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 January 10, 2017 -  E4
Disconnections

ISSUE:  

As electricity prices continue to rise, consumers, particularly in rural Ontario, are 
having their service  disconnected as they struggle to pay their bills.

SUGGESTED RESPONSE:

 The government understands the financial pressures that rising electricity  
costs are putting on some Ontarians and continues to work hard to help 
Ontarians manage their electricity costs.

 We understand that even with assistance, some Ontarians still face challenges 
paying their bills.

 Disconnection for non-payment of electricity bills is authorized under the 
Electricity Act, 1998. Disconnections are a last resort, since utilities are 
interested in maintaining service to all of their customers.

 The OEB and electricity distributors are committed to avoiding disconnections. 
The OEB has strengthened the customer service codes which govern utility 
actions regarding customers in arrears. The rules also provide exemptions to 
customers from providing a deposit if they qualify as a low-income customer.

 Utilities are required to offer customers in arrears the option to set up a 
payment plan before resorting to disconnection.  

 With Bill 27– Burden Reduction Act, 2016, the government has recently 
introduced measures that would, if passed, allow the OEB to make additional 
rules or licence conditions regarding disconnection policies. This will provide 
greater clarity to utilities and allow the OEB to better protect consumers. 

 In addition, the new powers granted to the OEB in the Burden Reduction Act, 
will provide the OEB with the ability to prohibit disconnections under certain 
prescribed conditions, such as prohibiting disconnections during the winter 
months.  

 Many utilities already act under an unwritten policy of non-disconnection during 
the winter months to protect the health and safety of their customers.  In 
December 2016 Hydro One formally acknowledged the policy in writing as they 
announced that they would work with their customers to avoid disconnecting 
anyone in arrears in the frigid winter months. 

 In recent years, Ontario’s disconnection rates are lower than our counterparts 
in Quebec and British Columbia. 

Assistance Programs

 Ontario’s government is focused on ensuring that vulnerable customers have 
the resources to help avoid disconnection.

 Ontario has several programs in place to help Ontario families manage their 
electricity bills:

o Ontario Energy and Property Tax Credit;

o saveONenergy for home conservation programs, including the Home 
Assistance Program for low-income consumers;

o Northern Ontario Energy Credit.
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 The Ontario Energy Board (OEB) developed the Ontario Electricity Support 
Program (OESP), which provides an ongoing rate reduction directly on the bills 
of low-income electricity consumers who have applied and meet the eligibility 
requirements.

 The Low-Income Energy Assistance Program (LEAP), introduced by the OEB in 
January 2011, is a comprehensive province-wide strategy designed to help 
qualifying low-income consumers in critical financial need. The program 
includes: 

o Emergency financial assistance: A one-time annual grant towards your 
electricity or natural gas bill if you are unable to make ends meet in an 
emergency situation.

o Special rules – Utilities have to follow special rules when dealing with 
customers with limited finances; for example, waiving security deposits, 
allowing longer payment times and more.

Other bill reduction measures

 As of January 1, 2016, the government removed the Debt Retirement Charge 
from residential electricity bills. This will save a typical residential electricity 
ratepayer who consumes 750 kWh per month about $65 per year.

 In addition, as of January 1st, 2017 the Ontario Rebate for Electricity Consumers 
Act, 2016 comes into force requiring all distributors to provide an 8% rebate to 
all residential, small business and agricultural customers.  The rebate must be 
implemented for all Ontarians and reflected on the bill by July 1st, 2017.

RURAL DELIVERY RATES:

 The delivery charge on consumer bills includes the cost of delivering electricity 
from generating stations across the Province to homes and businesses via the 
high voltage (transmission) and low voltage (distribution) electricity systems and 
also includes the cost of distribution system losses.

 The cost of distributing power to lower-density rural and remote areas is much 
higher than for urban and higher density areas.

 To help offset the higher costs to distribute electricity to Ontario residents who live 
in rural or remote locations, eligible customers receive a credit on their bills under 
the Rural or Remote Rate Protection (RRRP) framework.

 RRRP provides rate protection for customers living in low-density areas– including 
Hydro One’s R2 customers, customers of Algoma Power and customers of Hydro 
One Remote Communities and James Bay First Nation LDCs.

 In addition to the unveiling of the 8% rebate the government is also expanding the 
RRRP program by increasing the provincial subsidy to $60.50 a month, an increase 
of $29.00 a month.
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BACKGROUND

Several media outlets have started to report stories of residential electricity consumers 
being disconnected by their local utilities for non-payment; specifically in Northern 
Ontario. 

In an effort to better monitor disconnections, the OEB made it mandatory for electricity 
utilities to report on residential customer disconnections each year

Utilities began reporting in 2014 showing their 2013 data. This information is available to 
the public on request.  

These figures show that on average, a little over 1 percent of residential customers (or 
about 54,000 customers) have been disconnected in each of the last three years. 
As part of the OEB’s commitment to consumer protection, we put into place robust rules 
that electricity utilities must follow if they disconnect a residential consumer.  For 
example: 

o Utilities must give at least 10 days advance notice of disconnection.  The period 
is much longer for customers that have told their utility that disconnection could 
have serious negative effects on the health of someone in the household.

o The disconnection notice has to contain information about options such as 
equal billing and arrears management programs that may be available to the 
consumer.  

o The distributor has to make reasonable efforts to contact the consumer in 
person or by phone at least 48 hours before disconnecting them.

o The distributor has to suspend disconnection for 21 days if, at the time, a 
consumer is being assessed for eligibility to receive LEAP emergency funding.

o A distributor can’t disconnect a consumer with a smart meter based on an 
estimated bill.

o If a customer is disconnected, they generally have to be reconnected within two 
business days after they pay the overdue amount or enter into an arrears 
management program

Hydro One’s New Policy 

 In early December 2016, Hydro One Networks Inc. announced their new policy in 
regards to disconnections.  

 Hydro One, Ontario’s largest distributor, has approximately 1,400 customers in arrears 
who have been disconnected.  Hydro One will now work with each of these customers 
to try and arrive at a financial deal that would enable each of those customers to be 
reconnected during the winter months.  

 This could entail the installation of load limiters or the entrance into structured 
payment plans that enable these customers to work off their arrears while still 
receiving necessary electricity.

 This policy merely puts into writing a pre-existing policy that Hydro One and many 
other Ontario LDCs had adhered to for years of not disconnecting vulnerable 
customers during the winter months.  

Burden Reduction Act, 2016

 The Burden Reduction Act, 2016, otherwise known as Bill 27, includes 8 energy 
related items which impact upon the OEB and sector generally.  

 One of the proposed measures includes an amendment to the OEB’s powers in 
regards to disconnections.  The amendment grants the OEB the right to impose 
conditions on electricity distributors’ licenses and on the codes issued to 
natural gas companies regarding disconnections.
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 The intended outcome of the amendment is to permit the OEB to impose strict 
conditions on utilities preventing them from disconnecting customers from 
electricity or natural gas during the winter months.  

Data Reported (on Disconnections and Reconnections) to the OEB by Ontario 
Electricity Distributors 2013-2015
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 (From OEB media call response to Global – July 13, 2016)

 
Jurisdictional Comparison of Disconnection Rates

Residential Disconnection 
Rates1

2012 2013 2014 2015

Ontario-wide - 1.16% 1.12% 1.30%

1 Note: BC Hydro uses fiscal years (April-March), while Hydro One, Ontario-wide and Hydro Quebec use calendar years (January-
December).  Residential disconnection rates are measured as the percentage of the total residential customer base. The rise in 
disconnection rates in Quebec and BC may be a product of their newly installed smart meters that have the ability for remote 
disconnection from a utility office. Hydro One is currently piloting the technology.
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Hydro One 1.07% 0.25% 0.26% 0.86%

BC Hydro 0.38% 0.30% 1.23% 1.88%

Hydro Quebec 1.09% 0.97% 1.61% 1.54%

BC Hydro: “Disconnections for Non-Payment”2

FY2012 FY2013 FY2014 FY2015

Customers 1,671,412 1,689,050 1,709,071 1,727,945

Disconnections 6,376 4,995 20,940 32,564

Percent 0.38% 0.30% 1.23% 1.88%

Hydro Québec : « Débranchements résidentiels et commerciaux pour défaut de paiement »3

2012 2013 2014 2015

Clients 3,777,196 3,821,012 3,857,782 3,890,956

Débranchements 41 411 37 143 62 222 60 237

Pourcentage 1.09% 0.97% 1.61% 1.54%

Hydro One4

2012 2013 2014 2015

Customers 1,101,761 1,106,925 1,106,663 1,141,369

Disconnections 11,752 2,784 2,918 9,772

Percent 1.07% 0.25% 0.26% 0.86%

Ontario-wide5

2012 2013 2014 2015

Customers - 4,460,593 4,502,650 4,564,835

Disconnections - 51,750 50,308 59,503

Percent - 1.16% 1.12% 1.30%

 

2 Source: BC Hydro 2015 Rate Design Application, Exhibit B-26, p.35
3 Sources: EU27: Débranchements résidentiels et commerciaux pour défaut de paiement; Hydro Québec Annual Report 2015
4 Source: Hydro One Briefing Note (from Communications), OEB Yearbook of Distributors
5 Source: OEB Yearbook of Distributors; OEB data report on disconnections, July 13, 2016.).


