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 Come next March 1, Massachusetts homeowners could find themselves buying        

 electricity from a nonutility company maybe one they've never heard of that won 

 their business by offering the lowest price in a state auction.                 

 That plan is the centerpiece of a bill being drafted by a top State House       

 legislator that is already triggering aggressive opposition from NStar Electric 

 & Gas Corp. NStar calls the plan an electric-industry version of long-distance  

 telephone "slamming," or switching customers' service provider without their    

 consent.                                                                        

 But Representative Daniel E. Bosley, a North Adams Democrat and cochair man of  

 the legislative committee that oversees electric utilities, said his plan would 

 give residential customers access to the same choice of low-cost power          

 suppliers now available to big commercial and industrial customers.             

 "The average person doesn't have the time or inclination to play the energy     

 market, but shouldn't they have that same choice?" said Bosley, a key architect 

 of the 1997 utility restructuring act.                                          

 Bosley said that "95 percent of the bill is done" and could be filed within the 

 next several weeks. One provision Bosley has been considering is structural     

 separation of existing utilities like NStar and Massachusetts Electric Co. into 

 two parts: regulated utilities that operate electric lines and meters, and      

 nonregulated marketing companies that would compete with power suppliers such   

 as Constellation NewEnergy and Dominion.                                        

 NStar and Mass. Electric have been opposed to having their operations split     

 along these lines, and Bosley said in an interview yesterday, "I'm not sure     

 we'll see structural separation."                                               

 A factor creating some urgency is the expiration next March 1 of the system     

 created by the 1997 law under which existing customers got "standard offer"     

 power supplied by utilities at guaranteed rates, and people opening electric    

 accounts after the law took effect in March 1998 are provided "default service" 

 power at rates that fluctuate with wholesale prices. sometimes much higher than 

 standard offer. Transmission and distribution costs remain regulated.           

 If no further action is taken, starting next March 1, all 2.2 million Bay State 

 residential electric customers would go onto default service.                   

 Bosley's plan envisions creating 10 or 11 blocs of about 200,000 customers      

 each. Competitive electric suppliers would then submit bids to state regulators 

 to win each bloc of customers by offering the lowest rate over a multi-year     

 contract.                                                                       

 Once that contract expired, customers could then leave their assigned provider  

 and individually shop around among providers based on the lowest price, their   

 customer service, or other factors such as whether they offer bundles of        

 electricity and home heating or telecommunications services. Similar plans have 

 already been launched in Texas for electric customers and Georgia for           

 natural-gas customers, and across the United Kingdom for both.                  

 NStar chairman and chief executive Thomas J. May, in a recent e-mail to company 

 employees, blasted Bosley's plan, which he said would "assign all of our energy 

 customers to an unregulated energy supplier such as Enron. This concept of      

 transferring customers without their consent is referred to as "slamming."      

 May wrote that he was concerned about any plan to "separate the functions of    

 our company that meter, bill, and service our customers," which May said would  

 "destroy our customer-service capability and drive jobs out of state" to        

 low-cost call centers elsewhere in the United States. NStar serves 1 million    

 electric customers in Boston and 80 Eastern Massachusetts communities.          

 Massachusetts Electric senior vice president Robert McLaren said the utility,   

 the state's largest with 1.3 million customers in 168 cities and towns, also    

 has concerns about structural separation but sees merit in creating blocs of    

 electric consumers to invite bidding from competitive suppliers.                

 "We've certainly been a proponent of customer aggregation for some time,"       

 McLaren said. "We're confident that suppliers would come and participate        

 actively and create a robust market if you can offer them instant scale" by     

 pooling customers.                                                              

 "I just don't think you'll see a significant number of customers participating  

 in an opt-in process" to attract suppliers, McLaren said, unless the state      

 assigns them to bidding blocs.                                                  

 Customers can now pay competitive suppliers instead of their utility for the    

 energy cost of their bill, but as of December, barely 58,000 Bay State          

 residential customers actually do, according to the state Division of Energy    

 Resources.                                                                      

 James Steffes, vice president of Centrica North America, a part of the former   

 British Gas Corp. that sells electricity to 827,000 customers in Texas and gas  

 and electricity to more than 15 million in Great Britain, said competitive      

 suppliers are excited about the Bosley plan because it could give them instant  

 large-scale customer bases.                                                     

 "This is the right proposal for Massachusetts, and it will really reestablish   

 Massachusetts as the leader in the electric restructuring process," Steffes     

 said. Local utilities should also welcome the opportunity to become electric    

 marketers outside their traditional service territories, Steffes said.          

 State Senator Michael W. Morrissey, a Quincy Democrat who is cochairman with    

 Bosley of the Government Regulations Committee, said he thinks the Bosley plan  

 "is worth exploring."                                                           

 But, Morrissey said, "Do we have to do anything? I'm not sure it's the end of   

 the world" if legislators allow the whole state to move to a system of          

 market-based default service electricity supplied by utilities, which could     

 arrange the lowest-cost power supply contracts for their customers.             

 Peter J. Howe can be reached at howe@globe.com.                                 
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