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Good morning.  My name is Charles Acquard and I am the Executive Director of the National Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates (NASUCA). NASUCA has over 40 member offices around the United States and for over 30 years has actively promoted the rights of utility consumers at the State and Federal level.  OPUC is one of our best and most active members.

I am delighted to be back home in Texas to wholeheartedly support the recommendation of the Sunset Staff Report that OPUC be continued for another 12 years.  Since its founding in 1983, OPUC has an outstanding record of service to the people of the state of Texas and has been a leader at the national level with its work with NASUCA on issues that directly affect the utility ratepayers of Texas.  

As you know, OPUC, like other utility consumer advocate offices across the country, have a unique and critical role to play to ensure that consumers are given a fair deal when it comes to utility services.  The Texas Public Utility Commission, like its brethren in other states, is charged with representing the broader “public interest” and thus must balance the interests of all stakeholders before it.

That is a very tough job particularly when only one side of the story is heard. 

We all know that the larger stakeholders – industrial customers and the utilities themselves – are, and always have been, well represented before public utility commissions.  Before the establishment of consumer advocate offices, residential and small business consumers were barely heard.  The balance was clearly out of whack and consumers footed the bill.

In Texas, the necessary balance to proceedings before the TPUC has been provided by OPUC since its establishment in 1983.  For the first 15 years or so, OPUC focused on consumer representation in utility proceedings at the PUC, State Office of Administrative Hearings and state and federal courts.  

But times have changed and so did OPUC. With the advent of restructuring in the electric and telecommunications industries in the 1990s, OPUC has continued these important activities but has expanded its role to meet the challenges of this new era.  OPUC has become an important conduit of information to consumers to help them make informed choices in these new markets.  Thru its community outreach and website, it has assisted consumers in resolving problems they may have with their local utility.  And, OPUC has aggressively provided consumers with protections against anti-competitive behavior by those who would manipulate these markets or engage in anti-competitive behavior.  

One thing that hasn’t changed for almost thirty years has been OPUC’s active participation in NASUCA.  NASUCA was formed in 1979 when a number of consumer advocate offices realized that many decisions being made at the national level have a direct impact on ratepayers at the state and local level.  So NASUCA was formed to address these issues.  We have been active on Capital Hill, at the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission and the Federal Communications Commission, and in the courts. All along OPUC has been an important leader and partner in all these efforts. 

What’s most impressive is that all this has been done with relatively very limited resources.  Like most consumer advocate offices, OPUC cannot be involved in every case or solve every problem.  But, the beauty of an agency like OPUC is that simply being at the table can make a whole lot of difference.  Taxpayers in Texas get a lot of bang for their buck with OPUC.
That’s why I so strongly support the Staff Report that would give OPUC – and the small business and residential customers it represents -- a seat at the table for at least another 12 years.  

Thank you and I’d be happy to answer any questions. 

