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Letter of Comment 
 

Name (first and last): Nicholas Swart Date: September 20th, 2016 

 
Comment: Please specify the reasons for your interest in the proceeding, your views concerning the proceeding, 
any relevant information that supports or explains your views, the conclusion you support and any 
recommendations. The Commission may disallow comments that do not comply with the Rules of Practice and 
Procedure. 
 

Preamble 
 
It is with significant and not unfounded concern that I submit my comments to the BCUC regarding the RIB 
Rate Report Proceeding. Many (hundreds if not thousands) of electricity customers in British Columbia, myself 
included, have expressed valid concerns regarding the RIB rate structure to both the BCUC and the 
government, over many years, and those concerns have been ignored time and time again. 
 
As the BCUC is also well aware, Minister Bennett initiated a review of the RIB through a set of questions 
provided to the BCUC on July 6th, 2015, nearly 15 months ago. Yet electricity customers will face yet another 
winter of discriminatory pricing through the upcoming 2016/2017 winter. The needless delay in the review 
process is now becoming both worrisome and suspicious to say the least. 
 
In general it is difficult not to lose faith in the manner by which decisions regarding energy pricing in BC are 
made, and I believe I speak for many when I make this point. It is painfully ironic that while the customers of 
Fortis and BC Hydro are the ones that pay the electricity bills from our hard earned money, it appears that our 
views and concerns regarding electricity rates are considered to be of trivial importance. It is only in a 
monopolistic environment that such an absurd abuse of consumer rights can exist. 
 
Personal Background 
 
I hold a Ph.D. in Electrical Engineering from the University of Waterloo. I have worked in the semiconductor 
industry for nearly 20 years, and have spent much of that time working on algorithms and software for solving 
numerical problems on computer systems. In addition, I am an Adjunct Professor at UBC, Okanagan Campus, 
where I have taught various courses in Electrical Engineering.  
 
My wife and I have lived on our property for approximately 13 years. We have three children 
currently aged 8, 14 and 16. 
 
Background Related to the RIB 
 
When we built our home, the property where it resides did not have access to natural gas. That remains true 
to this day. We are not in a strictly rural area and live on a small holding 

 
 
In determining how best to heat my home while it was under design I considered several options. One was to 
bring natural gas from the end of the road to my property, but the cost quoted to me by Fortis was 
exorbitant. That left me with the choice of either heating with wood, or heating with electricity. Using wood, 
while the least expensive to operate, was an unappealing option not only because of the practical challenges 
involved in keeping a wood boiler running through the winter, but also because of the pollution it would 
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generate.  
 
That left me with one option, and that was to heat with electricity. In determining how to proceed, I reviewed 
Fortis’ current rate structure at that time and I noticed that they offered a time-of-use rate.  This caught my 
attention because I had intended to build our home on a concrete slab. Concrete slabs are excellent at holding 
heat due to their high heat capacity, and it occurred to me that I could heat the slab during those hours when 
rates were low, and then use that stored heat to keep the house warm during times when rates were high.  
 
I also reviewed the option of installing an air source heat pump, but there was very little air-source technology 
available at that time that could adequately supply the necessary heating load for in-floor hydronic heating, 
and even today that is still generally so. I also considered a ground source heat pump, but in my case the 
calculations did not lead to an acceptable payoff period (to be clear, there are many cases where ground 
source heat pumps are a good choice for heating/cooling homes that do not have access to natural gas). 
 
All things considered, I selected to use a hydronic heating system that heated a well-insulated concrete slab, 
along with the time-of-use rate structure that Fortis confirmed was on offer. In addition, my home was well 
insulated to current standards required at that time. 
 
It was to my absolute dismay that once the entire system was installed, Fortis then informed me that they 
would not give me access to the time-of-use rate structure they had on offer because the meters they had for 
that rate structure would not work with the higher-amperage service I had at my house. I even offered to buy 
a meter of their choosing for the purpose, but the company refused. After many hours of arguing I realized I 
would get nowhere. It was my first taste of what was to come. 
 
At that point I found myself with a system that was designed to work well within a time-of-use electricity 
pricing structure, and yet I had to operate it within a flat rate structure. I licked my wounds as the old saying 
goes, and accepted the fact that my heating bills would be higher than I expected. But at least they were 
tolerable – until the RIB was introduced (see next section). 
 
I would like to make three additional points regarding my home. First, the purpose of building on a slab, along 
with a tile roof, windows that open fully, and carefully placed awnings, was to allow the house to remain cool 
in the summer so air-conditioning would not be required. To this day we have not installed air-conditioning in 
our home, and for the most part the natural cooling works as expected. In the very hottest part of the 
summer we utilize fans to help cool the house. We consider the overall house design and its temperature-
regulating properties a substantial energy saving measure. Whereas many homes require 
significant cooling in the summer, ours does not. 
 
Second, radiant floor heating systems are efficient in that radiant heat generally feels warmer to the human 
body than warm air provided by forced air heating systems. A home with radiant heat can be run at a lower 
temperature than one with forced air heating and the occupants will still feel comfortable, all else being 
equal.  As such radiant systems tend to be more efficient than forced air systems. 
 
Third, our home has 7 different radiant floor zones, which we can control independently, thus giving us a 
much finer control over the temperature in various parts of the house, which is another important energy 
saving measure that was incorporated into the design. 
 
To summarize, my wife and I did what we could at the time to build an energy efficient home, and I believe 
we made wise choices. However we were cheated twice, once by Fortis when they denied us access to the 
time-of-use rate they had on offer at the time, and two by the BCUC and the government when they 
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introduced the RIB. The net effect has been absolutely outrageous electricity bills. 
 
Comments on the RIB Rate 
 
I would like to begin my comments on the RIB rate by noting that I think the term “Residential Inclining Block” 
Rate is a misnomer that masks the true nature of the pricing structure. A more honest term would be 
“Discriminatory Pricing Rate” because the rate discriminates against customers who might have very 
legitimate reasons to use more electricity that have nothing to do with wastefulness.  
 
The plot below shows the average electricity rate that a Fortis BC customer would pay for electricity as a 
function of electricity used in kWh, for two time periods. The blue curve corresponds to the rates that were in 
effect when the RIB was first introduced in July 2012. The orange curve corresponds to the most recent rates 
in July 2016. 
 

 
 

An immediate observation is the astonishing increase in rates that has occurred over a period of just 4 years. 
It begs the question as to how these rate increases can ever be sustainable. Second, the difference between 
the higher tier rate and the lower tier rate has been increasing over time. In July 2012 the difference was 
approximately 45%, now it is nearly 55%! This only serves to magnify the discriminatory nature of the RIB. 
 
With regards to the RIB itself, as can be clearly seen from the curves, the average cost/kWh for electricity 
increases rapidly beyond 1,600 kWh. The fundamental question that anyone prepared to defend the RIB 
should ask is this: “What triggers the dramatic increase in the average rate?” Is it because a customer is 
wasting electricity? Is it because a customer has a larger family? Is it because a customer has a larger than 
average home? Is it because a customer does not have access to natural gas? Is it because a customer elected 
to use a ground source heat pump as a (sensible) energy saving measure? Is it because a customer has a home 
office? The two-tier rate has no way of knowing the answers to these and other important and relevant 
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questions. Hence, it treats (penalizes) all customers equally, even if they may have a very legitimate reason for 
using more electricity, even if they are using every means possible to conserve energy, and even if they are 
conserving more energy than customers who usage is below 1,600 kWh. 
 
The flaws in the RIB are obvious (including the glaring flaw that it creates one class of customers that subsidize 
another), and many others concerned citizens have made excellent points regarding its unfairness that need 
not be repeated here. I will only say that I find it remarkable that a debate is even necessary to determine 
whether the RIB is or is not unfair; as an engineer the unwillingness by the BCUC and the government to 
accept that two-tier pricing structures are by their nature discriminatory leaves me absolutely dumbfounded. 
 
A Case for Time of Use Rates 
 
One (superior) alternative to the RIB for encouraging energy conservation is to implement time-of-use rates. 
The advantage of time-of-use rates is that they allow a much greater portion of customers to take advantage 
of lower rates compared to the RIB. In my case there is nothing I can do - short of heating with wood or 
paying Fortis a small fortune to bring natural gas to my home - to take full advantage of the conservation 
incentives that are (in theory!) offered by RIB (reaching the magical 1,600 kWh threshold, or even getting 
close to it, is impossible for me in the winter unless my children were to freeze to death). On the other hand, 
if time-of-use rates were in place I could immediately take advantage of them. 
 
As a conservation measure, time-of-use rates are fairer than two-tier rates because they discriminate to a 
much lesser degree than any form of RIB. Now that smart meters have been installed across BC, I am at a loss 
to understand why the BCUC and the government remain blindly attached to such a blunt and unfair energy 
conservation instrument as the RIB when the technology now in place would enable much more sensible and 
fairer pricing structures. 
 
I do not submit that time-of-use rates are the only solution to the current problem. I am simply arguing that 
they should be considered and debated as a viable option. 
 
Personal Impact 
 
The RIB has had significant consequences for my electricity bills that I can no longer ignore. Prior to the 
implementation of the two-tier rate structure, electricity rates from Fortis were a flat $0.09447/kWh. This 
past winter (Jan/Feb 2016), my effective electricity rate under the RIB was approximately $0.14/kWh, which is 
nearly a 50% increase in the electricity rate I pay over a period of just 4 years! 
 
For Jan/Feb of 2016 my electricity bill was in the thousands, and quite literally a shock to my monthly 
finances. I would be happy to provide the precise data directly to the BCUC if they wish to see it. Friends of 
mine who luckily have access to natural gas can hardly believe the numbers when I tell them. 
 
What is perhaps most upsetting is that my wife and I have tried diligently to conserve electricity, going all the 
way back to the design of our home, to keeping the thermostat to reasonable levels in the winter (one might 
even say our house is often cold), to drying more clothes without the dryer, to using energy efficient 
lightbulbs, to using dimmers on nearly every room in the house, and so forth. And yet we are treated by the 
RIB as if we are careless energy gluttons that wantonly waste electricity. No matter what efforts we make to 
conserve, we see nothing but increases in our electricity bills even though we are using less electricity than we 
did 4 years ago. And that reduction in energy usage has occurred even with our children growing into 
teenagers, which by its nature results in higher energy demands (computers, lights on in the evening later at 
night for studying, more clothes to wash, more food to cook, more rooms to heat, and so forth). 
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We have tried everything we can to be good citizens and conserve, and yet the RIB has done nothing but 
penalize us more and more each year because it is discriminatory.  
 
One reaches the point where one asks “What is the purpose of all of this? Why don’t we just start heating 
with wood and be finished with this incredibly unfair treatment?” 
 
Finally I would like to conclude this section by noting that I have tried many times to explain to my local MLA 
the negative impact my absurd electricity bills have had on my household finances, but to absolutely no avail. 
I have tried to do the same with the BCUC, also to no avail. It certainly begs the question as to whether there 
is any will to find a better approach to energy conservation. As an engineer, and as a resident of BC, this lack 
of will concerns me and I think it should be a matter that concerns all residents of this province. 
 
Myths 
 
Before closing my submission I would like to address two myths that are perpetuated concerning the RIB and 
electricity rates in general in British Columbia. 
 
Myth 1: Those who are opposed to the RIB are really just opposed to conservation. 
 
This is a blatant falsehood, and I challenge anyone making this claim to provide evidence that this is the case. 
Every electricity customer I have been in touch with who has concerns about the RIB has told me they are 
doing everything they can to conserve electricity. This myth strikes me as an attempt by some to silence critics 
of the RIB. 
 
Myth 2: Electricity rates in BC are some of the lowest in North America 
 
This is nonsense. As noted above in my submission, my effective electricity rate this winter was approximately 
$0.14/kWh, and with no end in sight as far as I can see. This is certainly not among the “lowest” in North 
America. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The RIB rate is clearly discriminatory, and it has caused my electricity bills to rise to unaffordable levels, 
despite every effort on my part and that of my family to conserve energy. In my case, the single and only 
reason I am charged such high bills is because I do not have access to natural gas and am therefore heavily 
penalized by the discriminatory nature of the RIB. 
 
A time-of-use rate structure would be a much better alternative choice for conservation as that would allow 
far more customers to access the discount rate than is currently the case with the RIB, and it should be 
considered. 
 
Finally, and I cannot make this point strongly enough, it would be both appropriate and a clear sign of good 
faith if the BCUC and the government took immediate interim action to offer relief to those customers who 
are paying unfair rates due to the RIB. It is reasonable to assume that at this point the unjustified costs that 
have been imposed on customers that do not have access to natural gas (and undoubtedly others with 
different but equally legitimate reasons for using more electricity) now easily total in the millions of dollars 
and likely more. Immediate action is required given the extraordinary and unnecessary length of time that has 
already passed in this review process, and given that it increasingly appears that those of us who are unfairly 
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targeted by the RIB may be looking at something approaching an eternity before a new rate structure is 
implemented. 
 
In closing, as parents trying to raise three useful citizens for Canadian society, my wife and I are appalled at 
how long the RIB has been allowed to exist. All of us who have been subjected to the unfairness of the RIB are 
quite frankly sick and tired of being ignored and mistreated.  
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Nicholas Swart 

 

 




