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Public Notice: Other People’s Money?

Actually, it’s yours. Do you know where it’s going?

Tweet & print [By write a letter

Last week | wrote about The Austin Environmental Directory 2017-18, a ninth-edition resource recently
released by utility and consumer watchdog Paul Robbins. This week Robbins is at it again, releasing
another long-awaited follow-up repont, titted Misguided Charity, charging that money from Austin
Energy's C Assi: Prog {CAP) — those voluntary contributions that utility customers can
make to defray costs for the needy, (*but also a percentage of every utility bill you pay) - is in some cases
going instead to weaithy property owners, and to subsidize wasteful consumption.

In a nutshell, Robbins had notified AE and City Council almost three years ago that *| had found its
automatic enroliment strategy was giving discounts to customers that had high-valued real estate assets.
... | had discovered over 1,100 CAP participants that had high real property assets; 66 of them owned or
co-owned over $1 million in real estate.” There was some attention and policy direction from Council, but
as of yel, there's been no change in the actual electric and water utility tariffs that would change the
participation guidelines.

In this new report, Robbins makes two major policy recommendations: First, that the program should
"verify that customers who live in properties with high improvement values really do have low incomes.
Council unanimously budgeted money for this in August of 2016 ... This could be enacted in a matter of
weeks.” Second, and perhaps even easier, would be for AE to eliminate the CAP discount for high-
volume electricity users — specifically the fourth and fifth tiers of consumption. “This is just wrong™
Robbins said in a separate email. "The practice encourages waste, while al the same time depriving the
average CAP participant of additional discount money.” He estimates this move alone could save the utility
some $2 million a year, enough to "increase the average electric discount of $250 a year by about $60."

He also asks for an audit of the CAP program, and a customer survey, and for a move toward phasing out
the automatic enroliment policy, and income qualifying all CAP recipients.

Appendices include a "Parade of Homes" — photos and stats on luxury homes that were receiving the
CAP discounts as of this January — plus a list of some 56 "CAP Customers With More Than $1 Million in
Real Estate Assets.” The report is being distributed to Council and others today, Aug. 3, and will soon be
available for download at www.environmentaldirectory.info.

Mayor Steve Adler was sufficiently fired up by this Fi
week's budget session highlighting the tax bite the

state of Texas is taking out of Austin property
taxpayers to fund the state's public school system
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property taxes are so high for Austin taxpayers. ...
Only four years ago, the state [of Texas] got a third
of what Austin got. ... Next year, for the first time, .
the state will be taking more than Austin gets. Our
property taxes are no longer a local property tax.
From this day forward, let's call it what it is, a
state property tax.” Accompanying charts
illustrate the $1,024 increase in state taxes on the seseall i
median Austin homestead in the last four years,
while AISD's take-home has actually declined.

Cumulative Propnny Tax thang!
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The Austin Animal Center is asking for folks to participate in their Summer Camp 2017 foster program.
With a lot of lost pets this time of year, the center is at capacity, and looking for folks to take an adult dog
or cal for a two-week sleepover camp. See full info at www.austinanimalcenter.org.

This year's sales tax holiday is next weekend, Fri.- Sun., Aug. 11-13, exempting most clothing, footwear,
school supplies, and backpacks priced under $100 from sales tax. See the full list at
www texastaxholiday.org.
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Favorite press release of the week: "Media Alert. 'Kentuckians for Coal' to Protest the Solar Eclipse
August 211" This is a real event, in Hopkinsville, Ky. | may have more on this story next week.

* Note: This item has been changed from the original, adding the p | in the first [ ph ta
clarify that the CAP funding comes not only from voluntary contributions, but pnmanly through utility rates
— in fact, Robbins says, "less than 1% of its budget comes from ¥ " M hite, “for
Residential customers in the Austin City Limits, CAP represents roughly 1.5 fo 2% of the total electric bill.”

Send gossip, dirt, innuendo, rumars, and other useful grist to nbarbaro@austinchronicle.com.



