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National Fuel says price to heat homes could fall slightly

Savings tied to 'normal' winter

By David Robinson 

Updated: October 13, 2011, 7:36 AM 

Keeping warm this winter shouldn't burn a hole in your wallet.

With natural gas commodity prices at about the same level as they were a year ago, National Fuel Gas Co. is predicting that the average heating bill in the Buffalo Niagara region will be down a bit from last winter.

That's good news for consumers, because last year's heating costs were the lowest in nine years and about $200 less than the average over the last 11 winters.

In all, National Fuel forecasts average residential consumers will pay about $719 to heat their home from November to March, assuming temperatures are normal this winter. That's $10 less than last winter and a far cry from heating costs that routinely topped $1,000 from 2005 to 2009.

"This is very good news for our Western New York customers," said Karen Merkel, a National Fuel spokeswoman. "For the most part, their heating bills will remain at the same levels they paid last year, or they may be reduced slightly."

If those projections hold — heating costs could rise if the winter is unusually cold, as some forecasters predict, or drop further if temperatures are mild — it would be the third straight winter of relatively low heating bills. Heating costs during each of the last two winters have been about a third lower than they were during the winter of 2005-06, when heat bills averaged a record $1,124.

The lower heating costs stem from the continued slide in the commodity price of natural gas, which stood at $3.49 per 1,000 cubic feet Wednesday, down 4 percent from a year ago and 42 percent less than in January 2010.

That's important because the commodity price of natural gas accounts for about half of the total price that National Fuel's residential customers pay. Operating costs, taxes, the company's profits and interest make up the other half.

National Fuel, like all utilities in the state, does not make a profit on the natural gas it sells its customers. The utility makes its money on the rates, negotiated through the State Public Service Commission, that it charges to deliver that gas to homes and businesses. Lower heating costs also will take some of pressure off the budgets of Western New Yorkers at a time when unemployment, which stood at 7.3 percent in August, remains stubbornly high and job creation is modest.

"There's a good supply picture and less demand overall," said Gary A. Marchiori, president of EnergyMark LLC, an Amherst energy services firm. "There's little or no concern about price spikes this winter."

That's because natural gas production in the United States is projected to rise by almost 7 percent this year, more than three times faster than the less than 2 percent increase in natural gas consumption, according to projections released Wednesday by the U.S. Energy Information Administration.

With natural gas supplies growing strongly, the amount of gas that suppliers have stored underground for future use is slightly higher than the average over the last five years.

Further holding down customer bills is the steady progress that Western New Yorkers have made in reducing natural gas consumption through more efficient furnaces and water heaters, and programmable thermostats, Marchiori said. National Fuel's average residential customer now uses about 45 percent less gas per year than in 1973.

The Energy Department issued its own forecast, predicting that heating costs in the Northeast would rise by about 3 percent this winter.

But the news is worse for consumers who use fuel oil to heat their homes. The federal agency forecast that heating costs for those consumers would jump by 8 percent this winter, mainly because of a 10 percent jump in heating oil prices.

About 86 percent of the households in the Buffalo Niagara region heat with natural gas, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. Another 7 percent heat with electricity, and 3 percent use fuel oil.

Both Merkel and Sen. Charles E. Schumer, D-N.Y., raised concerns about funding levels for the federal Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program, which last year provided grants to 105,000 Erie County residents and 153,500 households across Western New York to help them pay their heating bills.

While competing bills in the House of Representatives and Senate would provide $3.4 billion in funding for the program, the House version would funnel 20 percent less funding to New York consumers. Schumer said that could lead to smaller grants and tighter eligibility requirements.

The maximum HEAP grant could drop by 40 percent to $300 this winter from $500 last winter, Merkel said.

"This is exactly the wrong time to change the rules of the game," Schumer said.

Buffalo News  Page 1 of 2

[image: image1.png]_1103544538.doc
[image: image1.png]






