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Consumers Energy customers saved $38 million through energy efficiency last year; company stands to earn $8.5 million reward

Published: Monday, May 09, 2011, 6:00 AM
 By Chris Gautz | Jackson Citizen Patriot 

Consumers Energy is continuing to encourage people to use less energy, and says its customers saved about $38 million last year by using energy-efficiency measures.
“We continue to see strong interest from our customers,” said Terry Mierzwa, the utility’s executive manager of marketing, energy efficiency and research. “We’ve done a lot of work with our business customers and helped a lot of schools save money.”
The energy-efficiency effort stems from a 2008 energy law that pushed the state’s largest utilities to reduce electric sales by 5.5 percent and gas sales by 3.85 percent by 2015.
The Jackson-based Consumers works to meet the goal in a variety of ways, and those are funded by surcharges tacked onto customers’ bills. The monthly electric surcharge is about $1.35 for electric customers and $1.83 per month for natural gas customers.
Because the state’s mandate — that the utility sell less of its product — runs counter to what a business normally does, Consumers receives a financial reward for meeting the goals set in the law.
This year, that prize is expected to be worth $8.5 million. The money comes from the customer surcharges.

In 2009, Consumers earned $5.7 million for exceeding all of its goals and targets, but the Michigan Public Service Commission has not yet approved the request to grant the reward.
Mierzwa said the utility spent $56.5 million last year to encourage customers to use less energy. One of the most popular ways continues to be the sale of compact fluorescent light bulbs. The utility puts money toward their cost so they sell a lower price at several retailers. In 2010, 1.2 million CFL bulbs were sold through the program.

Another popular program is the “bounty” for customers who turn in working, full-sized secondary refrigerators and freezers, which people often keep in their basements or garages.
Customers receive $30. Mierzwa said they also save about $150 a year on average from no longer having that extra appliance plugged in. Residential customers also can benefit from rebates on energy-efficient furnaces and water heaters. Business customers have received rebates for installing more energy-efficient lights or putting in boilers or air-conditioning systems.
Last year’s efforts saved enough energy to supply electricity to 30,000 residential homes and natural gas to 9,700 residential homes, according to the utility. Aside from customers saving money, Mierzwa said the program helps local businesses, because the utility doesn’t sell furnaces or light bulbs. “We work with the people who do, and they get the business from these rebates,” he said.
Mierzwa encouraged those who have not taken part in any of the programs to do so, especially since they are paying for it each month with the surcharges. 
“They benefit even if they don’t participate, but they benefit even more if they do,” he said. For more information about Consumers Energy’s energy-efficiency programs, click here.
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