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I.	INTRODUCTION

	Pursuant to Rule 77 of the Commission’s Rules of Practice and Procedure, the Coalition of California Utility Employees (“CUE”) submits these comments on the Proposed Decision of Commissioner Bilas (“PD”).  
We applaud Commissioner Bilas and ALJ Biren on their efforts to put the brakes on an ill-advised and untimely drive towards natural gas deregulation.  We wholeheartedly agree with the PD’s findings that:
· “the benefits of … restructuring to enhance competition are speculative, particularly at this time” (PD, p. 10);

· “open[ing] the gas market further … invites manipulation as well as innovation” (PD, p. 34); and that

· “[i]n light of the present crisis arising from high electric rates in post-rate freeze San Diego, we are reluctant to make changes that have the remotest possibility of leading to even higher rates” (PD, p. 47).

However, while the PD expresses appropriate sentiments, it would still further deregulate the natural gas market, even though that market is already failing California consumers.  The record in this proceeding was developed prior to the current extraordinary and unexplained increases in California’s natural gas rates.  These rates greatly exceed those of our neighbor’s.  Therefore, the Commission has not adequately explored in this proceeding whether any of the changes proposed in the PD would exacerbate outrageously high natural gas prices in the current California market.  California’s electric markets are already reeling from a rush to deregulation without full examination of the potential consequences to consumers.  The Commission should not make the same mistake here.  
The Commission does not have any evidence before it that the PD’s proposals to change the structure of the core aggregation program and implement billing credits would not adversely affect core customers and retail rates in the current market.  (See PD, pp. 90-105.)  With regard to changes to the core aggregation program, the PD finds that:
Given the very low rate of penetration into the residential core customer market, we do not believe that dispensing with either the [core aggregation program] cap or the threshold will make a significant difference.  … Under current market conditions, we do not think that there will be a mass exodus from utility bundled service.  (PD, pp. 95-96 (emphasis added).)  

However, there is no evidence supporting these beliefs.  In fact, given current high natural gas rates, customers may very well flock to unscrupulous core aggregators offering unsustainable deals.  The PD acknowledges that consumers are not protected from these unscrupulous aggregators until the Legislature enacts consumer protection rules (which it may or may not do).  (See PD, pp. 98-99.)  The PD also acknowledges that “[i]n Georgia and elsewhere, companies in competition with the utility have gone bankrupt, had billing problems and otherwise failed to deliver needed gas at the prices offered.”  (PD, p. 98 (footnote omitted).)  At the very least, the PD puts the cart before the horse by subjecting consumers to potentially fraudulent actors without having the means to protect them.   
	Similarly, the PD proposes to allow utilities to provide billing credits in order to encourage retail competition, but the Commission provides no protection for consumers from fraudulent billing practices.  Other states have experienced problems in the area of billing that should be addressed first, not after problems have occurred.  The PD’s backward approach, again, reflects the ill-founded assumptions about deregulation that prompted the current electric crisis.  It should not be repeated here.      
The PD recognizes that the Commission should not make any changes at this time “that have the remotest possibility” of leading to higher gas or electric rates.  (PD, p. 47.)  We urge the Commission to heed this warning and reject the PD’s proposals for changes to the core aggregation program and billing systems.  Now is not the time to make changes to the natural gas market with consequences that are unknown and unexamined.    
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