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Commission Secretary

British Columbia Utilities Commission

900 Howe Street

Suite 410

Vancouver, BC V6Z 2N3


January 20, 2020


Re: SSL Stream A Registration - Letter of Comment 


To whom it may concern:


My name is Sam Auerbach and I am a resident of Westhills. I moved here in 2017 into the 
newest phase at the time and the last phase to belong to SSL’s geothermal system.


The aim of this letter is to outline some of the salient issues affecting Westhills residents, clarify 
information as I understand it, and put forward a few points for your consideration before you 
come to a final decision. 


When I moved here I was quickly made aware via the Westhills Facebook Group that we were 
being double charged by SSL, that the system was costing us 3x more than base board 
heating, it will take weeks for SSL to fix a problem in the system if they are able to fix it at all, 
and Westhills and SSL advertised the system as being cheaper than alternatives. I have not 
experienced any of these issues so I began to ask questions to SSL, the residents, the City of 
Langford and certain departments within the BC Government.  What I have learned is there 
seems to be a great deal of confusion on how our system works as compared to a personal 
geothermal system installed in a backyard, which feeds the concern about the costs we are 
paying but does not explain all of them. I want to highlight some of the most pressing concerns 
from the community for your reflection and consideration below; 


1. We are paying a lot more than we should. Not by rate but in consumption;


2. SSL has a monopoly on service and has not been transparent about how the system 
works, who is in charge, and what their financials look like; and


3. Because of these 2 points, they can extract as much profit from us as possible with no 
recourse to the residents.


I want to address the cost issue first because it seems to be the most pressing. When I moved 
into the Westhills I was given a leasing contract from SSL as part of my disclosure statement. 
We had no choice but to sign it. It explained the service provided, the terms and conditions of 
the lease and outlined some of the costs. I have attached the rate sheet from SSL and a copy 
of the lease contract I was given. Although I understand the frustration from certain residents 
about being required to sign the lease for SSL service versus having the option to install their 
own system, I understand the necessity of having households connected to a system that 
needs to maintain itself and generate a profit. The issues of cost and profit are vital and 
concomitant. If residents decide not to renew their leases and move off SSL at their own cost, 
the system will collapse. As far as I understand, SSL cannot extend service beyond it’s current 



capacity. In other words, as units drop off the system new ones cannot be added on. 
Addressing cost either via BCUC or SSL is vital to allay those concerns. The system was 
marketed to new residents as being cheaper and more cost effective than alternate systems. 
Unfortunately, it hasn’t been substantially cheaper. Transparency here is key. 


There are around 5 residents who have moved off SSL and replaced the geothermal heat 
pump. One of them replaced it with an air to air heat pump. They claim they are paying $100 
less per month with the same usage. I would strongly encourage BCUC to put out a request for 
those residents to provide their BC Hydro statements and their SSL statements for review. If 
SSL rates are 12% less and a geothermal system is more efficient than an air to air, how can 
they be paying $100 less per month? That question should be one of the most important under 
consideration by BCUC. If it is not within the scope of your regulation to uncover why we could 
pay more per month when we are paying 12% less in rate, Stream A could be the best option. 
If BCUC regulates rates but cannot uncover a potential consumption redundancy than rate 
regulation will be surface level only and would not help save residents money. The cost of 
producing the rate reports under Stream B will also be passed onto residents with limited 
benefit. 


Another point of consideration is the monthly maintenance fee residents pay to SSL. The fee is 
a flat rate that can be adjusted each year by SSL. It is currently $56 per month. This 
maintenance fee covers 4 filter changes per year, 2 service calls per year, and any maintenance 
or replacement costs of the system. SSL has confirmed that some units needed replacement 
after 10 years, and my own research has confirmed a regular maintenance call for a a self-
owned air to air heat pump would cost between $150 - $250. Although the fee represents a 
cost to residents we would not otherwise incur with a self-owned system, it does create good 
value. The system is under warranty by SSL. If regulation under one stream or another would 
affect this warranty, it could destroy the value of the lease agreement with SSL. If residents are 
suddenly responsible for the maintenance and replacement costs of the furnace, there could 
be a large number of people who leave the service when the contract is up or the system 
needs to be replaced, which could compromise SSL’s ability to generate a profit and maintain 
the system. 


Over the last 3 years, the maintenance fee has increased every year with SSL citing increased 
operating costs. The system is now at capacity so it should be the most profitable it ever was. 
When I asked for more information about operating costs, or to see the company financials, the 
requests were declined. I bring this up only if regulation under one stream or another would 
bring the increases to this charge under regulation. 


Some residents believe the owners of SSL are able to extract massive profit from the company 
either through a redundancy in energy production and consumption, or via the maintenance 
fee. If BCUC oversees salaries paid and retained earnings disbursed as part of a rate request it 
should be evaluated if the increased regulatory costs outweigh the savings from salary and 
profit regulation or not. If BCUC regulation is limited to rate vs. maintenance, capital cost, and 
profit to ensure viability, regulation should be light in my opinion. 


It does not seem as though SSL is gouging residents for profit based on the monthly costs, but 
we are not seeing the savings that should have been inherent in a geothermal system with a 
12% differential on rate. What I find interesting is a geothermal system installed in a backyard 
has an average lifespan of 25 years due to it being underground away from the elements with 
fewer moving parts subject to wear and is 300 - 600% more efficient than an air to air heat 
pump. If that is true, why are units being replaced after only 10 years? Our systems share near 
identical characteristics in those respects. Searching reviews of my unit confirmed it is one of 
the lowest ranked and least efficient in the Bosch product line. Should that make a difference if 
they are so much more efficient and would regulation affect the quality or efficiency of the 



systems installed when the current ones fail? Either the geothermal efficiency is being 
destroyed by large scale production and distribution or the savings are not being passed onto 
us. Both cannot be true. These issues will not be solved by rate regulation alone, so again it 
seems to come down to scope of regulation.   


In terms of maintenance and service, I have personally always found SSL to be responsive and 
fast. My system went down once and SSL was there the next day to fix the issue. I have heard 
from residents though that certain issues have taken weeks to fix but I am not sure if regulation 
would have affected their service delivery times in those specific cases. I have also heard that 
SSL covered the increased BC hydro costs when the furnace had to run on electric power 
because the geothermal system was down. These are the actions of a company that wants to 
be part of the community, not apart for pure profit in my opinion. 


In closing, while we are not seeing significant savings in terms of dollars per month, we do not 
seem to be paying more with SSL. Their warranty provides good value and I do not see rate 
regulation reducing our monthly costs. The most pressing question seems to be consumption, 
not rate. If residents are consuming more power at a lower rate instead of significantly less 
power at a higher rate that is a problem. If it is not within BCUC’s regulatory power to figure out 
if this is happening, and if it is, to fix it without causing SSL to incur massive capital costs that 
could be passed onto residents, light regulation would seem to be the most logical choice. 


Thank you for your time and consideration.


Regards,


Sam Auerbach


    

















  

  

                 

                  
                 

                   
                 

          

                   
   

                    
       

          
          

                  

    

                     
                   

                       
                     

        

   

                       
       

  

           

   

                
          

  

                      
                   
    

   

                    

  

                    

     

                       
                           

      

  

                       
                       

                          
           

   

         



    

             
            

            
                

            
                 

                
             

        

        

                 
               

             
              

                
       

     

            
         

       

               
                  

              
           

         

   

               
             

                 
                



 

                
                  

               
                

               
                 

    

                 
              

                 
               

               
              

              
            

  

  
  

   
   

    
  

  
  




