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Program Features 

Columbia Gas of Ohio WarmChoice
Structure and  Delivery Agencies
In its first stage (1984-1988), Columbia WarmChoice did not coordinate with the Weatherization Programs and contracted with a mix of delivery organizations.   

From 1988-1993, the program was given 50% matching funds from the Ohio Department of Development and became closely affiliated with the Ohio Department of Development’s HWAP (Public Utilities Commission of Ohio 1990, p.2).  Each still operates a “Stand Alone” program, they are coordinated and known as the “Cost-Share program” (Laverty 2005, slide 16).  

The costs for inspection and treatments to heating systems are generally covered by Columbia.  Building shell work can be financed in three ways:

1. Columbia Gas pays for it all

2. WAP pays for it all

3. Costs are shared between Columbia and WAP

“Cost-Share” covers expenses for shared equipment and inventory systems; local agencies are reimbursed for materials used by WarmChoice (Laverty 2005, p.17). WarmChoice’s affiliated CBOs are the HWAP service providers.   In 1994 the program started to explore similar cost-share measures with the DOE Weatherization Assistance Program (ACEEE p.44).  Utility staff that oversees the program is also hired from the WAP network.   

“Piggyback” program = Better ResuIts: In a 2000 study, Joel Cohen found that homes treated by a package of investments by both WAP and WarmChoice produced more cost-effective service (cited by Monte de Ramos 2002, @ p.11).  Almost a decade after collaboration began and with energy savings performance in the WarmChoice program only homes improving, studies show “homes which received both WarmChoice and HWAP services consistently outperformed those receiving services from either WarmChoice or HWAP (Monte de Ramos 2002, p.20).” 

Program Measures and Practices

Energy Audit 

WarmChoice uses the same list of energy conservation measures as WAP that is taken from the D.O.E. NEAT audit and tested on Ohio’s housing stock to determine household investments (Laverty 2005, p.9).

Non-Federal Administrative Cost Share
WarmChoice reimbursement rates include a 30% reduced cost rate which covers the administrative and training expenses associated with delivering the Cost-Shared program.

Goals/Metrics for Leveraged Funds

Columbia Gas has measured the energy benefits of WarmChoice by several indicators

1. Units saved, Cost per unit of gas conserved and simple payback: 

(a) Yearly ccfs saved: avg. per household = 429 (30% reduction in use).  

(b) Cost of Conserved Energy (CCE) varies with the cost of gas , WarmChoice treatment in 1998 resulted in a CCE of $2.11/ccf.  WarmChoice/WAP treatment resulted in a CCE of $0.63/ccf.
(c) Bill savings  also vary with the cost of gas, were $200/year in 1997.

2. Reduction in arrears: Also varies with the cost of gas, ranging from $60 to $147.

(Laverty 2005, p.14) 

(Monte de Ramos 2002, p.25) 

Caution: In these studies, all energy results were attributed to the WarmChoice program investments, although in fact weatherization funds may pay for as much as half of work (of all types) performed in a home. If WAP investments were included with WarmChoice expenditures, the total average cost per household would be around $6,000; the results would not show the same level of cost-effectiveness.

“Piggyback” program = Better ResuIts: In a 2000 study, Joel Cohen found that homes treated by a package of investments by both WAP and WarmChoice 
produced more cost-effective service (cited by Monte de Ramos 2002, @ p.11).  Almost a decade after collaboration began and with energy savings performance in the WarmChoice program only homes improving, studies show “homes which received both WarmChoice and HWAP services consistently outperformed those receiving services from either WarmChoice or HWAP (Monte de Ramos 2002, p.20).” 

Non-energy benefits 

Inclusion of non-energy benefits, a number of which would be of benefit to the utility, is recommended by many Ohio advocates. 

Utility perspectives on non-energy benefits that would be positive for the bottom line include emissions reductions, strategic marketing of current energy supplies, upgraded heating equipment, improved relationships with regulators, and avoided bad debt.  

There has been evaluation of the program’s impact on arrearage reduction. Ohio is one of three states where low-income families are not required to pay gas bills that exceed 10% of their income and, therefore, other ratepayers underwrite arrearages.  All arrearage reduction, therefore, is of direct benefit to the company. 

Quantec LLC’s study of participant arrears showed a decrease directly after weatherization compared to an untreated control group.  Over the two years following WAP treatment, increases in gas rates and unemployment were reflected in an increase in all groups’ arrears.  However, during those two years, the non-participant arrears increased by an average of $103.50 more per year than weatherization participants debt (Khawaja, 2004, p.3).

       Figure 1: Average Monthly Arrearage/ Columbia Gas of Ohio
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Additional History 

Information Sharing

Columbia Gas retains data on energy use, payments, arrearages, etc. for all eligible customers and program participants.   This bank of information 
is useful in the generation of impact evaluations and of “customer-marketing” lists.   

Columbia’s 2003 persistence of savings report in 2003 (Kushler 2005, p.48) was possible and credible as a result of this stored, pre-treatment or pre-weatherization usage data bank. WarmChoice homes treated between 1990-2000 continued to show savings as long as 11 years after weatherization (Kushler 2005, p.49).
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