Electric Customer Choice

The price you pay for electricity provided to your home or business includes separate charges for the electricity you use (sometime called “generation” or “supply”) and the cost of distributing (or delivering) the electricity to you.  In Maryland, you have the option of selecting a supplier other than your electric utility to provide the electricity you use.  
If you elect to obtain your electricity from an alternative supplier, you will be charged for the electricity you use at the rate charged by your alternative supplier.  If you buy your electricity from your electric utility, you will pay the “Standard Offer Service” rate, which is determined by auctions supervised by the Maryland Public Service Commission.   

Whether you buy your electricity from an alternative supplier or your electric utility, you also will be charged by the electric utility for distribution services.  Distribution rates are fully regulated and must be approved by the Maryland Public Service Commission.  
If you choose an alternative electricity supplier, your electric utility remains obligated to deliver the power to your home over its poles and wires.  Your electric utility also must respond to emergencies, such as power outages and downed power lines, and will continue to read your meters.  You also may begin or continue to participate in “budget billing.”  If you are participating is a demand response program offered by your electric utility, you can continue to participate in that program.
Your Choice
You may be able to save money related to your power usage if you select an alternative supplier.  You also may wish to select an alternative supplier for reasons other than price.  For example, some alternative suppliers offer electricity supplied from renewable or “green” resources.  You are not required to move to an alternative supplier, and if you don’t, your electric utility will continue to provide you Standard Offer Service electricity.
Not every offer from electricity suppliers is the same.  You should carefully consider each offer and select one that suits your pattern of electric usage.
How to Find Offers 
· You may receive offers from alternative suppliers through the mail, via telephone solicitations, or through door-to-door salespersons; or

· You may search the supplier database available on the PSC’s website (www.psc.state.md.us) to find suppliers offering electricity in your area and their contact information; or

· The Office of People’s Counsel compiles a monthly chart comparing offers of alternative suppliers, which is available on its website, www.opc.state.md.us.
What You Should Know or Ask Before Choosing a Supplier
· Look at how much you pay for your power now.  Your electric bill provides the amount that you pay for your power from the electric utility, as well as known future prices, and you can use that information to compare the rates offered by alternative suppliers.  Remember that the charge you are comparing is the charge for the electricity supply.  Your electric utility will charge the same distribution charge whether or not you choose an alternative supplier.
· Ask the supplier for its license number (which should begin with “IR-”) and verify the license number though the database available on the Commission’s website, www.psc.state.md.us. 

· Ask to see the terms and conditions associated with the price that you are being offered.

· Ask whether the price is variable or fixed.

· Ask if there are different prices based on the length of the contract.

· Ask how to cancel the contract.

· Ask if termination fees or other penalties are imposed if you cancel the contract prior to its termination date.

· Ask if there is an automatic renewal (or “evergreen”) clause at the end of the initial term of the contract if you don’t affirmatively terminate the contract.  

· If there is an automatic renewal clause, ask if the price of the power changes for the renewal period and what the length of the renewal period is.

· Ask if there are different prices for using electricity at different times during the day.

· Ask if you must use a minimum amount of electricity per month or if there is an amount of electricity use per month that triggers any increase in price.

· Ask how the electricity is generated (from what source).

· Ask what documents you will need to sign and what information the supplier will need to supply your electricity.

· Ask how long it will take before the source of your electricity supply will be switched to the alternative supplier, and when you should see the change in rates for electricity supply.

· If you switch, indicate to the supplier whether you want to be billed for the supplier services through your electric utility’s bill or receive a stand-alone bill from the supplier.  (If you choose a stand-alone bill from the supplier, your electric utility would bill you separately for delivering the electricity to your home or business).

Review the Contract
Read the contract terms and conditions carefully prior to signing it.  If you decide to cancel a contract after you sign it, you may have to pay termination fees.  Pay attention to whether the contract is for a specific period, and whether there are termination fees if you cancel the contract prior to the expiration date.  Also note whether there is an “evergreen clause” that renews the contract for an additional period in the event you fail to give notice that you do not wish to renew the contract.  If there is an “evergreen clause,” you also should note whether the rates under the contract change in the event of the automatic renewal.

Fixed vs. Variable Pricing
A “fixed” price offer is one in which the price of electricity will be the same rate each month (for example 9.2 cents per kilowatt hour) for the contract period.  The price will not increase or decrease over the term of the contract.  If you know your typical monthly usage during the summer and winter months, a fixed price provides you some certainty about what the amount of your bill for electric usage will be.  If the market price of electricity increases during your contract term, you will not be subject to that increased price.  On the other hand, if the market price of electricity decreases during your contract term, you will not receive the benefit of the lower price.  
A “variable” price offer is one under which the price of electricity may vary month-to-month based on the wholesale price of electricity.  You may be unable to predict the amount of your bill for electric usage because the price may change.  Under variable pricing, you can benefit from any price decreases in electricity, but you may be adversely impacted if the prices rise significantly.
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