ANDREW SKWISH

Electricity deregulation marks new era for lllinois

By MARTHA RUSSIS

business tracks its energy use on the Internet and wants to figure out
how it can save money. Meanwhile, it’s got grainy cable TV reception,
and the cops aren’t happy that its ultra-sensitive burglar alarm is being

tripped unnecessarily.

One call to the electric company takes care of it all.

Welcome to the deregulated electricity market, where customer service isn’t a
fairy tale, power companies do more than generate juice and providers may aspire
to offer services beyond energy. Thanks to a law passed in December 1997, Illinois
will enter this brave new world in October. Envisioning a business opportunity,
some out-of-state electricity providers have targeted Illinois as a new market.

Believers in deregulation hope it will reduce
energy costs as much as 30%, according to some
studies. There’s also the local economic boost
that savings will trigger, with tens of thousands
of new jobs and increases in corporate earnings.

Critics fear that the free market will lead to
consolidation among utilities in the long run
and that competitive pricing will backfire. In-
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deed, complaints have emerged in some of the
handful of already deregulated states, such as
California. (See related story on Page SR16.)

And transition charges—fees that will be as-
sessed to switch electricity providers—will de-
ter many businesses from exercising their right
to choose.

“Clearly, the large commercial and industri-

al customers stand to benefit the most from
the movement toward electricity competition.
There will be the most price competition for
the big dogs,” says Howard Learner, execu-
tive director of the Chicago-based Environ-
mental Law and Policy Center, an industry
watchdog group.

Whether everyone else will prosper as much
remains to be seen, although three basic
things seem inevitable: Rates eventually will
drop; more energy services, such as detailed
usage reports, will be available, and cus-
tomers will be confused.

A timetable from the Illinois Commerce
Commission (ICC) says which companies can
choose their providers and when. On Oct. 1,
large commercial and industrial customers
that use at least four megawatts annually or
have more than 10 sites that use a total of 9.5
megawatts may choose. Other businesses will
be chosen by an ICC-run lottery. All other
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