
A new power experiment for Westchester begins in May
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In May, the group Sustainable Westchester will flip the switch on an experiment in
buying power that has never been tested in New York State, but could prove to be a
crucial element of Gov. Andrew Cuomo's Reforming the Energy Vision plan.

The group has corralled more than 20 municipalities into a buying bloc that allows them
to purchase power on the wholesale market at more competitive rates than individual
customers. The process, called "community choice aggregation," promises two basic
advantages for the 112,000 homes and businesses that have signed on: cheaper and, for
the most part, cleaner power.

"We were able to negotiate extremely beneficial terms," said Mike Gordon, an energy
consultant who has been among the leaders of the effort. "It's kickVass good."

The group has secured contracts with ConEd Solutions, Con Ed's alternative power
subsidiary, in the part of Westchester Con Ed serves. Homes and businesses served by
New York State Electric and Gas will contract with the company Constellation.

ConEd Solutions customers will pay a fixed price for two years that represents a savings
of 5 percent to 8.8 percent over the average bill from the last 12 months. Customers in
the NYSEG territory will save between 8.5 percent and 10.5 percent.

The varying rates represent whether customers have opted for green power or a more
traditional mix. Roughly 60 percent of the municipalities that have signed up have opted
for green power. And while clean energy is still cheaper than a typical utility, traditional
power prices are still less expensive.

The Public Service Commission has supported Sustainable Westchester's efforts as it
seeks new ways for New York customers to buy power. But if the end result is customers
still using power generated by fossil fuels, it will not advance the governor's goals of
dramatically reducing carbon emissions in the power sector.

Gordon said converting more customers to clean power will be a central focus in the
coming years.

"We have so much work to do over the next three years," he said. "It's critically
important to communicate that, at least on the renewable side, there is a lot of work yet
to be done."
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The contracts, as described by Gordon, represent very little risk for those who have
signed on. At any time, if Sustainable Westchester identifies cheaper or cleaner power,
it can opt to purchase it and recover the difference in price.

If customers are able to shave the power they use during peak hours they can also
recover that savings.

"If we actually, as a community, reduce our consumption during the one peak hour that
determines 20 percent of our cost ... then the supplier agrees that they'll sell the excess
product back onto the [grid] and reduce our rates the following year," Gordon said.

Sustainable Westchester got the go ahead from the PSC to begin aggregating power in
February 2015 after several months of petitioning.

"It's obviously an area we are exploring and we are going to work on it," PSC chair
Audrey Zibelman said at the time. "I look forward to continuing to see this project
develop."

Of the 112,000 customers, roughly 10 percent are businesses. After a year, the group
will have a much better picture of the process and its relative success or failure. But
as May 1, the first official day of the experiment, approaches, organizers are feeling
bullish about the project.

"We're just giving them one gift after another," Gordon said of the customers. "Over the
next three years, it will be our intention to bestow gift after gift after gift."

To view online:
http://www.politico.com/states/newVyork/albany/story/2016/03/aVnewVpowerV
experimentVforVwestchesterVbeginsVinVmayV032562
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