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A cost-cutting measure -- substituting estimates for actual gas-meter readings -- is fueling anger and suspicion in customers already fuming about a big hike in their monthly bill from Pacific Gas and Electric Co. 

The utility contends that usage estimates are necessary in the wake of employee layoffs. There are seven fewer meter readers to read meters in the utility's vast coverage area. But some ratepayers suggest that their natural-gas consumption is being overestimated to fatten PG&E's coffers. 

PG&E denies this. But the suspicion itself is evidence that emotions are running high as consumers struggle to pay natural gas bills that are up 60 percent in one month. 

"People are panicked -- they're desperate," said Lynn Pesley, program manager for InfoLine Sacramento, a program that pairs up needy people with community resources. 

"For a lot of people, it's the first time they've had to go ask for help. It's a blow to their egos. They feel really squeezed. They can't believe their bills are correct." 

Pesley said 356 people have called InfoLine for help with utility bills this month -- double the number who called in December. 

Marryann Manji said she has turned off her heat in her Sacramento studio apartment after seeing her gas bill climb from $29 in December to $153 this month. 

"Anybody without big bucks in their pockets in Sacramento will have to go cold this winter," Manji said. 

A gas bill that jumped from $149 to $274 in one month prompts Nancy Jameson of Elk Grove to ponder leaving California. Her January bill was estimated, said the 55-year-old postal worker. 

"I was expecting an increase, but not nearly so much," she said Monday. "I called and asked why my bill was estimated, and I was told the meter reader was sick. When I requested that someone come out and read my meter, I was told that would take two to three weeks. A lot of good that does! 

"I'm really getting angry. And suspicious. Why start estimating bills right now -- just when the rates are going up so much?" 

PG&E customer Carol Radecki of Carmichael notes that an estimated bill has cheated her out of the cheaper "baseline" rate. And Karen Forster of Folsom suspects that her underestimated December bill was aimed at pushing up her bill when the rates skyrocketed in January. 

PG&E has said its practice of estimating usage so far involves about 84,000 customers, or less than 1 percent of the 8.5 million gas and electric meters read by the utility. 

PG&E spokeswoman Staci Homrig said utilities commonly use estimates when they can't reach a meter. But, she acknowledged, using estimated bills to save the utility money is unprecedented. 

"Our company is in a serious financial crisis," Homrig said. "We have to take prudent steps to address the crisis, including employee reductions. This is simply a question of not having enough bodies to walk the routes." 

PG&E finds itself in this predicament -- strapped for cash and in urgent need of $180 million -- because of poor estimates it made previously. It underestimated wholesale gas prices, then underbilled customers in November and December. As a result, January natural gas rates are 60 percent higher than December's and up 250 percent over a year ago. 

"Everybody gets suspicious when they take a sudden hit," said A.G. Block, executive editor of the California Journal, a political monthly magazine based in Sacramento. 

Block said he didn't believe his own gas bill, which was based on an estimate. (In his case, family dogs kept the meter reader out of his Land Park back yard.) 

"I looked at the therms of gas we used in January a year ago, and they were virtually doubled in this bill," Block said. "So I went out and read the meter -- and then I paid what I thought the bill should be." 

It's one thing if the ratepayer himself is responsible for an estimate being used, Block said. 

"If part of the responsibility is mine -- they couldn't get into my back yard, then OK," he said. "But it's very different if it's a new PG&E policy to use estimates instead of readings. 

"On what are they basing these estimates? Can they just estimate and bloody well do what they want? It makes me think: When they overestimate, they get the money up front. Yes, they'll pay you back eventually. But meanwhile they have your money." 

The estimates are based on a standard formula, said Homrig. 

"We look at the customer's previous month's usage," she said. "Then we look at other customers in the same climate region and same class. We see how much their gas usage increased in the current month, and we add that percentage to the customer's previous month. And that's the estimate." 

Such an estimate doesn't take into account, of course, the fact that the customer may have been out of town for three weeks. Or may have been shivering with a thermostat turned down 15 degrees. 

"Every customer who feels we overestimated their usage should give us a call, and we can address it," Homrig said.
