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Dispatch special report

Statewide electricity rates show
dramatic differences in Ohio,
sometimes even between neighbors

By Darrel Rowland
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Details on Page B10

Secret deal with
Pakistan started
CIA’s drone war
In a backroom bargain in June 2004,
a U.S. drone killed a Pashtun tribesman fighting Pakistan’s army. In
exchange, the U.S. got access to
airspace it had long sought to hunt
down its own enemies. The deal
helped move the CIA from spy agency to paramilitary organization, and
launched years of controversy both in
Pakistan and the U.S. • Page A3

Only a third of Ohioans say
the General Assembly has its
priorities straight.
Just a quarter trust lawmakers and others in state government “to do what is right” at
least most of the time.
And a mere sixth believe term
limits enacted by Ohio voters
more than 20 years ago have
made the legislature better.
What do those who have
worked with state legislators for
decades say about that last
finding from a Saperstein Associates poll for The Dispatch?
“I think term limits has been
sort of a disaster,” said Larry
Long, who’s spent the past 39
years with the County Commissioners Association of Ohio.
See Term limits Page A10

Two decades after
prison riot, guard’s
son can’t move on

Public health

Emergency
department
waits vary
By Ben Sutherly
THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

Hurry up and wait.
That’s the uncomfortable
reality for many local emergency-department patients. And
which hospital you go to is a
major factor in how long you
wait.
That finding comes from
local hospital data recently
made public for the first time
by the federal government.
A typical patient admitted to
Ohio State University’s Wexner
Medical Center through an
emergency department spends
more than nine hours there
until moving to a room elsewhere in the hospital. That is
from the time someone shows
See Emergency Page A14
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Power prices
poles apart
C

By Dan Gearino •

THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

ELINA, Ohio — A household in this city along the
shores of Grand Lake St. Marys pays about $91 for
the same amount of electricity that costs about
$153 in rural parts of Butler County, about 80 miles south. •
The gap is the result of an Ohio electricity system whose
inequity is stark but whose details are not widely known or
understood. • Among the 52 largest electricity utilities, Celina, in northwestern Ohio, has the lowest rates; several
rural electricity cooperatives See Power prices Page A12
 DISPATCH.COM: CHECK YOUR RATE AND COMPARE
BY USING OUR INTERACTIVE MAP.

Bobby Vallandingham doesn’t flinch
when telling how he feels 20 years
after his father was killed by inmates
in the Lucasville prison riot. He wants
to forgive, but as prison guard Robert
Vallandingham’s killers wait on Death
Row, Bobby wants vengeance, too,
write Reporters Mike Wagner and Jill
Riepenhoff. • Page E1

Army chaplain
finally gets medal
60 years after war
In the Korean War, chaplain Emil
Kapaun of Kansas pulled wounded
soldiers to safety, stole food so
starving men could eat and kept
soldiers from giving up in a squalid
POW camp. He died there, as the
men he’d helped wept. On Thursday,
he’ll be awarded the Medal of Honor,
which veterans say is long overdue.
• Nation & World, A17
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ELECTRICITY RATES

$6.1 billion

˙

Power prices

Painesville

Bryan

FROM PAGE A1
are among the highest. This is
based on a comparison of the
total bill for a house using 1,000
kilowatt-hours in January.
In central Ohio, Westerville’s
city-owned utility has the lowest
rates and Dayton Power & Light
has the highest.
The Dispatch obtained rate
information for electricity utilities that together serve 98 percent of the state’s households,
showing who pays the most,
who pays the least and whose
costs have been the most volatile. The list is a snapshot of a
time when clean-air rules are
making it more expensive to
turn on the lights and when
deregulation is making prices
less predictable.
With few exceptions, the
consumers interviewed for this
story were unaware of how their
rates compared with others’.
They lacked the information
that would help them ask informed questions of utility
managers.
In some parts of Ohio, people
on the same road can experience drastic price differences.
For example, the area just west
of Celina is served by DP&L,
which has a standard rate that is
60 percent more expensive than
the one in Celina.
But even people with low
rates feel a sting when they
write that check each month.
“We’re just like everyone
else,” said Dennis Howick, a
farmer served by Celina’s utility.
He was eating lunch at the
Fountain Restaurant, just off
Main Street. “We groan and
gripe when we get a big electric
bill.”
Many utility executives were
wary of disclosing their rates for
this story. They said the cost of
service is closely tied to terrain
and usage patterns that cannot
be explained by one number.
After repeated inquiries, all
utilities with at least 4,000
households provided the information, except one: Hancock-Wood Electric Cooperative
in the northwestern part of the
state.
Bernadette Unger, a yoga
teacher in Butler County, did
not know her utility is among
the most expensive. But she
gives Butler Rural Electric Cooperative high marks for customer
service. It serves 10,833 households in a territory northwest of
Cincinnati.
“I think they do a great job for
me,” she said. “They’re very
personable.”
High rates can act as a damper on the local economy and
discourage businesses from
moving to an area, said Sam
Randazzo, attorney for Industrial Energy Users-Ohio.
“For a large steel manufacturer, a 10th of a cent of a difference in the (electricity rate) can
be a million dollars or more per
year,” he said. “So when you see
the range of rates, minor differences can cause people to make

By the numbers
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The amount Ohio households paid
in 2012 for electricity

˙ Cleveland
Niles

˙

Cuyahoga Falls

˙ Orrville

˙

˙

Celina

$85.10

Galion

˙ Wapakoneta

˙ Dover

Monthly bill for an Ohio household
paying the state average rate in
2005, based on 1,000 kwh use

Westerville

˙ Piqua

˙

Tipp City ˙

34 percent

˙

Columbus

Increase in the state average rate
from 2005 to 2011

Hamilton

˙

24 percent

˙ Lebanon
$90 to $99.99
$100 to $109.99

Jackson ˙

$110 to $119.99
$120 to $129.99
$130 to $139.99
$140 to $149.99

The Dispatch has gathered rate information for 52 electricity utilities in the state
that serve 98 percent of all residential
customers, comparing costs for a “typical”
customer who uses 1,000 kilowatt-hours
in a month. The January 2013 typical bill
is the result of Dispatch research.
Note: City-owned utilities serve territories too
small to show as a color on the map, but their
locations are shown.

Celina
Wapakoneta
Amherst
Piqua
Bryan
Tipp City
Cuyahoga Falls
Niles
Orrville
Painesville
Bowling Green
Shelby
Wadsworth
Napoleon
Westerville
Dover
Hamilton
Lebanon
Hudson
Galion
Jackson
Cleveland
Columbus

Increase in the U.S. average rate
from 2005 to 2011, though Ohio
remains slightly below the national
average
Source: Energy Information Administration
Notes: Figures are the most recent full year
available. 2005 figures are not adjusted for
inflation.

$150 and over

Varying rates

CITY-OWNED
UTILITIES HOUSEHOLDS

$114.20

Monthly bill for an Ohio household
paying the state average rate in
2011, based on 1,000 kwh use

AMOUNT OF
TYPICAL BILL
JAN. 2013

6,809
4,693
5,229
9,385
5,049
5,269
22,594
10,023
6,255
10,173
12,682
4,909
10,987
5,108
14,241
5,775
26,085
8,033
5,619
5,803
3,375
65,785
9,363

$90.65
$92.50
$93.47
$94.36
$96.60
$97.31
$97.61
$98.90
$103.53
$104.63
$107.41
$107.68
$108.80
$108.95
$111.30
$111.57
$111.87
$112.33
$113.16
$114.65
$115.63
$118.16
$119.50

Duke Energy Ohio
FirstEnergy, Cleveland
Electric Illuminating
FirstEnergy, Toledo Edison
FirstEnergy, Ohio Edison
AEP, Ohio Power
AEP, Columbus Southern Power
Dayton Power & Light

RURAL COOPERATIVE
UTILITIES

said Jim Lazar, an electricity
consultant in Washington state
who does work across the country. “The electric bill is not a big
part of people’s lives.”
And yet, the costs add up to
some big numbers. Ohio residents spent $6.1 billion on

431,872
166,889

$113.40
$120.21

95,464
333,001
606,316
666,996
441,880

$120.79
$123.38
$129.38
$132.68
$138.16

AMOUNT OF
TYPICAL BILL
HOUSEHOLDS JAN. 2013

Paulding-Putnam Electric
South Central Power
Holmes-Wayne Electric
Frontier Power
Consolidated Electric
Carroll Electric
Darke Rural Electric
Lorain-Medina R.E.C.
North Central Electric
North Western Electric
Licking Rural Electric
Pioneer Rural Electric
Midwest Electric
Firelands Electric
Mid-Ohio Energy
Adams Rural Electric
Union Rural Electric
Logan County Coop Power & Light
Buckeye Rural Electric
Guernsey-Muskingum Electric
Washington Electric
Butler Rural Electric
Hancock-Wood Electric
(declined to provide rate information)

Sources: Dispatch research, Energy Information Administration

extraordinary selections.”
While businesses do their
homework before picking a
location, residents often have
little understanding of their
rates.
“Nobody pays attention” to
the details of electricity rates,

AMOUNT OF
TYPICAL BILL
HOUSEHOLDS JAN. 2013

INVESTOR-OWNED
UTILITIES

9,036
106,243
13,855
8,017
14,314
10,788
4,885
14,670
8,593
5,616
23,050
15,604
10,303
8,479
7,110
7,422
8,083
4,288
18,027
14,725
8,213
10,833
10,832

$116.08
$117.78
$120.92
$124.10
$125.45
$126.90
$127.06
$127.61
$128.48
$132.00
$132.30
$132.35
$135.00
$135.25
$135.91
$136.39
$136.39
$140.45
$141.81
$142.72
$150.00
$153.38
not disclosed
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home electricity in 2012, according to the Energy Information Administration.
Is it fair that some households
pay so much more than others?
“Questions of equity are best
posed to priests, philosophers
and politicians,” Lazar said,

later adding, “It certainly seems
unfair.”
There is no easy way to
change the situation if you are
served by a utility that has high
rates or unresponsive service.
In Boulder, Colo., voters have
approved forming a city-owned
utility, and officials are researching whether this would
be financially feasible, according to the city’s website. Supporters of the switch want more
local control and more use of
renewable energy, among other
changes.
The opposite is happening in
Vero Beach, Fla., where residents voted this month to sell
the city’s electricity utility to
Florida Power & Light. This is
largely a response to high city
rates, according to local media
reports.
There is nothing quite like
either situation in Ohio.

The big guys

About 80 percent of the state’s
households are served by four
investor-owned companies:
American Electric Power, FirstEnergy, Duke Energy and DP&L.
In this group, DP&L and AEP
have the highest rates.
For AEP, this is a contrast
from a decade ago when the
Columbus-based utility had
some of the lowest rates in the
state and country. Prices have
risen because of environmental
rules, maintenance costs and a
series of new charges approved
by the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio.
FirstEnergy and Duke customers have seen their bills
decrease in recent years because the companies adopted
rates that are tied to the market
price of electricity and the market price has been low. AEP and
DP&L have both begun a multiContinued on Page A13
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Continued from Page A1
year transition to market prices.
One caveat on prices from
investor-owned utilities: Their
customers can choose a supplier for the electricity generation
portion of the bill, which can
lead to possible savings off of
the standard prices listed here.
The standard price is the one
you receive if you do not choose
a different supplier.
Before Duke’s standard price
dropped, it had risen steadily
for several years. This combination of ups and downs made
Duke’s prices the most-volatile
in the state from 2005 to 2011,
varying by an average of about
10 percent each year, based on
an analysis of Energy Information Administration data. The
least volatile has been Cleveland’s city-owned utility, which
varied an average of less than
1 percent.
Beyond the large, publicly
traded companies is a diverse
group of smaller utilities. They
fall into two categories:
 Rural electricity cooperatives: These nonprofit, member-owned companies came
together decades ago to provide
electricity to rural areas that the
investor-owned utilities didn’t
want to serve, and now they
account for about 10 percent of
the state’s households. They
have the lowest population
density and some of the highest
rates.
 Municipal utilities: About
10 percent of households live in
a city or village where the elec-
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While urban areas received
electricity, most of the state’s
rural territory remained in the
dark because it was the least
profitable to serve. This began
to change with the Depressionarea Rural Electrification Act.
Farmers used federal aid to set
up member-owned cooperatives to provide the service.
“We’re serving the areas nobody else would serve 75 years
ago,” said John Metcalf, CEO of
Mid-Ohio Energy Cooperative
in Kenton. “When we came into
existence, only 10 percent of the
farms had power.”
The state has a total of 115
electricity utilities. Those not
DAN GEARINO DISPATCH included in this report are all
Celina Mayor Jeffrey Hazel says the city’s utility keeps rates low by small municipal or cooperative
utilities — down to the smallest,
managing expenses and because it has a large industrial base.
the village of Custar, southwest
tric utility is owned by the local
serve noncontiguous areas, with of Bowling Green, which had
government. Publicly owned
islands of customers connected 104 households in 2011.
Looking across the country,
utilities have some of the lowest by power lines that run through
the states with the fewest utilrates because they have the
a different utility’s territory.
highest density and no need to
The boundaries are the result ities tend to be dominated by a
pay dividends to shareholders.
of more than a century of devel- few investor-owned companies,
and those with the most utilities
The smaller utilities are not
opment and mergers. Publicly
regulated by the state. If you
traded companies spread out to have a high number of cityowned providers.
have a complaint, you need to
cover the largest cities, which
In Washington, D.C., everygo to your city council or the
were the most profitable to
one is served by the same comrural electricity-cooperative
serve. To connect the cities, the
management. At the same time, companies also covered some of pany. In Iowa, the heartland of
municipal utilities, there are
a smaller utility often has more
the rural areas in between.
personal service, customers say.
“It’s no different from drawing 182 providers. Texas has the
most utilities, with 200, but its
If you’re upset about something, political lines, really, like gerrysystem is unique because it puts
it’s easy to get the mayor or CEO mandering,” said David Bellunregulated power companies
on the phone.
man, an independent energy
on the same list as utilities.
analyst based in Columbus.
Columbus’ municipal utility,
Many local governments
How we got here
which serves more than 9,300
started nonprofit electricity
A map of Ohio electricitycompanies that served custom- households, mostly in the city’s
utility service territories looks
older neighborhoods, is the
ers only within the municipal
like a collection of paint splatstate’s most-expensive municiborders.
ters. Most of the companies
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pal system at an average $119.50
a month. Looking at the full list
of Ohio electricity utilities,
though, Columbus is right below the median, which is about
$120. Columbus is also less
expensive than the standard
rate for AEP, the utility that
serves most households in the
city.
Most of Ohio’s municipal
utilities are members of American Municipal Power, a Columbus-based company that manages energy purchases. AMP
encouraged its members to buy
shares in several new power
plants, including the Prairie
State Energy Campus in southwestern Illinois. The project has
suffered mechanical problems
and budget overruns. They
could contribute to future rate
increases in the communities
that bought into it, including
Galion, Cleveland, Hamilton
and dozens of others. Columbus’ and Westerville’s utilities
did not buy into the plant.
Celina, which owns a small
share of Prairie State, has kept
its rates low by carefully managing its expenses and because it
has a large industrial base for a
city its size, said Mayor Jeffrey
Hazel. But he gets more complaints about rates than pats on
the back.
“The majority of people, just
by human nature, don’t look
outside themselves,” he said. “It
would be rare for someone from
Celina to go outside the city to
see what other people pay.”
dgearino@dispatch.com
@dispatchenergy

