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Chair James and members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity to provide 
testimony on H.753, an act relating to utility service disconnections and ratepayer 
protections. 

My name is Scott Johnstone, and I serve as General Manager of Morrisville Water & Light 
and the Town of Hardwick Electric Department, as well as Interim General Manager for the 
Village of Hyde Park Electric. Across these municipal utilities, we work closely with our 
customers every day to address affordability concerns and the real challenge many 
households face in juggling essential bills. Energy burden is not an abstract concept for 
us—it is a lived reality for many of the people we serve. 

Before turning to the specific provisions of this bill, I believe it is important to provide 
context regarding the broader financial and policy environment facing electric utilities from 
my perspective. 

For roughly the past 25 years, electric sales volumes have remained essentially flat. Few 
businesses could rationally sustain themselves without meaningful opportunity for growth, 
yet utilities are expected to do just that. During this same period, net metering policies 
have reduced utility sales while creating subsidy dynamics that disproportionately benefit 
more affluent customers. At the same time, regulatory reporting expectations have steadily 
increased, raising the cost of compliance. 

State energy and climate policies—important for our state and society—have added further 
obligations related to renewable energy, electrification, emissions reduction, and 
customer programming. Regional market decisions through ISO-New England, particularly 
regarding wholesale power and transmission costs, have become the single largest driver 
of customer rates while remaining entirely outside local utility control. In recent weeks, for 
example, wholesale market prices have ranged from roughly $0.30 to $0.90 per kilowatt-
hour—levels that can quickly destabilize utility finances and customer affordability alike. 

Taken together, these pressures create a system of rapidly rising costs, much of which 
utilities cannot control. In practice, this often leaves middle-income customers carrying an 
increasing share of the burden and challenging the financial health of utilities. 



Another important dynamic is that electricity is heavily regulated, while many other 
household energy sources are not. As a result, policy solutions aimed at reducing overall 
energy burden frequently land within the electric sector—even though electricity may 
represent only 15 to 25 percent of a household’s total energy costs. This places 
responsibility for broader energy affordability on electric utilities alone. 

Turning to H.753, the bill contains three principal elements in my review: 

• Protection from disconnection with a doctor’s note 

• Protection from disconnection during extreme heat 

• A planning requirement aimed at achieving the lowest possible rate of 
disconnections 

From the perspective the utilities I serve, these issues are already managed with great care. 
Disconnection is treated strictly as a last resort. Our staff make far more outreach calls 
than required, work extensively with customers to establish payment arrangements, and 
apply policies consistently to maintain fairness and encourage payment. Even when a field 
technician is dispatched for disconnection, the visit frequently results in a new agreement 
or payment that avoids shutoff altogether. 

What is challenging for very small, nimble municipal utilities is the addition of new rules, 
reporting requirements, and mandated plans without corresponding staffing or resources. 

Regarding medical protections, current rules already prevent disconnection for up to three 
months per year, with no more than two consecutive months, and require updated monthly 
documentation. This structure balances compassion with fairness to other ratepayers. 
Expanding protection to year-round status based on a single initial certification risks 
increasing cross-subsidization and creating opportunities for misuse at the expense of 
other customers. 

With respect to extreme heat, Morrisville already suspends disconnections during 
dangerous temperature events. These decisions are made quickly at the management level 
and typically last only a few days, depending on conditions. Codifying this process risks 
replacing nimble, short-term protections with slower regulatory determinations that could 
unintentionally produce extended, inflexible moratoriums. 

Finally, on planning requirements to reduce disconnections: utilities already devote 
substantial attention and action to this goal. Additional reporting—particularly within the 
Service Quality and Reliability Plan framework—would likely evolve from a “do your best” 
expectation, seemingly envisioned in this bill, into enforceable mandates requiring new 



staff time and administrative effort, potentially diverting resources away from direct 
customer assistance. 

If the Committee believes further discussion is warranted, a more appropriate venue would 
be the Integrated Resource Plan process, where utilities already demonstrate strategies 
and performance across numerous policy areas and where targeted improvements can be 
required if needed. 

In closing, the intentions behind this bill are understandable and compassionate. 
Municipal utilities share the same desire to support neighbors facing hardships, that is 
both the municipal utility way and the Vermont way. It’s why our tagline is “Community is at 
the heart of Morrisville Water & Light”. However, the specific issues raised in H.753 are 
already being actively addressed by the utilities I manage. Given the significant regulatory, 
financial, and policy pressures that have accumulated over the past quarter century, I 
respectfully suggest that this legislation is not necessary or helpful at this time. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. 

Scott Johnstone 

 


