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Your schools

Students would get computers
By Bill Bush
THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

Every middle- and highschool student in Columbus
City Schools would get a portable computer that might become a take-home device to
assist in their learning if voters

approve a 9.01-mill levy on the
Nov. 5 ballot.
The $6.8 million per year in
property taxes dedicated for the
effort would be stretched thin in
the later years of the five-year
program, and might eventually
require tapping the school district’s general fund to cover

some of the costs.
According to the plan, Columbus schools will lease almost
30,000 computers, mostly laptops or tablets. That would allow
the district to purchase them for
$1 each at the end of the lease in
See Levy Page A14

BREAKING
DOWN
THE LEVY
An in-depth look at aspects
of Issue 50, the Columbus
schools levy request.
Today: Technology upgrades
Read more about the levy
at Dispatch.com/education
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High: 60 • Low: 44
Details on Page B10

Public safety

City to tweak
hiring rules
for diversity
By Lucas Sullivan
THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

Columbus leaders are planning to change the way the city
hires police officers and firefighters to get more minorities
and women in uniform.
Those changes, according to
records obtained by The Dispatch, include modifying the
standards for police and fire
background checks and testing
more frequently to cut down on
the time candidates wait to get
hired. The city’s Civil Service
Commission has identified
those as hurdles to hiring women and minorities during meetSee Diversity Page A4

Congress

JABIN BOTSFORD

DISPATCH

At the Enclave at Albany Park, renter Rachelle Sexton pays 30 percent more for electricity than the regulated price.

Shocking cost
Some renters pay
inflated utility bills
from unregulated
middle men who
charge more than
the going rate

By Dan Gearino •

C

THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

onsumer protection for utility customers sometimes
stops at the apartment door in Ohio. • Unlike most
states, Ohio allows unregulated, third-party “submeter” companies to make big profits by reselling
electricity and water to residents of apartments and condominiums. • “They pretty much told me that I don’t have a choice
and this is how it is,” said Rachelle Sexton, who rents at the
Enclave at Albany
See Shocking cost Page A11

Boehner,
GOP see
some good
By Jack Torry
and Jessica Wehrman
THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

WASHINGTON — From the
beginning, it was one of the
worst-kept secrets in Washington: House Speaker John Boehner and many other senior
Republicans thought any effort
this year to end financing of the
new health-care law could not
succeed.
They pointed out that there
was no chance that Sen. Ted
See Boehner Page A14
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SHOCKING COST
Shocking cost
FROM PAGE A1
Park in Westerville.
Her August bill was $176.24,
which was 30 percent more than
she would have paid for the
same usage at regulated prices.
A 10-month investigation by
The Dispatch found that residents pay markups of 5 percent
to 40 percent when their landlords enter into contracts with
certain submeter companies. If
the customer fails to pay, the
companies sometimes resort to
collection tactics that would be
illegal for regulated utilities,
including shutting off heat in
winter and even eviction.
The problems stem from an
absence of regulation, a blind
spot in Ohio law that affects an
estimated 18,000 to 20,000 housing units in the Columbus area,
and that has the potential to
affect any of about 3 million
Ohioans who live in apartments
or condominiums.
“What it gets down to is the
individual consumer,” said Ohio
Attorney General Mike DeWine
in response to the Dispatch
findings. “We made a publicpolicy decision years ago in this
state that we were going to put
in place certain protections for
the individual utility consumer.
“It seems to be a problem
when you have a small minority
of consumers who do not have
those protections. That, to me,
would raise a lot of questions.”
Yet no state agency has the
authority to respond. That
would require action by the
Ohio legislature, DeWine said.
Here’s how it works: A submeter company buys the utility
meters and distribution system
within an apartment complex. It
then buys electricity or water, or
both, from utilities and sells
them to tenants, often at inflated prices and with fees.
In some cases, the submeter
companies are owned by principal owners of the apartment
complexes. And the submeter
companies have names that
sound like big, well-known
businesses — names such as
Nationwide Energy Partners and
American Power & Light.
Complaints and questions
about these companies are on
the rise, with 5,137 inquiries to
the Central Ohio Better Business
Bureau about submeter companies since October 2012, up
33 percent from the year before.
The most-common complaints are about high bills and
unresponsive customer service,
said Joan Coughlin, a vice president in the office. “We had consumers state that they moved
from a larger residence to a
smaller apartment and had their
utility costs increase,” she said.
And, when a building is
served by a submeter company,
tenants are not eligible for money-saving programs available to
most Ohioans. This includes the
“choice” program, which allows
customers to select a utility
provider from among several.
Instead, the submeter company
is the only option.

Paying extra

BILL AMOUNT

The Dispatch reviewed more than 100 utility bills from submeter companies
and looked at how much the same electricity usage would cost if the provider
were the regulated utility, American Electric Power. Four examples from two
different submeter companies that illustrate the difference:

Submeter company
If AEP had been used

Note: The submeter bills have the same base rate as the utility, plus a series of extra fees. For example, Gabriel Santiago’s submeter bill
below has a total that includes a $10.99 “community charge” for electricity in common areas such as hallways, and a $2 billing fee.

AMERICAN POWER & LIGHT (AP&L)
CUSTOMER/APARTMENT COMPLEX

BILL DATE

KILOWATTHOUR
USAGE

RANGE OF
DIFFERENCES
FOR ALL BILLS
DIFFERENCE
ANALYZED

BILL AMOUNT

Rachelle Sexton
Enclave at Albany Park, Westerville

Sept. 9

903

AP&L
AEP

Dustin Flowers
Northpark, Far North Side

Aug. 21

843

AP&L
AEP

$176.24
$135.48
$156.40
$123.88

30%

23% to 31%

26%

17% to 26%

11%

11% to 17%

40%

33% to 43%

NATIONWIDE ENERGY PARTNERS (NEP)
Gabriel Santiago
Villages at Waggoner Park, Blacklick

March 20

801

NEP
AEP

Silas Hansen
Olentangy Village, Clintonville

April 16

164

NEP
AEP

$130.84
$117.78
$41.68
$29.67

Differences in billing
To show how submeter companies can do business in Ohio,
The Dispatch looked at a hypothetical 100-unit apartment complex.

BILLING BY REGULATED UTILITY
If the residents are customers of AEP, central Ohio’s
regulated utility, and they use 750 kilowatt hours per
month under current rates, this is how much they pay:
PER UNIT

ENTIRE COMPLEX

$114

$11,357

Because the utility is regulated, customers can file
complaints about pricing or service with the Public
Utilities Commission of Ohio, and the landlord
cannot put any extra charges on the bill.

BILLING WITH A SUBMETER COMPANY
If the complex uses a submeter company to handle
meters and billing, here’s how it often works, based on
published rates and Dispatch research:
1. The building gets a commercial rate: The utility
provides the power to the building as a whole, as
oppposed to the 100 customers individually. This means
there is one big customer instead of 100 small ones,
and the building can then qualify for a commercial rate,
which is less than the residential rate. The total bill,
based on 750 kwh usage per unit, using AEP’s
medium-commercial rate:
PER UNIT

ENTIRE COMPLEX

$85

$8,556

2. The submeter company can then shop for a
cheaper rate: The company can shop Ohio’s electricity
market to get a cheaper price for a portion of its bill.
Based on current offers, the building would see its bill
decrease to:
PER UNIT

ENTIRE COMPLEX

$71

$7,093

The difference means that the total bill at the
regulated residential price would be 60 percent more
than the costs of the same amount of power at the
commercial rate.

This would seem to be good news for the tenants,
but the submeter company often absorbs all of the
savings by charging the customer AEP’s full residential
rate plus fees that AEP doesn’t charge. The types and
amounts of fees vary. Here’s an example, based on
the types of monthly fees being paid in central Ohio:
Base rate

$114

Common-area charge, for electricity used in
hall lighting and other common spaces. This
money goes to the property owner.

$12

Distribution recovery charge, which pays for
the meters and other infrastructure that the
submeter company needs to buy to replace
AEP’s service on the apartment grounds.

$10

Billing fee, which covers the cost of billing,
collections and customer service.

$2
$138

TOTAL BILL PER UNIT

Using these examples, each customer is paying
$26, or 21 percent more, to the submeter
company than he or she would to AEP. The
submeter company’s final bill to each tenant is
94 percent more than the company’s actual cost
to buy electricity on the market.
The customer cannot file a complaint about this
with the PUCO, because Ohio does not regulate the
prices or service quality of submeter companies.
These comparisons do not include late fees; AEP
does not charge a late fee to residential customers,
while the submeter companies do.
Note: Figures are based on a hypothetical apartment complex
at AEP’s August rate, with a load factor of 50 percent. The
commercial rate has a generation charge of 6.5 cents per
kwh, which is available on the market in central Ohio.
Source: AEP, Dispatch research
THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

Submeter customers also are
ineligible for PIPP Plus, a federally funded subsidy for lowincome residents available to
anyone served by a state-regulated utility. The program served
41,160 households in Franklin
County last year.
“We’re being victimized,” said
Dustin Flowers, who rents at
Northpark on the Far North
Side. His most-recent bill was 23
percent more than it would have
been at the regulated price.
He said high bills have thrown
off his budget and forced him to
cut back on spending in other
areas. “I’ve lost sleep over this.”
In many other states, this type
of utility resale is banned by law

On the Web
 See a video of tenants discussing
their utility bills at Dispatch.com.
or rule. That leaves just a few
other states where it is allowed:
Alabama, Georgia, Kansas,
Pennsylvania, South Carolina,
Utah and Washington.
What those states do not have
is evidence that companies are
using gaps in the system on a
large scale. In this way, Ohio is
unique, with companies whose
business models depend on the
lack of rules.
“Allowing markups for submetering is just bad policy,” said
Janine Migden-Ostrander, the

former Ohio Consumers’ Counsel who is now a principal at the
Regulatory Assistance Project, a
national nonprofit group that
advises regulators on utility
policy. “They aren’t providing
the customer with any real
service that they wouldn’t otherwise get from the utility company. There is no value added
for the customer.”

Made in central Ohio

The Dispatch investigation
focuses on two central Ohio
companies: American Power &
Light and Nationwide Energy
Partners. They sell services to
property owners, read meters
and handle billing and collec-

tions.
By acting as intermediary
between utility and resident, the
businesses perform functions of
a utility without regulation.
Both companies have close
ties to large apartment owners
in the region, serving their tenants and others. American Power is part of a group that includes Ardent Property Management, and Nationwide Energy
was founded by the chief executive of Lifestyle Communities.
While there are many similarities, the companies have
some big differences. Nationwide Energy provides a detailed
explanation of its fees, and it has
a call center to respond to customers. It also works to resolve
complaints and help those
unable to pay, customers said.
In contrast, American Power
is less responsive to customers
and consumer groups, and it is
more aggressive in collections. It
gets a grade of D from the Better
Business Bureau, compared
with a B- for Nationwide Energy.
“We are moving toward complete transparency with the
residents and the developers,”
said Mike Palackdharry, Nationwide Energy’s president, interviewed at the company’s
Arena District offices.
He said his company delivers
value that justifies the costs,
including the convenience of a
combined bill for water and
power, and helping consumers
reduce energy use.
“We are trying to do things the
right way and to bring a positive
impact to our residents,” he
said.
When presented with examples of customers paying more
than the regulated price, Palackdharry said it was not a fair
comparison, because his company’s bills include charges for
electricity use in common areas,
such as hallways. If the tenants
were not served by his company,
those costs would lead to higher
rents, he said.
After not responding to requests for an interview, Bill
Finissi, American Power’s vice
president, provided The Dispatch with emailed responses to
questions.
“(A)ll tenants enter into
agreements with our company
with eyes wide open and with
full knowledge of the leasing
contract provisions,” he said.
“Our costs also include a
share of common-area electrical
usage, and a charge for submetering and administration,”
he said. “This is our business
model which prospective tenants have complete freedom to
accept or not. By the way, if we
didn’t do it this way, these extra
costs, which are essential costs
of providing apartment housing,
would need to be included in
the rent.”
Consumer advocates say they
would prefer that such charges
were included in rent to make it
easier for tenants to see the true
costs when they shop for housing, as opposed to being surprised by high utility bills.
Continued on Page A12
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SHOCKING COST
Continued from Page A11
While submetering is legal
throughout Ohio, the large majority of consumer complaints
are in the Columbus area. Why
not in other places? Consumer
advocates can only guess. They
point to a lack of well-organized
tenants’-rights groups and the
fact that Nationwide Energy and
American Power happen to be
based in the area.
Ohio’s unique regulatory
structure means that the business model easily could spread
across the state. The model also
could spread to other states with
a similar lack of rules.
“Columbus is absolutely
ground zero for these rebilling
schemes,” said Spencer Wells, a
former tenant-outreach coordinator for the Coalition on
Homelessness and Housing in
Ohio, an advocacy group.
If residents are late with payments, American Power will
sometimes evict them, even if
the consumer’s rent is up to date
and even though American
Power is not the landlord.
“Once you enter this slippery
slope, where a third party has
the ability to order evictions,
that’s shocking,” said Emily
Crabtree, a lawyer with Colum-

bus Legal Aid who has defended
American Power customers.
American Power initiated 51
eviction cases last year, according to Franklin County Municipal Court records. The company
has opened 159 of the cases
since 2010. Nationwide Energy
opened 278 such cases from
2002 to 2011, but none since.

No connection to AEP

Despite familiar-sounding
names, Nationwide Energy and
American Power are not affiliated with two of Columbus’
most-prominent companies,
Nationwide Insurance and
American Electric Power.
Housing-rights advocates say
American Power’s name is confusing for tenants who think
they are dealing with the local
utility, AEP. It’s not as much of
an issue for Nationwide Energy
because Nationwide Insurance
doesn’t sell electricity.
Many of their practices would
be illegal if the provider was a
state-regulated utility like FirstEnergy or AEP.
In central Ohio, AEP sells
electricity to the submetered
complexes. The difference is
that it sells in bulk to the property owner or submeter company, instead of to the end user.

JABIN BOTSFORD
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Lindsay Wilmes and her boyfriend, Dustin Flowers, talk with
neighbors about bills at Northpark apartments in Columbus.
Although AEP does not directly serve submeter customers,
the company still gets calls from
confused residents. AEP would
prefer it if those customers were
hooked up to AEP meters, but
the company understands that
submeter companies are following Ohio law, said spokeswoman Terri Flora.
“As people make choices to
rent in an apartment, they need
to be fully aware of what that
choice involves,” she said of the
possibility of paying higher

prices with a submeter company. “It’s a different environment
than consumers are used to.”
According to AEP, there are
about 130 submetered apartment or condominium complexes in central Ohio. When
asked to estimate how many
units are in the complexes, AEP
said it is likely 18,000 to 20,000.
The state regulatory system
was developed early in the last
century to stop utilities from
abusing local monopolies over
the meters, wires and other

delivery systems. Submeter
companies did not exist then.
“As a matter of policy, we
want all customers to be treated
fairly and equally,” said Todd
Snitchler, chairman of the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio,
which regulates utilities and is
the type of agency that oversees
submetering in many states.
While that might be the aim
of Ohio’s regulation, his agency
lacks jurisdiction over submeter
companies. He said that the
Ohio General Assembly would
need to take action for the
PUCO to assert authority.
“That’s a policy call for them
to make,” he said.

Customer bills tell story

When a customer questions
the rates of Nationwide Energy
or American Power, the companies reply that the charges are
the same as those charged by
the local utility. But that’s not
accurate, based on a Dispatch
analysis of bills from a wide
variety of customers.
In each case, the bills are
based on the equivalent rates
that would be charged by regulated utilities, except with added
fees. When you include fees,

Continued on Page A13

Business has standards despite few rules
By Dan Gearino

CEO Harry
Apostolos said
Guardian Water
& Power makes
money from
fees, not rate
markups.

THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH

I

n the early 1980s,
Harry Apostolos
looked at the way
apartment owners
paid for utilities and he
saw a textbook case of
market inefficiency.

Most owners paid tenants’
water bills as part of the rent,
and that left the residents with
no incentive to conserve. Apostolos, who had just earned a
master’s degree in economics
from Ohio State University,
decided to start a business that
would provide what he saw as a
better option.
“We were able to transmit a
price signal that elicited a
change in behavior that resulted
in a drop in consumption,” he
said.
In 1983, he co-founded the
company now called Guardian
Water & Power. He sold property
owners on the idea of “submetering,” which meant he
would install meters and handle
billing, shifting the cost of the
resource to the end user.
Guardian has 40 employees at
its Grandview Heights offices
and customers in 30 states. It is a
family business, with Patricia,
Harry’s wife, serving as the company president.
The company is one of about
50 businesses in the mainstream
of the submetering industry in
the United States, many of

JABIN BOTSFORD
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Guardian Water & Power plumber Bruce Burson installs fittings for a water meter in Pickerington.
which are members of the Utility Management and Conservation Association. These businesses have models that are in
contrast with two other central
Ohio submeter companies,
American Power & Light and
Nationwide Energy Partners,
that make a profit by marking up
the cost of electricity or water.
Such markups are against the
law in most states, but not in
Ohio.
Guardian is an example of
how a typical submeter compa-

ny makes its money. About
three-fourths of Guardian’s
annual sales come from a service fee of about $3 per customer bill, Apostolos said. The other
one-fourth comes from selling
and installing metering equipment.
“We don’t make a profit off of
commodities,” he said. “We’re a
billing service.”
For submeter companies such
as Guardian that operate in
multiple states, one of the mostcomplicated parts of doing

business is following a multitude of state and local rules.
For example, North Carolina
says a submeter company can
charge a billing fee of no more
than $3.75 per month; in Connecticut, submeter companies
must register with the state
utility commission; and submetering is essentially banned
in North Dakota.
Apostolos and his colleagues
in the trade association would
prefer it if there were few, if any,
regulations and if the compa-

nies were allowed to police
themselves.
But this only works if everyone is meeting some basic industry standards, said Arthur
Blankenship, president of the
trade group and owner of a
submeter company in the Atlanta area. One of the most-important rules is that the submeter
company must pass through
costs to the consumer, with no
markup other than the billing
fee.
Blankenship said he expects
that market forces will eventually weed out the companies
with less consumer-friendly
business models. “If you mark
up your utilities too much, the
competition uses that against
you and your occupancy rate
drops,” he said.
Apostolos is confident that his
business model would not have
to change much if Ohio responds to the markups here by passing new rules.
But that is not a top concern.
He is much more focused on the
mechanics of metering and how
to improve it.
“There is a never-ending
challenge of technology changes, to adapt our business to that
technology,” he said.
dgearino@dispatch.com
@dispatchenergy
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Continued from Page A12
customers are paying an extra
5 to 40 percent.
At the same time, the bills do
not give customers the benefit
of bulk-buying discounts and
other savings that the submeter
companies use to make their
wholesale cost much lower than
the regulated price.
To illustrate this, The Dispatch
looked at a hypothetical 100unit apartment complex in
which each tenant used 750
kilowatt-hours of electricity in a
month, which experts say is
typical. At AEP’s central Ohio
regulated price, each household
would get a bill for $113.57, a
figure confirmed by the utility.
However, if a submeter company bought the same amount
of electricity for all 100 units, it
would qualify for a commercial
rate and it could also shop for a
bulk-buying deal on Ohio’s open
market. Based on the commercial prices available in central
Ohio, the complex could obtain
the power for the equivalent of
$70.93 per unit.
By reselling power to the
tenant at the full AEP rate of
$113.57, the submeter company’s rate is 60 percent higher
than its own wholesale power
cost. And that doesn’t include a
host of submeter fees, which
can easily exceed $30 a month.
When presented with this,
Palackdharry said the example
overstates the potential profit
because it does not take into
account seasonal factors and
other technical issues.
His boss, Nationwide Energy
founder and CEO Mike DeAscentis Jr., went into great detail
about the business model in a
2010 presentation to investors.
“How we make money is we buy
power at a commercial rate and
we resell it at the residential rate
and there is arbitrage in the rate
structure,” he said, according to
a transcript obtained by The
Dispatch.
DeAscentis is also the CEO of
Lifestyle Communities, an
apartment developer. He is the
son of that company’s founder
and chairman, Mike DeAscentis
Sr. Nationwide Energy provides
its services to Lifestyle Communities and other large property
managers, such as Crawford
Hoying, which is owned by
Brent Crawford and former
Ohio State football player Bob
Hoying.
Property owners are willing to
sign these contracts because
submeter companies often
cover costs of setting up meters.
Also, the submeter company
will bill customers for electricity
and water used in common
areas and pass the money to the
property owner. A regulated
utility will not handle such
payments.
“Our philosophy here is we
are a real-estate company,” said
Dave Carline, president of
Crawford Hoying’s apartment
division, explaining why his
company hired Nationwide
Energy. “We really wanted to get
out of any energy business. We
wanted to allow energy companies to do their own thing and
let customers deal directly with
them.”

Submetering and the states
A submeter company would be breaking the law in most states if it did what happens routinely at
many central Ohio apartments and condominiums. The Dispatch contacted officials in all 50 states
and the District of Columbia, along with utility companies and trade groups, to determine each
state’s laws and how they compare to Ohio’s.
Submetering markup
permitted
Eight states, including Ohio, have
no laws that forbid a submeter
company from earning a profit on
the markup of electricity or water.

Incomplete
information
Fourteen states have laws that are not
clear in how they would treat a
submeter company, often because of
conflicting or vaguely worded statutes
that have not been tested in court.
N.H.
VT.

WASH.
MONT.

N.D.

ORE.
IDAHO
WYO.
NEV.

MINN.
WIS.

S.D.

MI.

NEB.
UTAH

COLO

CALIF.
ARIZ.

N.M.

N.Y.

IOWA

IND. OHIO
ILL.

KAN.
OKLA.

W.VA
KY

MO.

ALA.

MAINE
MASS.
R.I.
CONN.
N.J.

VA.

N.C.
S.C.

TENN.

ARK.
MISS.

TEXAS

PA.

Submetering markup
not permitted
In 29 states, some aspect of
the business model being
used in Ohio is illegal.

DEL.

HAWAII

MD.
ALASKA

GA.

LA.
FLA.
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Bottom line
At one time, apartment rent included just about every utility except the telephone. Gradually, property owners have switched to having tenants pay separate bills for the services. This often means tenants have individual meters
for electricity, natural gas and water. Sometimes, however, the property owners
hire a “submeter” company to install meters in each unit and handle billing.
For the tenants, the submeter company functions much like a utility.
INVESTIGATION FINDINGS
 Lack of regulation allows Ohio
submeter companies to charge
residents more for electricity than
customers would pay to a regulated utility — currently, from 5 to
40 percent more.
 One local submeter company,
American Power & Light, uses the
threat of eviction as a tool to help
with collections, going far beyond
methods available to regulated
utilities.
 No Ohio agency, including the
Public Utilities Commission of Ohio
and the Ohio attorney general’s
office, has any authority over
submetering. The PUCO and attorney general often refer calls to
the Better Business Bureau, which

has seen a dramatic increase in
inquiries about the companies.
 The submeter business model is
legal only in the following states:
Alabama, Georgia, Kansas, Ohio,
Pennsylvania, South Carolina,
Utah and Washington. There is no
evidence that similar companies
are using the model on a large
scale in any of those states.
 The national trade group for
submeter companies says two
central Ohio companies, Nationwide Energy Partners and American Power & Light, are outside
the industry mainstream and
pushing the envelope with their
business practices. The two Ohio
companies are not members of
the group.

HOW WE DID IT
The Dispatch interviewed residents at apartment and condominium complexes across the
region, analyzing their bills and
reviewing their claims of unfair
treatment. Interviews also included state officials, consumer
advocates and energy-company
executives.
The bill analysis was done with
the assistance of Riverside
Energy of Dublin, a company
that advises businesses on how
to manage energy costs. American Electric Power also reviewed
and confirmed the figures. The
source documents were customers’ bills and AEP’s rate schedules.
The information about state laws
is based on interviews with
officials in each state, and
assistance from the Utility Management and Conservation
Association, a national trade
group for submeter companies.

Gearino on 10tv
 Business reporter Dan Gearino
will talk more about submetering on
10tv at 7:15 a.m. today and between
6:30 and 7 a.m. on Monday.
The current president, Arthur
Blankenship, owner of Argen
Billing, an Atlanta-area submeter company, said he is concerned by reports of “rogue
companies” in Ohio.
“Our industry doesn’t have
anything to hide, and if there
are companies out there doing
something dubious, that needs
to be addressed,” he said.
Neither Nationwide Energy
nor American Power is a member of the trade group. But another local submeter company,
Guardian Water & Power of
Grandview Heights, is a longtime member.
Founded in 1983, Guardian
has customers in 30 states. For
its Ohio customers, Guardian
typically charges about a $3per-month service fee for each
apartment served, which the
landlord can pay or pass along
to the tenant. The company
makes no profit from marking
up water or power, and it has
never evicted anybody.
Harry Apostolos, Guardian’s
founder and co-owner, declined
to comment specifically about
Nationwide Energy or American
Power, which he said are competitors.
In general, he said, some
companies have chosen business models that go against
industry best practices, and
they have “created a black eye
for the industry in central
Ohio.”

State officials no help

Consumers often do not
know what is happening. When
they find out, they are shocked
that this is legal in Ohio.
“It was inexplicable,” said
Gabriel Santiago of Reynoldsburg, a former Nationwide
Energy customer who moved
out of his apartment this year
Pennsylvania.
Nationwide Energy began in
because of what he saw as exthat such a model has a high
“Our business is very unique,” risk of lawsuits, intervention by
1999 by installing its metering
cessive electricity charges.
he said. “As we went across the
systems in newly built apartGuy Fulcher, a former Amerregulators and blowback from
ments. It later expanded to also country and did management
ican Power customer who now
angry consumers.
serve older properties, including presentations of people who see
lives in Galena, was fed up with
The submeter industry has
300 or 400 deals a year in the
some in which tenants previthe response when he tried to
been around for decades and
ously had individual meters and energy space, no one ever saw a has customers across North
file a complaint.
business that had a model like
billing from the utility, and had
“The attorney general back
America and Europe. Most of
ours and what we were doing.”
no choice but to switch to the
then was Richard Cordray, and
these companies make money
American Power was founded by selling equipment and sernew provider. The company has
his office just rolled over and
in 2003 by developer Donald R.
about 40 employees.
said, ‘We don’t regulate that,’”
vices, and they comply with
Kenney Sr. It shares office space industry standards that say it is
“NEP is the new utility,”
he said. “They said to go to
with many of his other ventures, unethical to charge a markup on PUCO. PUCO said, ‘We don’t
DeAscentis said in the 2010
presentation. “We do everything including Ardent Property Man- the cost of electricity or water.
regulate that.’”
that a utility does except gener- agement, Village Communities
Consumer advocates say that
“When you start trying to get
ate power. NEP builds electrical- and Metro Development. His
these extra charges, and the fact
creative (with pricing), you
companies have built more than create problems for the entire
distribution systems for resithat they are legal in Ohio,
35,000 apartments or condomi- industry, and we don’t want
dential communities, and we
should be a source of shame.
nium units, according to the
were very deliberate when we
They would like to see the
that,” said Matt White, presistarted the business 10 years ago Metro website.
dent of Meter Technology Works Ohio General Assembly or
to put it in a place where it was
of Tampa, Fla. He sells meters to PUCO rein in the most-abusive
not regulated.”
submeter companies and is past of the practices. But first, they
Outside the mainstream
He spoke of plans to expand
say, there must be awareness
There are reasons other com- president of the national subinto Pennsylvania, New York
that a problem exists.
meter trade group, the Utility
panies have not tried this. It is
and the Washington, D.C., area. illegal in most states, and estab- Management and Conservation
dgearino@dispatch.com
The company is now active in
@dispatchenergy
lished submeter companies say Association.

