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LOS ANGELES, Nov 17 (Reuters) - Southern California Edison said Friday it has filed with state regulators to raise its customers' electricity rates by 9.9 percent, effective the start of 2001, as part of a five-year stabilization plan.

The Rosemead, Calif.-based utility, a unit of Edison International, said the rate hike would increase a typical customer's bill by $5.50 a month. 

Low income households, who account for about 500,000 of the utility's 4.3 million customers, would have a smaller 4.95 percent rate increase, representing $2.15 a month.

Rates would then increase again at the start of 2002 when a 10 percent discount, introduced as part of the legislation which deregulated the state's electricity industry, is due to expire, the utility said.

The five-year plan is also designed to allow Southern California Edison to recover the money it paid buying power on behalf of its customer this year which it has been unable to pass on because of a rate freeze introduced as part of the state's deregulation plan.

"We think it is appropriate that the customers pay for the energy they consume," said Southern California Edison senior vice president John Fielder.

Southern California Edison said earlier this week that since June 2000 it has paid out $1.2 billion more to purchase wholesale electricity than it has been able to recover in retail rates. It noted the deficit was continuing to grow.

Wholesale power costs in California have skyrocketed this year, partly due to surging demand linked to a buoyant economy that is outpacing available supplies. No major power plants have been built in California during the past decade.

The utility said the plan allows rate adjustments every six months from the start of 2003. If undercollections at that time exceed $1 billion rates would be raised a further 2.5 percent. There would then be further 2.5 percent increases every six months until the deficit shrunk below the $1 billion level.

Southern California Edison said if a rate stabilization plan is not approved then customers bills would pay a different price each month, depending on wholesale prices, leaving them vulnerable to the kind of prices spike seen in San Diego earlier this year.

Customers of Sempra Energy subsidiary San Diego Gas&Electric, who became the first in the nation to pay free market rates without a safety net, saw their rates triple earlier this year sparking a massive public outcry in the southern Californian city.

State legislation subsequently temporarily capped rates in San Diego. 
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