CITY OF TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES
PUBLIC UTILITY ADVISORY BOARD
Tuesday June 20, 2023

REGULAR MEETING MINUTES

Regular meeting of the Public Utility Advisory Board of the City of Truth or Consequences, New Mexico to be held in the City Commission Chambers, 405 W. Third, Truth or Consequences, New Mexico, on Tuesday June 20, 2023 at 3:30 pm.  

CALL TO ORDER:	
The meeting was called to order by Chairman Szigeti.

ROLL CALL:	 
	George Szigeti, Chairman  
	Jeff Dornbusch, Vice-Chairman 
                            	Gil Avelar, Member 
                            	Don Armijo, Member-Absent
	Ken Moran, Member 

ALSO PRESENT:	
			Angela Gonzales, City Manager
			Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager
Harleigh Wilkins, Assistant Clerk
Sonya Renfro, Utility Office Manager
Bo Easley, Electric Department Head 

1. APPROVAL OF AGENDA
  Vice-Chairman Dornbusch made a motion to approve the agenda.
Member Moran seconded the motion.
Motion carried unanimously 

1. APPROVAL OF MINUTES:
0. Regular meeting of May 15, 2023
 Vice-Chairman Dornbusch made a motion to approve the minutes.
Member Avelar seconded the motion.
Motion carried unanimously.

1. COMMENTS FROM THE PUBLIC:  (3 Minute rule applies)
There were no comments

1. NEW BUSINESS:

a. Discussion/Action: Proposed sale of Electric Division
 Chairman Szigeti:  I for see this, today’s agenda is mostly going to be a discussion among ourselves on these topics. The first item it the proposed sale of the Electric Division and as our former City Manager said there are still studies and information you know that are due to come back on it but what this board has not had an opportunity to really you know sit down and throw out our opinions and I’ll let the commission know how the board feels about this and I think it’s important for the commission to know the basic opinions of the board before we get too far into the nitty gritty of this. Because of the open meetings act we really can’t sit and discuss this between ourselves outside of the meeting and the temptation to do so is getting so great I feel we’d better put it on the agenda, we can get everything off our chest and then we could be ready to help the commissioners out once you know we get more information back on this. Let me start with a few comments, I’ve worked with the city commission for a number of years and I have worked with many of the old commissioners and I know how they feel about things and I don’t think any of the commissioners we had on board before the present commission, I don’t think any of those people would have been in favor of this. I did run into our old City Manager Juan Fuentes a couple of months ago and he told me don’t do it and I find the old hands the people that have been around for a while do not view this very favorably and I find it a little bit suspicious maybe I’m being a little paranoid about this but that this offer comes at a time where we have basically four freshman commissioners on the board with Rolf being the only one who’s had more than just a taste of what it takes to run the city I think that if this would have come before the board at any previous time I think it would’ve been dismissed without ever going to any studies and that’s my feelings from having dealt with many of the previous commissioners and before I get to throwing out any more information that I have I’d just like to hear how everyone else on the board feels about it.
Vice Chairman Dornbusch: Is that an opening?
Chairman Szigeti: Jump right in.
Vice Chairman Dornbusch: Yea this is a very concerning issue, I feel like it’s forgone conclusion that this proposed sale is a dead done deal and that we’re just going through the motions of making it proper because I don’t see a benefit to the city at all the only party that benefits from this would be Sierra Electric CO OP, there has been no other offers nobody else has been invited to buy our Electric Department except Sierra Electric CO OP so it seems like a win win for them and a lose lose for us the fact that this has come through this board back hand channel, we weren’t part of any of this decision making I asked our last City Manager who proposed this deal, I got no answers. I still haven’t gotten an answer. 
City Manager Gonzales: Is that a question?
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: Yea it’s a question, who proposed this deal was it the City Commission came up with this crazy idea, somebody from outside come up with this crazy idea and propose it to the City Commission and then bypass this board for how many months? To get our input.
City Manager Gonzales: I’ve been here two months.
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: Okay I understand that I’m not asking you to answer my question.
City Manager Gonzales: Well, you just said that was a question.
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: This is a serious question because in a time when we are so hurting for money that we’re so broke that we have to start backing off on services like our trash, our recycling programs all the departments are taking kind of a hit okay, who has the power to make the city jump through the hoops proposed the pay out for this proposal for this whack idea that wasn’t even run through this board, where did that money get approved? Who approved that money for this survey? To see how much our utility is worth so we can possibly sell it because we don’t have enough money, yea I’ve been waiting for answers on this for over a year and I don’t have any answers and it seems to me that Sierra Electric CO OP has already done the deal we’re just going to figure out how much money we’re going to get from them and that public input has to come in at some point and whatever the public input is we’ll find a way around it because the city is so hurting for money we don’t have enough money right now we have all of these infrastructure needs, we need to redo cook street, we need to do all of the water lines that are leaking really bad we’ve got so much backlog of infrastructural needs that we need all this money so if we’re in so much need for money why is the only option selling the electric department, the only department by the way that makes any revenue. I don’t see Wastewater being self-sufficient I don’t see Parks and Streets, Recreation any of that being self-sufficient so where is the money going to come from? If we don’t have enough money now so this idea that we’re going to drop 40,50,60 I don’t even know the number that was paid for this survey to see how much our infrastructure is worth to put it on the market so you know if we have that kind of money to entertain somebody’s idea whose idea was it? Was it the citizenry, was it City Commission, was it somebody who remains faceless and nameless who has upper ties and lots of money? It just raises so many questions that have not been answered and there doesn’t seem to be an answer coming. The answer seems to be we’re doing a lot of studies right now when it’s all done then we’ll bring it to your board because by then the deals done and all we have to do is come to some approval and I feel like my time on this board has been wasted because a lot of my recommendations went in one ear and out the other. It was before your time but I agree with George some of our City Commissioners don’t know what’s going on and anybody who can see this as a benefit for the city needs to stand right here and explain to everybody in plain English so we can all understand it and then take questions and answers because this is a big deal and I don’t like the behind the scenes way that it seems to be going about it, a little drib and drab on the newspapers all of the information I have gotten.
Sonya Renfro, Utility Office Manager: Can I talk?
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: Sure
Sonya Renfro, Utility Office Manager: Well, I understand your guy’s frustration but at this point I don’t think anyone in this room can answer your question. I mean the thing would be for you guys to go to the commission and ask them the questions because hopefully they can give you the answers but I don’t think anyone in this room was part of that.
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: Do you not have the same questions? 
Sonya Renfro, Utility Office Manager: I’m just billing.
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: I know, you’re an employee you don’t have questions. 
Sonya Renfro, Utility Office Manager: I don’t 
Vice Chairman Dornbusch: But I would think that there would be questions at your level about this whole deal and not just we’ll wait and see.
Sonya Renfro, Utility Office Manager: Right, but again we can’t answer those questions I feel. I can’t.
Chairman Szigeti: We really don’t you know expect you to have all the answers the point here is to bring the questions up, it gets recorded in the minutes the commission sees those minutes and hopefully that’s how it goes.
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: Hopefully they read them.
Chairman Szigeti: Like Jeff said why when they came in here and presented to the commission why was the board not allowed to sit in and have a joint meeting like we did with the rate study and allow the board to ask questions like this earlier on in the study and again we know you don’t have those answers but those are the questions that Jeff and I have had and possibly the rest of the board. I’ve been very disappointed and I’ve expressed this to Mr. Swingle on a number of times that we have been kept in the dark on this and not allowed to bring it and that’s why I insisted on putting this on the agenda there are studies coming in but there’s so much up front information and background information that has not been brought out and it has not been discussed and I like I said I think the present commission is too inexperienced to understand and no offense to them really I know that it’s a really steep learning curve when you get on the commission especially for people who have not been involved with the way the city runs I mean I have been on the board for 5 years or so before I went on the commission and it was still difficult for me I can only guess how it is for somebody who has not actually been involved in City Operations so it is no offense to them at all but when you have people with that little experience they depend upon the boards even more and us not being allowed to weigh in on this earlier in the game I think it does not benefit the commission.
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: I think the reason we weren’t involved because we have public this is behind the public’s view we don’t want the public to know about this deal because if it comes out it may hurt us and the deal may not go through.
Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager: Just for a little bit of clarification the commission don’t have much more information than what you guys have the studies are still just being done, we’ve not had conversations and executive session about this we haven’t had presentations to the commission they haven’t been given boohoo amounts of information literally we are still just submitting information upon request of the firm that’s doing this.
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: So how did this thing metastasize to where it is without anyone knowing anything about it? 
Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager: Don’t speak to me in that form.
City Manager Gonzales: You are being very aggressive.
Jeff Dornbusch: I’m sorry this has been going for a long time the somebody should know some of these basic answers, who initiated this?
City Manager Gonzales: You’re being very aggressive with us so please we’re trying to help.
Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager: I don’t know who initiated it I don’t know if that was upper management at the time. What I can tell you Bruce Swingle the City Manager at the time from the direction and who initiated that I don’t know what I can tell you as Assistant City Manager and somebody that sits in on every single executive session that the commissioners do not have any more information than you have it is all internal where we are submitting requested information to the person that is doing the study, they are in the study process. 
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: But somebody came before the commission asking to approve this study, who brought it to the commission to approve the study?
Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager: From what I understand nobody approved the study, Sierra Electric CO OP I believe had been paying for the firm initially and then that step the next step was a proposal and the request to the commission was with the city shared the costs of that next step of the study and the commission voted to share the costs for the next step of the study nothing else has been given. 
Chairman Szigeti: It was initiated by Sierra Electric.
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: Well, thank you for answering one of my questions George why did you keep it such a secret?
Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager: And I do believe Chairman Szigeti sat in on one of the executive sessions.
Chairman Szigeti: Yea on that first session.
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: I’m frustrated because I’ve been in the dark about this for so long and I’m making assumptions that people in the upper echelons of power have some idea what’s going on so to hear that City Commission doesn’t really know what’s going on.
Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager: I didn’t say they don’t know what’s going on I said they have not been any more information than you we are providing the people that are doing the study the information right now, our assets and everything like that.
Chairman Szigeti: To answer your point, who knows the city’s utilities better than the people on this board, and that’s the reason I am not happy with it, it’s because the people who know the utilities best and to include Bo as well being the department head. This board exists to provide input to the City Commission and the fact that we were not involved from the get go is what bothers me and I’m sure that it’s part of what bothers Jeff.
Vice-Chairman Dornbusch: All that what bothers me.
Chairman Szigeti: We can kind of terminate that line of discussion right now because I don’t want anyone to get overheated on this but that was our concern is that we did not get a chance to be involved from the beginning. Being invited into an executive session is fine and the problem is that’s an executive session and I can’t repeat anything I heard outside of that executive session to any of my fellow board members so that does not help with situation either.
Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager: I will say it’s not the city’s intent to make any move or make any decision om a study without input whether it be from Utility Advisory Board as well as City Commission, rate studies are a perfect example there is a lot of information that has garnered before they put together a presentation that comes as an update. The firm that’s doing the sale is doing just that, they’re gathering a lot of information it is a lot more in depth than just a simple rate study so they do all of the internal work first of gathering the information, once they have something put together that makes sense that’s when the presentations come to the boards and ultimately the City Commission so as far as being left out from the get go we don’t involve you in a rate study from the get go, we don’t involve you in a preliminary engineering report from the get go it’s a lot of internal documents that are submitted and gathered and sent to the professionals for them to put into a form that then comes back to the boards and the commission for their review and comments and then ultimately request for approvals and that’s where we’re at right now they are gathering information. 
Chairman Szigeti: Let’s go to the rest of our board before they have to call the police chief to settle us down.
Member Avelar: I feel the way the rest of us do right now they kind of blind sided us with this they wanted to shove it down our throat and I don’t see how the city could possibly think about selling the Electric Department that has been supporting the rest of the city inside the 30 years I worked for the city and it was a give and take proposition there I understand we’re bringing the other departments to where they can pay for themselves but once again that little leeway there and until the other departments pay for themselves it’s going to be the Electric Department kind of pulling things together so there’s no possible way in the world we could make it without the Electric Department making most of the money they can’t sell it to anybody.
Member Moran: The only things I was wondering about if you guys did sell it does the customers actually realize how much difference there’s going to be in their billing because I have a meter in the CO OP and I have a meter and here and if you compare the two meters they are like $150-$200 more than what we pay through the city I mean even with this new study that you guys are going through now but I don’t think the citizens actually understand that which they should be more informed before this thing goes completely through.
Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager : I think that when it gets to that point I mean that’s one of the things that we did in the Electric Rate study was we asked them to give an example of the billing if this was a done deal with Sierra Electric CO OP we sure wouldn’t out money for the rate study I mean I think we’re looking at all avenue as possible and so when it gets to that point I would think that I would hope that would be part of their presentation as what would the difference be in how it would affect the customers.
Member Moran: This is great from what I’ve seen the other day whenever we were in the meeting here, I mean I don’t think like the average I mean there is a lot of people that can’t even afford their bill now then if the CO OP comes in and takes over which then, then they got this whole thing because we’re kind of surrounded right now we can’t expand anymore than what we have because they’re completely around even though we did the city limits and all that you know but we can’t go there because that’s all theirs and this is all they got left to take over actually but I don’t think the citizens themselves are actually realizing what the difference in the cost would be.
[bookmark: _Hlk138921670]Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager: I would hope that would be part of the study.
Member Moran: Would that go out to the public to be voted on possibly?
Traci Alvarez, Assistant City Manager: I don’t know to the public to be voted on but I would hope that it would definitely be something that would be presented as part of the information that’s presented whether it be to the board or the commission.
Chairman Szigeti: Okay, Kenny to answer your question I’ve done a comparison and I have started on this and it was Commissioner Hechler who asked me to elaborate on it and so if you can see it up there I can make that a little bit bigger, can you see that alright from there? This applies both to the rate study and to the sale because the data on the left the current proposed and the increase that is straight out of the rate study and using the numbers that the contractor came up with for the rate increase. I added onto that how much it would cost to Sierra Electric now Sierra Electric for residential as a normal rate plan like we have and they also have a time of use plan where you pay more for peak hours versus soft hours and it’s impossible compared to that because everybody’s is going to be different depending by when they turn all of the things on but that’s for a straight rate and so if you look at that figures there well yea the current what they’re paying and the proposed amount there is a pretty good increase it’s about 20% for the low end for $600 kilowatt hours but it drops down to around 13% increase and it should go higher, that’s because the major increase is in the monthly charge so low end users are going to have a much bigger increase because we’re going from a total of around 13 cents a kilowatt hour to about 14 ½ or so, but we’re going a $10 increase in the monthly charge and that’s going to hit the low end users a lot harder percentage wise. If you’ll look at the Sierra Electric Rate you’ll see that they actually line up fairly well with the total for the proposed rate increase out of the rate study and then on the bottom I wrote out the rate on there, Sierra Electric they have their base rate they have a fuel adjustment surcharge an energy cost adjustment like we have and they also have debt service so as they take out a loan that can be added onto the bill and I called up just this afternoon to get their latest surcharge rates and the numbers you have on there is what they told me over the phone and they actually have a debt service credit. I was looking at these numbers last year and I had a friend that was doing stuff with solar and he had some questions and I looked at his bill, last year with all of the adjustments the rate they were charging was over 15cents a kilowatt hour so they had a positive energy cost and a positive value on the debt service and the rate they were charging were about 2 cents a kilowatt hour higher just last year. Take that issue as you wish. This is a comparison, so if we go with a rate increase it’s going to be close to what we would pay for a Sierra Electric by OP. The thing is that the fuel adjustments, the energy cost adjustments, and the debt service. The fuel adjustments and the energy cost is done annually and the debt service is adjusted quarterly that’s done at the whim of Sierra Electric and there’s no reason that it can’t bounce back up to 15 cents a kilowatt hour next year.
Member Avelar: Wouldn’t the debt service go up substantially?
Chairman Szigeti: Well if they’re going to borrow 15 million dollars to buy that’s a point I wanted to make if they’re going to buy out our service that will be a debt and they can add that debt on to their rate charges so who is going to be paying for this purchase it’s not going to be Sierra Electric it’s going to be the rate payers that are paying for that purchase.
Member Moran: See there you go exactly what I said about the meter out there and the meter I have in town, it’s going to double the bill. We have people in this town who can’t even pay $150 a month for utilities because when I was working there we would cut them off in the middle of winter these older people that are on set income you know like around the end of the year and everything because they couldn’t pay it and now if they come and take it over I mean it's not going to mean nothing to them because instead of the $150 they’re going to end up paying $300 and they can’t even pay what they’ve got now so why would we want to get rid of something that we already have that supports itself and half of the city to somebody else and then what about these guys where do they go? Do they just lose their job do they kick them down the street or go kick cans or what? 
Chairman Szigeti: I’m sure they will absorb some of our staff but that’s one thing. What you bring up is another thing I’ve thought a lot about and that’s accountability, if a citizen in the city has an issue with the utility, they can either call or come down to city hall and talk to the staff I mean it’s right there and our staff bends over backwards for their customers. I spent some time in the office and people coming in and out you know the usual hectic routine over there but I’ve seen the staff in the utility office sit down and patiently work with these people that in any other utility they would have been red tagged and that was it. Now if they’re not happy they can go to the City Manager who’s right down the street talk to the City Manager, if the City Manger can’t help them out, they can appear before the Commission and it’s all right here if they don’t like what the City Commission is doing, they can vote the Commissioners out or they could recall the Commissioners. Sierra Electric is a step beyond that and much of what Sierra Electric done is regulated by the PRC which is in Santa Fe, if you have an issue with Sierra Electric you have to go and petition a member of the PRC who to tell you the truth is not going to listen to anybody besides the big utility companies. An average citizen has zero clout in Santa Fe and if somebody gets red tagged who are they going to appeal to, here in the city you have direct contact with the people who are running the utilities and you don’t have that anywhere else and that’s another thing that we will lose, that’s a big disadvantage to the customers. The other thing again is we are subject to state regulations as an electric utility but we are not at the beck and call of the PRC, we do not have go through all of the little hoops and you know circles that the PRC sends the other utilities to we don’t have to get their approval for rate increases and all of that we are autonomous here. What he said is yea we can purchase electricity from anywhere we want to and a question I have had is why do we keep going back to Sierra Electric? When a contract is up we can go why don’t we buy the Electricity from the same people that Sierra Electric buys you know it goes straight to tri-state or to PNM we don’t have to go through them, we can cut them out of the loop entirely, and I think that’s what they are afraid of if the city decided to cut out Sierra Electric the CO OP would be in a world of hurt but there’s no reason we could not. Okay Bo you wanted to say something come on up.  
Bo Easley, Electric Department Head: 
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