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I. INTRODUCTION 

In this proceeding, the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio (“PUCO”) will 

implement its annual “Winter Reconnect Order.” The annual Winter Reconnect Order is 

intended to help at-risk Ohio families stay connected or be reconnected to electricity and 

natural gas service for heating during the cold Ohio winter. A loss of winter heating can 

mean terrible hardship and even loss of life for people. This relief is especially needed for 

the 2022-2023 winter given that many Ohioans are facing soaring energy prices, the 

highest inflation in forty years, and a re-surging pandemic. In fact, the Ohio Association 

of Community Action Agencies published a report on September 13.1 The report states 

that “The pandemic has created “lasting challenges” for low-income Ohioans, Ohio 

Association of Community Action Agencies (OACAA) Executive Director Philip Cole 

 
1 See Hannah News, "OACAA Releases Report of Pandemic’s Effects on Poverty, Discusses Potential 

‘Rebound’ with Intel", September 13, 2022 at 1 (Attachment 1); See also, the Ohio Association of 
Community Action Agencies, The State of Poverty in Ohio (September 13, 2022) (Attachment 2). 
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said Tuesday in releasing a report on the state of poverty that was also limited by 

pandemic effects on Census data collection. Thousands of people lost their jobs in Ohio 

during the pandemic . . .”2  

Ohio laws, specifically R.C. 4928.02(L), require the PUCO to protect at-risk 

Ohioans. 

Although the Consumer Parties requested that the PUCO publish (but the PUCO 

has not done so) a draft proposal for its 2022-2023 “Winter Reconnect Order,”3 the 

Consumer Parties nevertheless appreciate this opportunity to provide recommendations 

on the PUCO’s 2022-2023 Winter Reconnect Order.4 The Consumer Parties are as 

follows: the Legal Aid Society of Columbus (“LASC”), the Office of the Ohio 

Consumers’ Counsel (“OCC”), Ohio Poverty Law Center (“OPLC”), Pro Seniors, 

Southeastern Ohio Legal Services (“SEOLS”), and Legal Aid Society of Southwest Ohio, 

LLC (“LASSO”).5 

For consumer protections, the Consumer Parties recommend the PUCO 

incorporate the following recommendations into its Winter Reconnect Order are: 

1) Placing a moratorium on disconnections during the upcoming winter 
heating season or at least for part of it;  

 
2 Id. 

3 See Joint Procedural Motion for a PUCO Draft Proposal and a Public Comment Opportunity, Case No. 
22-668-GE-UNC (September 6, 2022) at 1. 

4 While the Consumer Parties file these comments jointly, each of them is appearing separately in their 
individual capacities.  

5 OCC is the statutory representative of Ohio’s approximately 4.5 million residential utility customers; 
LASC works to assist low-income and elderly individuals living in Columbus and Central Ohio combat 
unfairness and injustice, and to help people rise out of poverty; OPLC works to reduce poverty and increase 
justice by protecting the legal rights of Ohioans living in poverty; Pro Seniors, Inc. provides education, 
advice, advocacy, representation and justice for seniors in Ohio through our three programs, all provided at 
no cost to clients; SEOLS is an LSC-funded legal services program whose mission is to act as general 
counsel to a client community residing throughout thirty rural counties in southeast Ohio and, as such, 
provide the highest quality of legal services to its clients toward the objective of enabling poor people to 
assert their rights and interests. 
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2) Permitting Ohio consumers to use the Winter Reconnect Order once per 

utility (meaning to allow separate uses of the Order for electric and natural 
gas. utilities) instead of the current limitation of using the Order one time 

in total and shifting the Winter Reconnect Order to bi-annual order that is 
also available during the summer months;  

3) Suspending consumer PIPP drops (removal from the PIPP Program and 
having arrearages added to their bill) resulting from consumer failure 
(through no fault of their own) to reverify their income; 

4) Delaying disconnection when a consumer is unable to secure an 
appointment with a community action agency for the Winter Crisis 
Program;  

5) All PIPP consumers, must be given the protection of the Winter Reconnect 
Order this winter because they are being billed for electricity in excess of 
the utilities’ standard offers; and 

6) Avoiding a result where expanded eligibility for electric PIPP Plus could 
have the unintended consequence of exposing even more consumers to 
higher prices for electricity (the generation commodity) and more frequent 
disconnections due to recent nonsensical and unlawful outcomes under 
R.C. 4928.54. 

 
These recommended protections will help many Ohio families, especially those 

low-income and at-risk population, stay safe during Ohio’s harshest weather.  

 
II. RECOMMENDATIONS 

A. To “protect at-risk populations…” under R.C. 4928.02(L), the PUCO 

should place a moratorium on disconnections during this winter 

heating season. At a minimum, the PUCO should order utilities to 

delay disconnection when a consumer is unable to secure an 

appointment for the Winter Crisis Program through a community 

action agency. 

The PUCO should place a moratorium on disconnections during this winter 

heating season to best protect consumers. A moratorium on disconnections during the 

upcoming winter heating season would help consumers in Ohio’s cold winters when gas 

usage is typically at its highest for those heating their homes with natural gas This relief 

is especially needed for the 2022-2023 winter given that many Ohioans are facing soaring 

energy prices, the highest inflation in forty years, and a re-surging pandemic. In fact, the 
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Ohio Association of Community Action Agencies published a report on September 13.6 

The report states that “The pandemic has created “lasting challenges” for low-income 

Ohioans, Ohio Association of Community Action Agencies (OACAA) Executive 

Director Philip Cole said Tuesday in releasing a report on the state of poverty that was 

also limited by pandemic effects on Census data collection. Thousands of people lost 

their jobs in Ohio during the pandemic . . .”7  

It can also be challenging for consumers to secure an appointment with their 

community action agency for help with winter heating (through HEAP, fuel funds, etc.) 

when demand for utility payment assistance or other assistance is high. This is especially 

the case in October/November when the Winter Crisis Program typically begins.8  

To help consumers, the PUCO should exercise its authority to order the Ohio 

electric and gas utilities to stop disconnections during this winter heating season. But at a 

minimum, the PUCO should order the Ohio electric and gas utilities to extend the 

disconnection date by an additional 15 business days. That means disconnections would 

be postponed by 15 days from the current 10-day disconnection date, under O.A.C. 

4901:1-18-06(B), to provide additional time for consumers to schedule an appointment 

with their community action agency. 

These protections should be available during the period covered under the Winter 

Crisis Program, or from October 1, 2022, through April 30, 2023, at a minimum. For 

 
6 See Hannah News, "OACAA Releases Report of Pandemic’s Effects on Poverty, Discusses Potential 

‘Rebound’ with Intel", September 13, 2022 at 1 (Attachment 1); See also, the Ohio Association of 
Community Action Agencies, The State of Poverty in Ohio (September 13, 2022) (Attachment 2). 

7 Id. 

8 The Winter Crisis Program (the Winter Reconnect Order) is issued annually by the PUCO on an 
emergency basis. The Program allows residential consumers who are disconnected or are facing 
disconnection to pay a maximum amount of $175 to have their service maintained or restored. 
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example, if a consumer contacts the PUCO call center after being unable to schedule an 

appointment for heating assistance or PIPP with an impending electric and/or natural gas 

disconnection, the PUCO call center staff should be empowered to contact the utility to 

stop a disconnection. Additionally, if a consumer contacts an electric and/or natural gas 

utility and advises they are unable to schedule an appointment with the community action 

agency, the utility should extend the disconnection notice by 15 business days from the 

10-day disconnection notice date. This change would help consumers struggling to keep 

their electric and gas on during Ohio’s coldest months. 

B. The PUCO should permit consumers to use the Winter Reconnect 

Order once per utility (electric and gas) during the winter months. 

The PUCO should also shift the emergency Winter Reconnect Order 

to a bi-annual Crisis Order—one that is available for electric 

consumers during the summer months from July 1 through 

September 30 and another one available to electric and natural gas 

consumers during the winter months.  

The PUCO should permit consumers to use the Winter Reconnect Order once per 

utility instead of choosing between reconnecting their gas or electric. Consumers who 

heat with electric and natural gas can face a disconnection notice at different times 

throughout the winter. In order to maintain electric and natural gas services, consumers 

should have the ability to use the Winter Reconnect Order for each utility—electric and 

natural gas—even if the disconnection notice does not occur at the same time. For 

example, a consumer could use the Winter Reconnect Order for natural gas in October 

and electric in January. This will help consumers stay connected with both electric and 

natural gas services to keep the home warm throughout the winter.  

It is also important to keep electric service connected during the summer months. 

Consumers rely on the electric service to run fans, window air conditioning, and central 

air conditioning to stay cool and mitigate heat-related health and safety concerns. From 
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June 1 through September 30, a Summer Reconnect Order would allow consumers to 

stop a disconnection of service or reconnect service by paying up to $175, once per 

electric utility during the summer cooling season. This protection would be in addition to 

the Summer Crisis Program provided by the Ohio Department of Development.  

According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), 

consumers can experience heath issues when the heat index reaches 90 degrees and 

above.9 The heat index combines the air temperature and humidity. A heat index that is 

90 degrees and above can cause health issues, which include heat stroke, heat cramps, or 

heat exhaustion possible with prolonged exposure and/or physical activity.10 As the heat 

index rises above 90 degrees, the likeliness of a heat-related illness increase. For these 

reasons, it is important to expand the Reconnect Order into the summer to keep 

households connected to electricity to stay cool and safe. 

C. The PUCO should suspend Percentage of Income Program (PIPP) 

drops due to the failure to reverify their income. And the PUCO 

should permit consumers to reenroll into PIPP who owe past due 

PIPP payments or accumulate an arrearage during the Winter 

Reconnect timeframe.  

During the winter, under current eligibility standards, it can be challenging for 

consumers to obtain an appointment with a community action agency to reverify their 

income when appointments are scarce due to consumers scheduling an appointment for 

the Winter Crisis Program. Currently, consumers face being dropped from PIPP if they 

are unable to reverify their income. This can happen if the consumer does not have 

internet access to apply online or if they need assistance applying. There is little way to 

 
9 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, https://www.weather.gov/ama/heatindex.  

10 Id.  



 

7 

stop disconnection because the community action agencies would not have yet processed 

an application due to a backlog, through no fault of the consumer. This is a problem for 

PIPP consumers that needs to be resolved now.  

Now that the eligibility requirements are being expanded to 175% of poverty 

guidelines, the volume of applications will increase, placing additional demands on 

community action agencies. The PUCO should suspend PIPP reverification drops of 

consumers from the program. Any past due balances or arrearages should be rolled into 

the arrearage at the time the consumer is enrolled into PIPP from October 1, 2022, 

through April 30, 2023 (or during the Winter Reconnect timeframe). 

This consumer protection is especially important since consumers could be 

dropped from the PIPP Plus Program while waiting on their application to be processed 

by social service agencies. Some processing has been taking several months. 

Unfortunately, consumers can be dropped, through no fault of their own, because of the 

demand to schedule an appointment due to under-staffing and other issues. Suspending 

reverification drops and permitting reenrollment to consumers with an overdue PIPP 

payment or arrearage will go a long way toward helping Ohio’s poorest consumers stay 

warm this winter. This recommendation will also assist the newly eligible consumers get 

verified. 

Also, when a former PIPP consumer utilizes the Winter Reconnect Order, the 

consumer should have the ability to reenroll into PIPP and have all unpaid balances 

transferred to the PIPP arrearage. Consumers would start their monthly PIPP payment the 

next billing cycle. 
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More fundamentally, the PUCO should solve in this case the issue of delays in 

service providers’ enrollment of Ohioans in the assistance programs such as PIPP Plus. 

The goal of the programs is to actually get assistance to people who need it—and not 

merely to have a good program on paper. As part of solving these issues, the PUCO 

should be identifying the frequency, magnitude, and impact of any backlogs and delays 

on Ohio families who are seeking assistance. And the PUCO should identify any resource 

issues such as under-staffing and overstressing of social service agency resources. 

There should not be a single Ohioan who qualifies for PIPP lose the protection 

this program affords because the system cannot accommodate the demands placed upon 

it. The system needs to adapt to ensure all consumers who qualify are protected. The 

Consumer Advocates’ recommendations would help address the issues facing the 

Community Action Agencies this winter and protect the at-risk consumers who need 

PIPP protections.  

D. The PUCO should require on a monthly and annual basis, that the 

electric and natural gas utilities report the number of disconnections 

and reconnection by zip code to the PUCO, OCC, and the ODOD. 

Supplying the PUCO, OCC, and ODOD with monthly and annual disconnect and 

reconnect data can help identify communities where consumers are at a greater risk for 

electric and natural gas disconnections. Electric and natural gas utilities should expand 

the existing monthly PUCO PIPP reports to include disconnection and reconnection data 

by zip code. In addition, the electric and natural gas utilities should include disconnection 

and reconnection data by zip code in their Annual Disconnection Report filings. This data 

would permit a proactive (or preventative—i.e., protect consumers before the harm 

occurs) approach to helping low-income consumers from being disconnected in the first 
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place as opposed to the reactive (i.e., trying to help consumers after they have been 

harmed by a disconnection for example) approach now in place. 

E. All PIPP Plus consumers, including newly eligible PIPP consumers, 

must be given the protection of the Winter Reconnect Order this 

winter because they are being billed for electricity in excess of the 

utilities’ standard offers.  

Low-income PIPP consumers are vulnerable to poverty, food and housing 

insecurity, inflation, and a resurging pandemic.11 They are at-risk. But electric PIPP 

consumers are being billed (for June 1, 2022 to May 31, 2023) in excess of what 

consumers are being billed on the electric utilities’ standard service offer.12  

Past eligibility for PIPP benefits had been limited to households with incomes 

below 150% of the federal poverty guidelines.13 But, on July 27, 2022, Governor DeWine 

expanded PIPP eligibility to include households up to 175% of the poverty guidelines, in 

Executive Order 2022-12D. We appreciate the Governor’s good intentions for Ohioans.  

But those good intentions have been compromised by the results of the PIPP 

electricity auctions. There, the results of bidding by energy marketers exceeds the 

applicable utility’s standard offer price. This outcome is unlawful per R.C. 4828.542. So, 

unfortunately, expanding people’s eligibility for PIPP to 175% of federal poverty 

guidelines exposes more at-risk consumers to higher electricity charges. 

 
11 See Note 1. 

12 Those excess charges (based on estimates and projections) for the year ending May 31, 2023, are as 
follows: AEP ($1,154); DP&L ($584); Duke ($1,289); CEI ($324); Toledo Edison ($321); Ohio Edison 
($329). These estimates are based on usage of 1,100 kWh per month and incorporate summer/winter rate 
differentials. 

13 See O.A.C. 122:5-3-02(B). 
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In addition, there are strict requirements for payments to be made in-full and on-

time for PIPP consumers to avoid accumulating arrearages (i.e., debt).14 If their 

arrearages become due, it is difficult to imagine where people who lack money will find 

the money to pay off such increases to their utility debt.  

For the period June 1, 2022 through May 31, 2023, OCC projects (based on 

various assumptions) that PIPP consumers will be billed the following amounts in excess 

of the utilities’ standard offers. These are unconscionable additional charges and debt for 

consumers who lack the money to get out of debt.  

 

Table 1: Annual Excess Electricity Charges to PIPP Consumers Above the Utilities’ 

Standard Offers 

 

Utility 

Higher 

Rate 

Increment 

Monthly 

Excess 

Charge at 

1,100 

kWh 

Total 

Months Subtotal 

Annual 

Total 

Excess 

Charge 

    1100       

Ohio Power (AEP 

Ohio) $0.087450 $96.20 12 $1,154.34 $1,154.34 

AES (Summer) $0.048603 $53.46 5 $267.32   

AES (Winter) $0.041103 $45.21 7 $316.49 $583.81 

Duke (Summer) up 

to 1,000 kWh $0.099869 $109.86 4 $439.42   

Duke (Winter) up to 

1,000 kWh $0.099869 $99.87 8 $798.95   

Duke (winter) above 

1,000 kWh $0.063439 $6.34 8 $50.75 $1,289.13 

CEI (Summer) $0.018681 $20.55 3 $61.65   

CEI (Winter) $0.027503 $30.25 9 $272.28 $333.93 

OE (Summer) $0.019065 $20.97 3 $62.91   

OE (Winter) $0.027887 $30.68 9 $276.08 $339.00 

TE (Summer) $0.018413 $20.25 3 $60.76   

TE (Winter) $0.027235 $29.96 9 $269.63 $330.39 

 

 
14 O.A.C 122:5-3-04. 
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But fixing the problem going forward is just part of what is needed for electric PIPP 

consumers. They need help now. The Winter Reconnect Order is more important than 

ever given the increased charges these at-risk consumers are facing.  

F. The PUCO should avoid a result where expanded eligibility for 

electric PIPP Plus could have the unintended consequence of exposing 

even more consumers to higher prices for electricity (the generation 

commodity) and more frequent disconnections due to recent 

nonsensical and unlawful outcomes under R.C. 4928.54.  

The Ohio Department of Development (“ODOD”) is primarily responsible for 

electric PIPP Plus, but the PUCO has a role in the electric program. The PUCO should 

work with ODOD to avoid a result where expanded eligibility for electric PIPP Plus 

could have the unintended consequence of exposing even more consumers to higher 

prices for electricity (the generation commodity) due to recent nonsensical and unlawful 

outcomes under R.C. 4928.54. There, PIPP Plus consumers of AEP Ohio and AES Ohio 

(DP&L) were charged more in 2021 for electricity than were non-low-income standard 

offer consumers.15 As discussed above, for 2022, the electric PIPP Plus consumers of all 

the Ohio electric utilities may be unlawfully charged more than non-low-income standard 

offer consumers.16  

The PUCO should work with ODOD to avoid a result where expanded eligibility 

for electric PIPP Plus consumers could have an unintended consequence. That 

consequence is additional low-income consumers could pay more for electricity than 

 
15 In the Matter of the Application of the Ohio Development Services Agency for an Order Approving 

Adjustments to the Universal Service Fund Riders of Jurisdictional Ohio Electric Distribution Utilities, 
Case No. 21-659-EL-USF, Consumer Protection Comments by Office of the Ohio Consumers’ Counsel at 
4-5 (July 6, 2021). 

16 In the Matter of the Application of the Ohio Department of Development for an Order Approving 

Adjustments to the Universal Service Fund Riders of Jurisdictional Ohio Electric Distribution Utilities, 
Case No. 22-556-EL-USF, Consumer Protection Comments by Office of the Ohio Consumers’ Counsel at 
6 (July 6, 2022). 
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non-low-income consumers because of R.C. 4928.54 (or how it’s currently implemented 

by ODOD and the PUCO).  

The law (R.C. 4928.54) (or the PUCO and ODOD implementation of the law) is 

turning against low-income PIPP consumers. It is resulting in higher electricity charges 

than for non-low-income consumers on the utilities’ successful and competitive standard 

offers. That is an absurd result. Action is needed very soon to avoid more harm for low-

income Ohioans.  

The PUCO should not allow higher charges to PIPP consumers than what they 

would pay were they not in the PIPP program. And through the Winter Reconnect Order, 

the PUCO should protect these consumers from being disconnected during the winter 

months. 

 
III. CONCLUSION 

The PUCO’s annual Winter Reconnect Order has been a lifeline for low-income 

consumers and families during Ohio’s coldest months. We are grateful for the program 

and to those who originated it and have maintained it for many years. But given soaring 

energy prices, housing/food/energy insecurity, high inflation, and a re-surging pandemic, 

there is more to be done to help at risk Ohioans. The changes we are recommending 

should be adopted to further protect consumers and their families who need a helping 

hand.  
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Ohio Consumers’ Counsel 
 
/s/ Ambrosia E. Wilson 
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/s/ Stephanie Moes  
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CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE 

 I hereby certify that a copy of these Consumer Protection Comments was served 

on the persons stated below via electronic transmission, this 14th day of September 2022. 

 /s/ Ambrosia E. Wilson 

 Ambrosia E. Wilson 
 Assistant Consumers’ Counsel 
 
The PUCO’s e-filing system will electronically serve notice of the filing of this document 
on the following parties: 
 

SERVICE LIST 

 

john.jones@ohioAGO.gov 
 
Attorney Examiner: 
james.lynn@puco.ohio.gov 
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