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What are Publicly-Owned 
Utilities (POUs)?

• Authorized by state law
• Government entity (city, county, town, state dept. or 

special district).
• Customer-owned
• Usually not regulated by state utilities commissions
• Usually have autonomous budgeting and rate-setting 

authority
• Own and operate generation, transmission and 

distribution systems for electricity/gas/water



Who are POUs?

• Over 2,000 public electric utilities in US
• Serve 43 million customers
• Wide range in size: 

– LADWP serves 1.4 million customers
– Whalen, MN serves 64 customers
– 1,400 serve less than 10,000 customers

• Some very active and innovative in energy 
efficiency, but large number have no EE 
programs.



POUs are Subject to State and 
Federal Regulation

• California laws effecting energy efficiency: 
– POUs must treat EE as a resource and include in 

integrated resource planning process
– Must capture all cost-effective EE before 

considering new supply
– Must set 10-year EE goals ever three years and 

report progress toward goals annually

• These laws don’t necessarily constrain POUs’
ability to pursue behavior-change programs



Municipal Utilities Must Meet 
Self-Imposed Requirements

• Oversight of elected boards or appointees
– Set strategic goals and directives
– Subject to political forces, conflict-averse
– Pressure to keep rates low

• Scrutiny of resource planners
– Want EE to look like a power plant
– Skeptical of impacts from behavior change
– More comfortable with “concrete and steel”

solutions



New Behavior Programs at SMUD:
Branded Awareness Campaign



New Behavior Programs at SMUD:
Power Cost Monitors



New Behavior Programs at SMUD:
Home Electricity Reports



New Behavior Programs at SMUD:
Green Social Networking Site



Challenges

• Burden of proof for behavior programs is very high
– Short history in EE
– Requires thinking completely differently about persistence of 

energy savings
– Expectation of similar precision as with monitored equipment 

that has 10+ year average life

• But…
– This has been done in health education and other fields
– There is HUGE potential energy savings out there
– Low cost compared to equipment change-outs may 

compensate for reduced certainty of impacts


