

Below are examples of how various types of public information have been blocked or delayed.

1. Throughout the entire time that I have been monitoring CAP, I have never been allowed to view 
specific CAP participant data for electric customers.  Rather, the information that I have obtained 
through Public Information Requests (PIRs) pertains to CAP participants that receive water and 
drainage utility discounts.  While many areas of the Austin Energy service territory overlap with 
these other 2 utilities, about 14% of Austin Energy customers live outside of Austin.  Many of these 
live outside of the water utility service territory, and probably all of them are outside of the drainage 
utility service territory.

Because of this, it is not possible for me or anyone else outside of a few employees at Austin Energy 
or the Auditor’s Office to ascertain if there is waste and misallocation of CAP electric discount fund-
ing in many areas outside of Austin.

This withholding of information has been justified by Austin Energy as protection of privacy.  Privacy 
laws for electric customers differ from those governing the water and drainage utilities.  However, 
to my knowledge: 1) there is no uniform standard or statute for privacy for Texas municipal electric 
utilities; 2) each utility and its governing body likely have great discretion as to how long such data is 
restricted.  

I believe that Austin Energy could devise a way to make some or most of this information transparent 
if it chose to.    

2. Since I am consistently denied specific information about out-of-city ratepayers receiving CAP 
benefits, on October 28, 2020, I requested a breakdown of CAP customers and expenditures by zip 
code (PIR #X007255-102820).  This would have been a proxy to see how out-of-city ratepayers were 
being treated by the program.  However, Austin Energy would not provide this information unless 
I paid for it, unlike other information that is provided at no charge.  As a volunteer who has already 
committed considerable time to the repair of this program (and whose advocacy has saved CAP from 
considerable amounts of misallocated funds over the years), charging for such information places an 
additional burden on this effort to ensure efficiency and accountability.

3. In this same October 28 PIR referenced above, I requested a list of personnel and salaries that 
worked on CAP, including the percentage of time each employee dedicated to the program.  Part of 
this was provided on November 28, 2020, but the percent of time per employee was missing.  I re-
quested this again on December 1.  

I was finally informed by Austin Energy on January 8, 2021 that the utility did not keep track of this 
information.  And I was only informed of this after repeated protests to the City's Public Information 
Office that my query remained unanswered.

The fact that an expensive program managed by one of the largest municipal utilities in the country 
does not keep track of its own administrative expenses is a glaring management oversight.  But I also 
feel that what I was finally told was inaccurate.  During discovery in the 2016 Austin Energy rate case, I 
was provided the same kind of information that the utility now claims it does not possess.
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4. In 2017, I was writing a public report about problems with CAP, and requested a breakdown of 
CAP expenditure by consumption tier (PIR #34490).  The request for information was similar to what 
is in the chart below based on data that I received on February 3, 2016 representing CAP expenditures 
that occurred in 2015.  The statistics in the chart were provided to me free, but when I wanted to use 
more current information, I was told that this information did not exist as a standardized report and 
would not be provided to me, even if I paid for it.  

5. On December, 5 2019, I requested unfiltered data on customer consumption (PIR #X004759 
-120519), and it was denied outright.  

I communicated at least 6 times with one of Austin Energy’s vice presidents to attempt to find a com-
promise that would provide some of this data, but was ultimately denied all of it.  Since much of the 
requested information was standard billing data where privacy could have easily been protected, I do 
not know what legal right the utility had to deny access.

6. In another December 2019 request (PIR #X004728-120419), I asked for a zip code breakdown of 
energy consumption by residential building type (single-family home, duplex, multifamily) that had 
been provided by Austin Energy at least twice before at no charge.  While this information request 
was not specific to CAP, it was relevant to challenging Austin Energy's statements about how its rates 
affected low-income customers.  However, Austin Energy wanted to charge me almost $1,200 for my 
more recent requests.  

7. On January 20, 2020, I sent a request to Austin Energy asking to simply confrm if 63 CAP partici-
pants with high real-estate assets were actually enrolled in the program and had been income veri-
fied, as well as a simple question about an administration rule (PIR #X005105-012020). This was not 
formally answered until February 28.

The response stated that it would take 9.5 hours of work, and sent a (pending) invoice of $171 in 
order to conduct this work.  Given that similar information had been provided to me in the past at no 
charge, I was stunned at the cost.

I sent a protest to the Cost Rules Administrator of the Texas Attorney General on March 9 protesting 
this cost.  This protest was assigned a complaint #827507.  

On December 17, I received a letter from the AG (dated December 14) stating that the City (Austin 
Energy) did not submit justification for the charges.  The AG's letter went further:

Accordingly, the city is required to conduct a sample test to determine the time necessary to locate information, 
compile information, reproduce information, and redact confidential information.  The city should use this test 
to recalculate the amount of labor necessary to complete tasks necessary to produce requested information.

Within 5 business days of receiving this letter, the city is required to notify the requestor in writing of amended 
charges, if any, to receive copies of the requested information in a statement that complies with section 552.2615 

PURPOSE AMOUNT PERCENT OF 
TOTAL

Customer Charge Waiver $5,011,460 47%
Tier 1: 0 - 500 kWh $373,609 4%
Tier 2: 501 - 1,000 kWh $1,443,478 14%
Tier 3: 1,001 - 1,500 kWh $1,589,965 15%
Tier 4: 1,501 - 2,500 kWh $1,683,960 16%
Tier 5: Over 2,500 kWh $543,849 5%
Total $10,646,321

CAP Electric Discount Distribution 2015
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of the Government Code.  

As of January 18, no such letter from the City was received by me. 

8. On March 14, 2020, I requested back-up documentation from two charts presented by Austin Ener-
gy at a public meeting (PIR # X005567-031420).  Similar to example 6 above, this information request 
was not specific to CAP, but it was relevant to challenging Austin Energy's statements about how its 
rates affected low-income customers.  

Even though this data was easily transferable as a spreadsheet file, it was not provided until May 8, 
2020, and only after repeated complaints to the City's Public Information Office.

9. On November 20, 2020, I requested information asking for energy-savings estimates for the Free 
Weatherization program (PIR #X007463-112020).  This was only partially answered on December 3.  I 
asked for more complete information the next day, but this request was still not fulfilled as of January 
18, 2021.
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Part 5: CAP Funds Spent on Free Weatherization

Austin Energy uses some of its CAP funding to provide a “Free Weatherization Program” to low-
income homes with up to $7,500 in energy saving measures.  In 2019, CAP funding for this amounted 
to $1 million.  

These measures include attic insulation, solar screens, caulking, and weatherstripping, duct ceiling, 
LED lamps, and air conditioner cleaning.  Due to political pressure to enlist more participation, eligi-
bility rules have been loosened.  Applicants are now allowed to have an improvement value of up to 
$300,000 (up from $250,000), and an income of 80% or less of the Travis County Median Household 
Income level.  The home can also be up to 2,500 square feet in size (up from 2,000 square feet).

However, these program rules come with several contradictions.

1. CAP discounts are meant to serve people at 200% of poverty, and about 1/6 of current participants 
must show proof of income (those who are not automatically enrolled).  Yet a 1-person household at 
80% of Median Income applying for Free Weatherization can make as much as $54,700 and still quali-
fy.  This income level is over twice as high as the maximum threshold for income qualification for bill 
discounts, which is $25,520 .  

Further, there is no concern about whether a weatherization applicant owns two or more properties, 
even though this is a large concern when qualifying for bill discounts.

The irony here is that the electricity discount is about $250 a year, but if a customer applying for Free 
Weatherization makes more than twice as much as a person qualifying for bill discounts (at the maxi-
mum income cut-off level), the Weatherization applicant can receive as much as $7,500 of free work.

2. Since one of the qualifications for this program is based on the improvement value of the home, it 
has the same bias towards Central Austin residents as the improvement value for income-qualifica-
tions under CAP.  As stated previously in Part 2 of this complaint, the Travis County Appraisal Dis-
trict often apportions most of the value of Central Austin homes to the land they sit on and not the 
structure itself.

3. The Free Weatherization Program income limit is based on Median Income.  The problem in using 
this metric is that Travis County has a relatively high Median Income due to the large percentage of 
high-paying professional jobs in the area.  One can have large discretionary spending and still live at 
80% of the official Median Income level.  As a comparison, many City of Austin employees make less 
than this.

4. Free weatherization rarely pays for itself in energy savings.  Though I am not aware of any recent 
analyses from Austin Energy quantifying its effectiveness by measuring bills, a Benefit/Cost estimate 
from 2019 showed that all-in costs (including the retrofit, administration, and marketing), will yield 
only 47¢ in savings for every $1 invested over the life of the installations.

In contrast, CAP discounts yield at least 92¢ per dollar invested when administration and marketing 
are taken into account.  (See Explanation on next page.)  CAP will yield about 94¢ per dollar when the 
new water discounts for master-metered apartments are added this year.  And since administrative 
costs are the same no matter how much additional discount is given, if the $1 million spent on free 
weatherization were instead used to increase CAP discounts, the incremental cost of transferring this 
money will actually yield $1 in savings per dollar invested.  Given the scarcity of CAP funds, it would 
seem a wiser choice to provide direct CAP discounts.

Designing qualification guidelines for this program under pressure may indeed result in more Free 
Weatherization participation, but this may not result in helping those that are truly in need of assis-
tance.
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Explanation for Administrative Cost Percentage Estimates:

Since Austin Energy did not provide complete information on 2020 staff salaries dedicated to CAP 
discounts, and since Austin Energy did not break out administrative overhead used specifically for 
bill discounts, these following estimates were used.
 
1) 2016 data provided in discovery for the Austin Energy rate case for 4 discount program employees, 
adjusting the salaries upward by 10% to account for inflation;
 
2) 2020 salary for a fifth person working on the discount program;
 
3) 2020 health benefits;
 
4) pension/FICA/Medicare benefits estimated by multiplying salaries by 27.65%;
 
5) office overhead for these employees estimated by multiplying salaries and benefits by 20%.
 
The cost for the data/administrative contractor who enrolls people on to the program, Solix, was 
used for FY 2019 since this was a “normal” (pre-pandemic) year. 
 
All these costs as well as the discounts themselves were provided by Austin Energy and/or the City 
of Austin.
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Part 6: Electric Discounts That Discourage Conservation

Austin Energy’s Residential electric rate structure is “progressive,” intentionally designed to charge 
more for greater amounts of consumption, as opposed to a “regressive” rate structure that charges 
less for greater amounts of consumption.  

Since low-income customers generally use less energy than high-income customers, this rate design 
helps the poor, and is also an incentive for energy conservation, which is a primary goal of Austin 
utilities.

CAP electric customers are granted a 10% discount on consumption no matter how much consump-
tion occurs.  This was temporarily raised to 15% in the last year due to a CAP surplus and the impli-
cations of the pandemic on the economy.  As currently structured, CAP not only discourages energy 
conservation, but diverts money that could be used to award consumers with low consumption a 
greater discount to consumers using more electricity.  In a sense, CAP is an inequitable equity pro-
gram.

Austin’s Residential rates have 5 tiers of consumption, with each larger tier being charged an in-
creased cost.  If the discounts for the top two tiers of consumption (1,501 kwh a month and above) 
had been eliminated and redistributed to all CAP participants in 2019, it would have allowed an 
increase of about $53 a year per CAP customer while at the same time incenting conservation.

It is worth noting of the top 10 public utilities in the U.S., Austin is one of only two utilities that fol-
lows this practice of giving discounts for unlimited consumption.  The rest have either flat discounts 
or no discounts other than charity-funded emergency assistance that is income qualified.

Austin Energy – Unlimited Consumption 
Jacksonville Electric Authority – No Utility-Funded Program
Los Angeles Water & Power – Flat Discount
Memphis Light, Gas, & Water – No Utility-Funded Program
Nashville Electric Service – No Utility-Funded Program 
PSEG Long Island – Flat Discount
Salt River Project – Flat Discount
Sacramento Municipal Utility District – Flat Discount
San Antonio City Public Service – Flat Discount
Seattle City Light – Unlimited Consumptions

Austin Water CAP discounts reinforce this point: discounts are not awarded for the highest (5th) tier 
of Austin Residential water rates.

Some people defend the practice of awarding discounts to higher users because they infer that deny-
ing discounts for high consumption would discriminate against households with larger numbers of 
people.  But increases in energy costs in larger households are not linear.  The most recent Residential 
Energy Consumption Survey by the U.S. Energy Information Administration (2015 data) shows that 
a 3-person household in the Southern U.S. spends only 17% less than a household with 6 or more 
people.
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CAP needs to concentrate on helping the most people with what it is essentially a limited pool of 
funding.  Giving larger discounts to lower-consuming households that make up the majority of par-
ticipants is the fairer way to distribute the money.

$0 $500 $1,000 $1,500 $2,000 $2,500 $3,000

1 member

2 members

3 members

4 members

5 members

6 or more members

Residential Energy Cost Per Home in Southern U.S.
(EIA RECS 2015)
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Information About Complainant

I have been an environmental activist and consumer advocate since 1977.  I was one of the original 
founders of Austin’s energy conservation programs in the early 1980s, and worked as a consultant or 
employee for the City of Austin’s energy conservation programs for 6 years during that decade.  One 
of my main projects at that time was to assist in establishing an effective program for Austin Energy 
customers in multifamily buildings, where many low- and moderate-income people live.  For many 
years, this was one of the only programs of its kind in the country.

I have worked on a number of policy reports and analyses related to resource management issues such 
as clean energy, solid waste and recycling, and air quality.  Since 1995, I have been editor of the Austin 
Environmental Directory, a comprehensive sourcebook of environmental issues, products, services, and 
organizations.

At one time, this author lived without adequate income, and it is viscerally upsetting for me to wit-
ness limited funding meant to assist people with low incomes that is being misspent, particularly when 
the problem has been well known and documented for over 6 years.
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