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Power Player

A Conversation with D.C. Public Service Commission Chairman Marlene Johnson

eregulation of utilities
is a given, according
o Marlene Johnson,

chair of the Washington, D.C.
Public Service Commission.

“The Federal Energy Regula-
tory Commission is going to
make sure deregulation comes,”
she says. “That’s the trend in the
industry—il you look at the gas
industry, for example, it's just
aboul here—and we can expect
similar changes in the electric in-
dusiry. The question is what
regulations the [ederal govern-
ment is going {o impose on the
companies involved.”

Johnson assumed the chair-
manship of the Public Service
Commission in December 1995;
her current term expires in June
1999. She has held several other
positions within the D.C. govern-
menl, including that of Legal
Counsel to Mayor Marion Barry
and Legal Counsel for the Com-
mitlee on Finance and Revenue
for the City Council. A nalive
Washinglonian, she earned her
BA degree from Boslon Univer-
sity and her law degree from the
University of Chicago. In addi-
iion 1o her various government
appointments, Johnson has also
held several positions in the pri-
vate sector.

In a recent interview with
AOBA, Johnson joked about
having to “get up lo speed” on
the utility industry (including
learning all the technical terms
involved). But as an attorney, of
course, she’s had a great deal of
experience with hearings—and
that's one of her most important
responsibilities at the moment.
She is presiding over the
Commission’s hearings on the
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proposed merger between
PEPCO and Ballimore Gas &
Electric. The Commission's de-
cision on that issue will have
great repercussions for the cus-
tomers of both companies, and
{he Commission, says Johnson,
is looking at all aspects of the
proposed deal with a very criti-
cal eye.

“The ullimatle question is
whether the merger is in the
public interesi of the rate-pay-
ers,” she says, making a point
{0 siress that the inlerests of all
classes of ratepayers are being
considered. “To warrant our ap-
proval, the merger would have
to be in the best interest of both
residential and commercial us-
ers,” she says.

Although she admits that gov-
ernment entities have the ten-
dency to put the needs of resi-
dential customers first, she em-
phasizes that the Commission
will not lose sight of the commer-
cial segment of the market, in-
cluding AOBA members.

“] think rates make a differ-
ence to companies when they are

selecting a building for their of-
fices,” she says. “While utility
rates may nol make or break a
real estate deal, low rates are
helpful to creating an environ-
ment that is hospitabie to busi-
ness, and they are helpful in
combination with other factors
in attracting and keeping those
businesses here.

She notes, too, that PEPCO
currently offers some of the low-
est residential rates in the coun-
try and that its “ratepayer pro-
file” is very different than that
of BG&E.

“D.C. is very urban and while
Maryland does have major cit-
ies, il also has rural areas and
land available for development,”
she says. "So we have to ensure
that the consumers in both ju-
risdictions are going to benefit
if the merger takes place.”

If the merger is approved, the
Public Service Commission will
retain oversight responsibilily
for utility service in D.C.

The Changing Role of the
Commission

The other hot issue besides
the merger, of course, is the fu-
ture of deregulation. The deregu-
lation of the natural gas indus-
try is well under way—at least
at the generation level—and
Johnson expects that the de-
regulation of the electric indus-
try is not that far away.

“At first deregulation will be
only at the wholesale level, but
ultimately it will be at the retail
level too,” she says.

The Commission’s role will
also change as deregulation be-
comes a reality.

“] think the Commission’s fo-
cus is going to shift from rate
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regulation to consumer protec-
tion issues,” she says. “We'll also
be providing information so that
consumers can make informed
choices about their providers,
and we’ll also help resolve the in-
evitable disputes that will occur
between the ratepayers and the
new providers.” The major con-
cern of the Commission, she
says, will be ensuring reliability
of service in a deregulated envi-
ronment,

“The D.C. government has al-
ready passed a telecommunica-
tions law that makes it clear that
telecommunications companies
will be under the jurisdiction of

the Commission” explains
Johnson. She notes that part of
the Commission’s oversight will
involve setting standards for new
companies entering the market-
place.

“There will be a question of
what companies are entitled to
be in the markel—there are a lot
of new companies and we have
to be able to assess the likeli-
hood of those companies being
able to stay in the market and
lo serve the ratepayers,” she
says. “When we do say no to a
company, I'm sure we'll go to
Court, and than the reasonable-
ness of our standard will become
the issue.”
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Johnson believes that many
energy companies will be at-
tracted to the metropolitan
Washington market, and several
of them will most likely markel
both gas and electric services.
She also predicts that companies
will begin to offer a variety of re-
lated services, from energy con-
servation to appliance repair.

“The consumer is going to
have more choices in the future,
and 1 helieve, the costs will go
down because of the competitive
marketplace,” she says. “Cus-
tomers are going to want to be
assured of good service, how-
ever, not just lower rates.”

According io Johnson, there
are still many questions regard-
ing how lo assure thal qualily
service. She notes that the Com-
mission has slarted a natural
gas pilot project in which users
can select from different provid-
ers. “"We will be studying whether
rates go down, but also examin-
ing how we as a Cominission can
assure reliability,” she says. “For
example, we have jurisdiclion
over the gas ulilities here, bul
whal aboul the brokers—can we
also assure that ‘Company X' is
a reliable provider?”

The reliability question also
brings up the issue of “power
pooling,” and cooperalive ar-
rangements that currently exisi
between the ulilily companies in
regional areas right now.

According 1o Johnison, a new
arrangement for the Pennsylva-
nia-New Jersey-Maryland coop-
eralive is pending with the FERC
right now. She believes, however,
that even in a competilive mar-
ketplace, power pooling will con-
tinue.

But even with all the changes
occurring at both the federal and
state level concerning ulility de-
regulation, Johnson says the
main function of the D.C. Pub-
lic Service Commission will re-
main the same in the future: to
protect the interests of D.C. and
its ratepayers.
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