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The Energy and Policy Institute

● National utility watchdog and research nonprofit organization, exposing 
utility misbehavior and attacks on clean energy

● Publish reports and research on cost recovery of political and other 
inappropriate expenses

● Research also focuses on utility political influence, disconnections, 
disinformation, and more:

○ Powerless in the U.S. – Utilities Shut off Power 5.7 Million Times Since 2020, 
January 2023

○ Utility front groups spending on disinformation advertising, September 2022
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https://energyandpolicy.org/utility-disconnections-in-the-united-states/
https://energyandpolicy.org/utility-front-groups-spending-on-disinformation-advertising/


The Energy and Policy Institute

Key research on cost recovery of political and other inappropriate expenses:

○ Power Trip: How utilities use customer money to fund lobbying, corporate 
branding, and luxury lifestyle expenses, December 2024

○ Getting Politics Out of Utility Bills, January 2023
○ Paying for Utility Politics: How ratepayers are forced to fund the Edison Electric 

Institute and other political organizations, May 2017

EPI has provided expert testimony advocating for removal of political advocacy 
expenses, including trade association dues:

○ Xcel Energy Minnesota gas rate case, 2024
○ CenterPoint Energy Minnesota gas rate case, 2024
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https://energyandpolicy.org/report-utility-lobbying-advertising-spending/
https://energyandpolicy.org/report-utility-lobbying-advertising-spending/
https://energyandpolicy.org/utility-political-machines/
https://energyandpolicy.org/utility-ratepayers-fund-the-edison-electric-institute/
https://energyandpolicy.org/utility-ratepayers-fund-the-edison-electric-institute/
https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/documents/%7BD020F88E-0000-C71F-90E8-236F07083E81%7D/download?contentSequence=0&rowIndex=22
https://www.edockets.state.mn.us/documents/%7B80C96892-0000-CD20-AEB5-8EF14029A683%7D/download?contentSequence=0&rowIndex=12


Customers Are Paying For Utility Corruption and 
Political Influence Machines

FirstEnergy used dark money groups to 
bribe officials to pass a coal/nuclear bailout 4



Our Latest Research: Power Trip

● EPI examined state and federal 
regulatory filings made by dozens of 
utilities over their past several rate 
cases, using key search terms to 
identify:

○ Lobbying expenses
○ Image-boosting ads
○ Extravagant expenses (i.e., private jets, 

spa visits, pro sports events)
○ Investor relations costs

● A first-of-its-kind look at the scope 
and scale of the problem
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Power Trip Findings

● Utilities routinely seek to charge 
customers for lobbying, corporate 
brand advertising, executive perks, 
and engagement with Wall Street.

● Utilities often succeed in baking such 
expenses into rates.

● Discovery questions and past rate 
cases can be instructive, and useful 
in fending off such charges.
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Lobbying Expenses

Despite a general understanding that lobbying expenses should be 
excluded from rates, such costs still routinely end up in rates.

● Not all utility employees who engage in political advocacy are 
registered as lobbyists, especially at the local level.

● Utility employees may ghostwrite letters supportive of utility policy 
positions for others to submit.

● Utilities may dubiously categorize political influence expenses as 
“community relations” or contract them out to “public affairs” firms.

● Utilities generally fail to provide detailed accounting of staff time spent 
on political influence activities.
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Lobbying Expenses

https://ctexaminer.com/2024/07/03/east-haven-east-hartford-letters-supporting-gas-rate-hikes-were-drafted-by-company/

https://energyandpolicy.org/maryland-utilities-lobby-against-electrification-policies/

https://energyandpolicy.org/xcel-carbon-free-future-mn/ 8

https://ctexaminer.com/2024/07/03/east-haven-east-hartford-letters-supporting-gas-rate-hikes-were-drafted-by-company/
https://energyandpolicy.org/maryland-utilities-lobby-against-electrification-policies/
https://energyandpolicy.org/xcel-carbon-free-future-mn/


Lobbying Expenses

● Identifying questionable expenses may require further information in 
the discovery process. Suggested requests may include:

○ An itemized list of all utility employees who engaged in lobbying or political 
advocacy, including their salaries, the amount of time (or proportion of time) 
they spent on lobbying and political advocacy activities during the test year, 
and the percentage of that compensation recoverable from ratepayers.

■ This helps clarify internal political advocacy activities and costs.
○ An itemized list of all expenses paid to vendors, identifying each payee and 

including the billing amount, billing date, and description of each expense 
sufficient to explain its purpose.

■ This helps clarify external political advocacy activities and costs.

9



Lobbying Expenses

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/25337644-ann-arbor-exhibits-u-21291/
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https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/25337644-ann-arbor-exhibits-u-21291/


Advertising Expenses

General findings:

1) Many states have some form of ad recovery prohibition – but there’s a 
lack of uniformity 

2) A significant utility expense   
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Advertising Expenses
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Advertising Expenses

In the 10-year period between 
2014 and 2023, the utilities 
that submitted FERC Form 1 
filings reported spending over 
$1.1 billion on goodwill or 
institutional advertising aimed
at promoting the utilities’ 
corporate brands.
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Ads Not Benefiting Customers Included in Various FERC 
Accounts (909, 913, 930.1)

14



Inappropriate Advertising Expenses: PR/Greenwashing, 
Swag, Sports Events
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Inappropriate Advertising Expenses: Institutional Ads 
Mixed with Recoverable Informational Ads
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Advertising Expenses 

Identifying questionable expenses may require further information in 
the discovery process. Suggested requests may include:

● What FERC Uniform System of Accounts number were they 
classified under?

● Who paid for the ad – ratepayers or shareholders?

● Provide copies of the actual ads and swag and receipts for each. 
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Extravagant Expenses

“When the shady details crammed into these filings 
emerge into the daylight, a lot of the proposed 
spending is questionable at best, and at times 
downright insulting to customers.”

–Michigan Attorney General Dana Nessel
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Extravagant Expenses

● Real-world examples of luxury lifestyle expenses EPI found in rate 
case filings include:

○ Memberships to exclusive clubs and golf courses
○ Private jet travel
○ Commercial travel upgrades to first/business class
○ Professional sports games
○ Massages
○ Celebration of a utility employee’s wedding
○ Ziplining for utility employees
○ Alcohol
○ Alcohol for a private jet pilot
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Extravagant Expenses

● Rarely obvious in utility rate case petitions, such costs often come to 
light only as part of intervenors’ specific questioning in the discovery 
process.

● Utilities commonly claim that recreational expenses are beneficial to 
ratepayers because they increase employee morale or productivity.

● Private jets, billed as an efficiency for executive leaders, have drawn 
the ire of customers and come under scrutiny in several states lately.

○ Not all trips appear to be directly related to business objectives; destinations 
may seem unusual.

○ Related costs passed to ratepayers can run into the millions of dollars.
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Extravagant Expenses

● Disputes over extravagant expenses in past cases may be instructive.
● In some states, data required as part of a petition may include 

relevant expenses as line-items.
○ Helpful search terms may include: “alcohol”; “aircraft”; “sporting”; “club 

membership”; “board of directors” AND “travel”; “board of directors” AND 
“lodging”

● Discovery questions can shed light these expenses
○ For expenses not listed in required filings:

■ An itemized list of [alcohol/aircraft/ticket/etc.] expenses, including date, utility 
employee associated with expense, detailed description of expense purpose, 
proportion charged to ratepayers, and specific benefit to ratepayers. 

○ For expenses listed in required filings:
■ Detailed explanation of [alcohol/aircraft/ticket/etc.] expense(s) listed in 

required filings, and the specific benefit to ratepayers.

21



Extravagant Expenses

 

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/25200760-evergy22-weathers-sr/#document/p10/a2594079 
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https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/25200760-evergy22-weathers-sr/#document/p10/a2594079


Wall Street Expenses

● Lavish expenses for board of directors members, including resorts, 
spas, manicures, travel, meals and lodging

● Investor relations units

● Meetings with Wall Street analysts

● Seven-figure liability insurance against shareholder claims
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Wall Street Expenses

● Lack of uniformity between PUCs on the question of recoverability 
(e.g., CT vs. MA) 

● It is resource-intensive for consumer advocates to identify problematic 
board expenses on a case-by-case (i.e., the line between “lavish” and 
“legitimate” is unclear) 

● Percentage cost-sharing between ratepayers and shareholders is 
imprecise and hard to justify
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Source: https://energyandpolicy.org/tracking-states-getting-politics-out-of-utility-bills/ 
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https://energyandpolicy.org/tracking-states-getting-politics-out-of-utility-bills/


Utility Accountability Legislation
1. Prohibitions: Prohibit cost recovery of all spending related to political influence, including:
 * Trade associations

 * Charitable contributions

 * Advertising, marketing, public relations, community relations

 * Lobbying and stakeholder engagement, issue advocacy, etc

* Attendance and participation in contested PUC proceedings 

2. Transparency: Annual line-item disclosure of political costs
* Enables regulators and public to catch abuses.

* States with lobbying, advertising bans don’t have data to

police them.

3. Enforcement: Automatic, minimum penalties
* Provides deterrence.

* Since states with existing bans do not fine violations, they continue.
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Source: 
https://energyandpolicy.org/new-laws-curbing-utility-political-spending-saving-ratepayers-millio
ns-of-dollars/ 
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https://energyandpolicy.org/new-laws-curbing-utility-political-spending-saving-ratepayers-millions-of-dollars/
https://energyandpolicy.org/new-laws-curbing-utility-political-spending-saving-ratepayers-millions-of-dollars/


In Connecticut, the law has saved ratepayers up to $9,738,302 from June 
2023 to October 2024 - costs they could have been on the hook for if not for 
the new law
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CT utilities still tried to recover - but PURA cited new law

Source: 
https://www.dpuc.state.ct.us/dockcurr.nsf/8e6fc37a54110e3e852576190052b64d/94c3ad1e058bacbf85258bd900
597466?OpenDocument 
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https://www.dpuc.state.ct.us/dockcurr.nsf/8e6fc37a54110e3e852576190052b64d/94c3ad1e058bacbf85258bd900597466?OpenDocument
https://www.dpuc.state.ct.us/dockcurr.nsf/8e6fc37a54110e3e852576190052b64d/94c3ad1e058bacbf85258bd900597466?OpenDocument


Source: https://coloradosun.com/2024/11/05/xcel-bills-executive-salaries-investor-relations-colorado/ 

Colorado PUC cited the new 
law to deny Xcel’s attempt to 
recover $750,000 in prohibited 
expenses 
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https://coloradosun.com/2024/11/05/xcel-bills-executive-salaries-investor-relations-colorado/


Consumer Advocates’ Support 

● “Some of these expenses are addressed in existing law and regulations, but 
HB960 would add clarity that would make the law actually enforceable [e.g. 
existing law does not define the term “lobbying”]. 

– From testimony by Molly Woods of Maryland Office of People’s Counsel before the MD Assembly Economic Matters 
Committee, 3/13/25 (source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-DUEXTlEsFU) 

● “There are monetary savings for customers but also a quantifiable way for 
shareholders to decide if they want to pay for those activities. SB291 has to 
be the most influential customer-focused bill we’ve seen in a decade or more.”

– Joe Pereira, Deputy Director of the Colorado Office of the Utility Consumer Advocate (Source: 
https://coloradosun.com/2024/11/05/xcel-bills-executive-salaries-investor-relations-colorado/) 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-DUEXTlEsFU
https://coloradosun.com/2024/11/05/xcel-bills-executive-salaries-investor-relations-colorado/


Key Takeaways

● Utilities routinely charge ratepayers for political expenses and lavish 
spending – though it’s often hard to verify without pinpointed probing.

● Consumer advocates play an important role in making these costs 
visible and ensuring they are not passed onto ratepayers.

● Utility accountability laws provide important tools for regulators and 
consumer advocates. 

● Legislation that prohibits cost recovery of political and other 
inappropriate expenses materially benefits utility customers.
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Questions?

Contact Information: 

Karlee Weinmann 
karlee@energyandpolicy.org

Itai Vardi
itai@energyandpolicy.org
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