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Urgency:  No	State Mandated Local Program:  No	Reimbursable:  No
SUMMARY:
This bill requires the director of the Public Advocate’s Office within the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) be appointed for four-year terms, with appointment authority alternating between the Speaker of the Assembly, who will make the first four-year appointment, and the President pro Tempore of the Senate, and states the director shall serve at the pleasure of the appointing authority.  This modifies existing law, which charges the Governor with appointing the director, subject to Senate confirmation, and states the director shall serve at the pleasure of the Governor.
FISCAL EFFECT:
Minor state costs, if any.
COMMENTS:
The State Constitution and statute charge the CPUC with regulating the rates of public utilities and certain other entities.  No entity subject to CPUC rate regulation may increase the rates it charges its customers unless the CPUC finds the rate increase is justified. 
The entities subject to CPUC rate regulation are, generally, large, well-resourced organizations that engage sophisticated professionals to regularly advocate on their behalves before the CPUC. In contrast, many of these regulated entities’ customers—small businesses and residential customers, in particular—often lack the time, knowledge, organization and other resources to effectively advocate for themselves before the CPUC.
In 1996, the Legislature created in statute a division of ratepayer advocate within the CPUC. Statute directed the division of ratepayer advocate to “obtain the lowest possible rate for service consistent with reliable and safe service levels” and directed the CPUC to assign personnel and resources to the division sufficient to “ensure that customer and subscriber interests are fairly represented in all significant proceedings.”
Over the years, the Legislature has refined the advocate’s role and sought to increase its independence from the CPUC.  At one point, statute changed the advocate from a division within the CPUC to an office, known as the Office of Ratepayer Advocate (ORA).  Statute also attempted to wall off the ORA budget from the CPUC and dedicated resources exclusively to ORA in the performance of its duties, as determined by the director. 
Today, statute designates the ratepayer advocate as the “independent” Public Advocate’s Office of the CPUC. Statute continues to charge the advocate with working to obtain the lowest possible rate for service consistent with reliable and safe service levels and calls upon the advocate to primarily consider the interests of residential and small commercial customers.
Since its inception, the advocate has been led by a director, appointed by, and serving at the pleasure of, the Governor, subject to confirmation by the Senate. Thus, the Governor appoints both the commissioners of the CPUC and the director of the office charged with advocating before the CPUC on behalf of ratepayers. 
The author of this bill describes recent electric utility rate increases approved by the CPUC as “exorbitant.” The author seeks to augment the independence of the Public Advocate’s Office from the CPUC by charging the Legislature with appointment of the director of the advocate’s office. The author argues that doing so will diminish the potential for “conflicts of interest” and better ensure the office works to prioritize consumer advocacy.
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