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This week voters in Maine rejected a ballot measure to implement a public takeover of the
state’s two investor-owned utilities. The measure proposed acquiring the two investor-
owned utilities that distribute 97% of Maine’s electricity and operating them as a new
publicly-owned utility called Pine Tree Power, that would be governed by an elected board.
70% of Mainers voted to reject the measure and 30% supported it (as of this posting).

Electric Utility Models

Electric utilities deliver electricity to customers. Utilities usually own and maintain the lines
through which electricity travels. Rather than have many overlapping sets of lines from
competing electricity companies running though the same neighborhoods, states grant
monopolies to utilities to operate in particular areas. There are three main utility models in
the United States: investor-owned utilities (IOUs), publicly-owned utilities, and member-
owned or cooperative utilities. IOUs serve 72% of utility customers nationally, but there are
many more publicly-owned utilities and coops than IOUs.

https://www.maine.gov/sos/cec/elec/upcoming/ballotquestionsnov2023.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2023/11/07/us/elections/results-maine.html
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=40913
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Investor-owned utilities are regulated to prevent them from taking advantage of their
monopoly to gouge ratepayers. Publicly owned-utilities, on the other hand, have their rates
set by the publicly-accountable officials (either elected or appointed) that run the utility.
Here in Los Angeles, for example, one of the largest publicly-owned utilities in the country,
the Los Angeles Department of Water & Power, is governed by five commissioners
appointed by the mayor and confirmed by the city council. The adjacent investor-owned
utility, Southern California Edison, has its rates regulated by the California Public Utility
Commission.

Publicly-owned utilities have generally outperformed IOUs on rates and reliability. An
evaluation of rates between publicly versus privately-owned utilities in Florida found that
publicly-owned utilities provided lower rates for residential and small commercial
customers, while privately-owned utilities provided lower rates for industrial and large
commercial customers. These conclusions were affirmed nationally by a Public Power
Association report that analyzed Energy Information Administration data. Here in
California, IOUs have also been found to impose higher rates than municipally-owned
utilities. In terms of reliability, a 2018 Energy Information Administration analysis found
that municipally-owned utilities had fewer outages and outages for shorter durations than
IOUs or cooperatives.

Tough Transitions

This week’s Maine ballot initiative was fueled by the fact that its two major investor-owned
utilities are particularly unpopular, but this kind of campaign is not unprecedented.
Although most of the country’s approximately 2,000 publicly-owned utilities were formed in
the early 20th century, 50 new public power utilities have been formed in the past 30 years.
These transitions have usually occurred at the municipal or county scale, rather than
statewide like in the Maine proposal.

So how does a public takeover of an IOU actually work? Uncertainty and concern about the

https://www.ladwp.com/ladwp/faces/ladwp/aboutus/a-whoweare?_adf.ctrl-state=68477ajza_45&_afrLoop=993832937997844
https://digitalcommons.wcupa.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1158&context=all_doctoral
https://digitalcommons.wcupa.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1158&context=all_doctoral
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/2018-Public-Power-Statistical-Report-Updated.pdf
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/2018-Public-Power-Statistical-Report-Updated.pdf
https://www.utilitydive.com/news/california-iou-rates-found-to-be-twice-the-cost-of-muni-power/400858/
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=35652
https://spectrumlocalnews.com/me/maine/news/2022/12/14/jd-power-ranks-cmp--versant-near-bottom-for-residential-customer-satisfaction
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=40913
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/municipalization-successful_public_power_campaigns.pdf
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process is one reason some Maine voters rejected the proposal. Municipalization can take a
few different paths. Some states require referendums prior to acquisition. Cities have
acquired IOUs through purchase at a negotiated price, like in Jefferson County, Washington.
More often though, the existing IOU inflates its price to make this impossible and localities
have acquired them through condemnation proceedings, as in Hermiston, Oregon.

Many more cities have considered or unsuccessfully attempted municipalization in recent
years. In 2019, city officials in San Jose and San Francisco, explored a public takeover of
PG&E, another particularly unpopular IOU, but did not pursue it. In 2020, Chicago
conducted a municipalization feasibility study that determined municipalization would not
be financially feasible due primarily to the cost of severing the IOU’s infrastructure in
Chicago with the rest of its infrastructure. In Michigan, Ann Arbor recently conducted a
study to explore a transition from its existing IOU to a newly formed municipally-owned
utility. Back in 2002, the California City of Corona attempted (unsuccessfully) to acquire the
local infrastructure and operation of Southern California Edison through eminent domain.
Even some of the unsuccessful or incomplete attempts, however, resulted in concessions for
ratepayers by the IOUs. A feasibility study in Wichita, Kansas, for example, provided
leverage that generated $28 million in rate relief.

Persistent Interest in Public Power

Multiple factors have elevated public power campaigns in recent years. First, a critique that
the incentive structure for investor-owned utilities is misaligned with decarbonization goals
has been gaining steam. In response, some advocacy has focused on rewriting the laws that
regulate IOUs to change these incentive structures, but transitioning private companies to
public ownership can accomplish this as well. The publicly-owned utility model also provides
a (potentially complimentary) counterpoint to the distributed system of individual private
ownership that a growing contingent of the rooftop solar industry is advocating. Incentives
aside, consumers in some parts of the country have stronger preferences about the
composition of their generation sources than in the past in light of climate change. In the
Maine campaign, as in other recent municipalization processes, bringing more renewable
generation online more quickly was a key concern.

Second, customers are increasingly unhappy with their utilities. One customer satisfaction
survey cites rising bills as the recent driver of dissatisfaction in Maine and across the
country. Stagnant wages and increased awareness about income inequality may exacerbate
frustrations about high rates imposed by for-profit monopolies. At the same time, the
combination of an aging grid and more frequent climate-related weather events have
increased outages across the country in recent decades.

https://www.jeffpud.org/mission-vision/
https://apps.puc.state.or.us/orders/2001ords/01-830.pdf
https://energynews.us/2019/12/16/publicly-owned-utilities-not-a-panacea-but-can-produce-customer-benefits/
https://www.jdpower.com/business/press-releases/2022-electric-utility-residential-customer-satisfaction-study
https://apps.puc.state.or.us/orders/2001ords/01-830.pdf
https://annarborpublicpower.org/
https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-2003-may-09-fi-corona9-story.html
https://www.publicpower.org/periodical/article/celebrating-public-power-america-series-part-3-celebrating-public-powers-attributes-and-addressing
https://www.nrdc.org/bio/jc-kibbey/utility-accountability-101-how-do-utilities-make-money
https://puc.hawaii.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/PBR-Phase-2-DO.Page-Press-Release.Final_.12-22-2020.pdf
https://rmi.org/performance-based-regulation-getting-down-to-business-model-reform-in-colorado/
https://www.cpr.org/2020/11/20/boulder-ends-decade-long-pursuit-of-city-owned-power-utility/
https://www.jdpower.com/business/press-releases/2022-electric-utility-residential-customer-satisfaction-study
https://www.jdpower.com/business/press-releases/2022-electric-utility-residential-customer-satisfaction-study
https://www.epi.org/publication/charting-wage-stagnation/
https://academic.oup.com/book/1594/chapter-abstract/141094207?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022/apr/06/us-power-outages-severe-weather-doubled-in-20-years
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In addition to saving ratepayers money and reducing power outages, the Pine Tree Power
campaign in Maine focused on bringing the power system under local control. Both of
Maine’s investor-owned utilities are owned by foreign companies—Central Maine Power by
Avangrid, a subsidiary of the Spanish company Iberdrola, and Versant by Canadian ENMAX.
The desire to have more control and accountability over a range of decisions beyond just
rates parallels increasing interest in energy democracy.

Despite the Pine Tree Power proposal’s failure and the concerns about the long and
challenging acquisition process, the campaign was taken seriously by the IOUs, which
pumped millions into advertising. Needless to say, they far outspent the grassroots
campaign (by almost 40 to 1). The Pine Tree Power campaign instead featured yard signs
and a song and music video by a Maine singer-songwriter with lyrics like, “Got a freezer full
of venison / sump pump runs all night / I worry some wind blowing through the wires / puts
out the light.”

The Maine ballot initiative was a clear loss for public power. But the loss is unlikely to put to
rest the underlying tensions driving ratepayers around the country to wonder about the
potential of publicly-owned utilities. The need to decarbonize the grid will only become more
important and climate change is likely to put increasing strain on resilience and rates. The
Maine campaign has elevated the issue of public power and may catalyze more action in the
many jurisdictions where ratepayers are fed up with their IOUs.

https://pinetreepower.org/?playlist=d134d74&video=9e70c41
https://pinetreepower.org/?playlist=d134d74&video=9e70c41
https://ballotpedia.org/Maine_Question_3,_Pine_Tree_Power_Company_Initiative_(2023)
https://pinetreepower.org/?playlist=896dc8b&video=feb73fd

