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John Walson Jr. Golf for Kids’ Sake almost here!

The 2020 John Walson Jr. Golf for Kids' Sake, presented by Service Electric
Cable TV & Communications, is less than a month away. The mission of this
popular event — an annual fundraiser benefitting Big Brothers Big Sisters of the
Lehigh Valley —is to create and support one-to-one mentoring relationships
that ignite the power and promise of youth. Big Brothers Big Sisters’ outreach
is extremely critical now — during this ongoing pandemic — than ever. This
year’s John Walson Jr. Golf for Kids’ Sake is Monday, September 14 at the
Woodstone Country Club and Lodge in Danielsville, Northampton County.
Secure your sponsorship today,
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the city. The district made some moves to provide broadband internet to
students like adding outdoor Wi-Fi to 14 district buildings. Wednesday night,
the school board took a big step in closing the digital divide.

The board voted 9-0 to spend up to $700,000 to provide broadband internet
access to Reading students. “It's a unique agreement that Comcast came
forward with two months of free broadband internet in this agreement,” said Dr.
Khalid N. Mumin, superintendent. “It helps us out tremendously.” The price tag
will be no more than $700,000 and will connect as many as 10,000 homes,
Mumin said. The cost will be $9.95 a month for each participating

household. “This is an opportunity where we are advertising for partners and
donors which will bring the (cost) down,” he said. “This is a huge move for us
to provide access to our families. We’re excited about it.”

Board member Becky Ellis was pleased to see the action taken. “It is my hope
that this service agreement with Comcast will be effective in narrowing the
digital divide within the school district,” she said. Reading ranks as one of the
most connected cities in the state, 99.2% of the city has internet access,
according to BroadbandNow.com, a website that helps consumers find and
compare broadband internet service providers in their area.

However, about 32% of households in Reading do not have broadband,
according to National Digital Inclusion Alliance, an organization that advocates
for home broadband access, public broadband access, personal devices and
local technology training and support programs. Reading resident Christopher
Ellis, husband of school board member Becky Ellis, started a petition to have
Comcast provide free access for Reading. The petition had more the 1,200
signatures.

He was pleased with the board’s vote. “This is a win for the education of our
city's children, and | hope this shows the importance of low-cost or free publicly
held Wi-Fi,” he said. Ellis plans to continue the petition with the goal of bringing
free broadband internet access to all Reading residents.

Comcast announced last week it was rolling out an Internet Essentials
Partnership Program to offers households low-cost, broadband internet service
for $9.95 per month. The program relies on public-private partnerships to
coordinate funding to help connect K-12 students to broadband

internet. “We’ve seen firsthand that low-cost internet access is an important
part of improving digital equity and creating positive opportunities for low-
income students and families,” Dana Strong, President of Xfinity Consumer
Services, said in a press release. “Through this new partnership program, we
are accelerating the efforts of cities, schools, philanthropies, nonprofits and
private citizens to collaborate and open the doors of internet access for more
families in need.”

Comcast made similar partnerships with schools in Chicago; Atlanta;
Pittsburgh; Sacramento, Calif.; Portland, Ore.; and Arlington, Va. to provide
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more than 200,000 students with access to broadband internet. This is how the
program will work:

It will take up to four weeks for Comcast to create PIN numbers for the school
district, Mumin said. The district will distribute the numbers to students when
they come in to pick up their computers and the district is able to determine
who needs the broadband internet he added. The codes will be given to the
families, the families will call Comcast, provide the code and a self-install kit
will be shipped to the family, said Dr. Yamil Sanchez, assistant
superintendent. The district will only be billed for codes that are used, he
added.

There are a few caveats. Anyone who has had a Comcast account for the last
90 days does not qualify for the program, Sanchez said. Sanchez added that if
a person has an overdue bill with Comcast they should not cancel their
account. Comcast is not shutting off service and is working with people who
have overdue bills, he said.

Mumin suggested the broadband program may continue post-pandemic. “This
will take us through the school year,” he said. “It should give us enough time
and space to gather more data to see if it's something we can continue to do
and sustain for future years. “We’ll be able to have some good data to see not
only if the connectivity is helpful but also if that connectivity is impacting
achievement in a positive way.” — Reading Eagle

In an economy unsettled by pandemic, Pennsylvania utility customers are
falling behind on payments at a record pace, and energy companies are
pressing the state to relax a ban on shutting off nonpaying customers. The
state’s electric and gas utilities say total customer unpaid bills have soared to
$479 million through the end of June, up $139 million or 41% over than 2019
levels. Money owed is up across customer classes, including commercial and
industrial customers, whose unpaid balances are 54% greater this year than
last.

The utilities say that a moratorium on service shutoffs, enacted in March in the
early days of the coronavirus emergency, has had the unintended
consequence of discouraging customers from entering into payment plans,
even when they are offered enhanced terms. Peco, the company that serves
Philadelphia and its suburbs, says that only 2% of overdue customers
responded to its outreach efforts to enter into payment plans, a rate it called
“quite low.” “Peco believes that customer participation in these payment
arrangements will increase if the moratorium is lifted,” the company said in a
filing Tuesday with the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission. About 146,000
of Peco’s residential, commercial and industrial electric customers were in
arrears at the end of May — about 9% of its 1.6 million customers.

Every year a moratorium on shuts offs comes up in November and lasts for
four months. Executives fear that if a change isn‘t made, those in arrears could
slip by until next spring. But consumer advocates say it would be
unconscionable to allow utilities to resume service shutoffs while more than 2
million Pennsylvanians have applied for unemployment benefits, and so many
people are confined to their homes, telecommuting or supervising children
while schools are closed. “We’re very concerned that folks will be terminated
and will forgo their other basic necessities in order to maintain service or that
they will attempt to go without service, which places both them and their
household and everyone around them at greater risk of harm,” said Elizabeth
Marx, a lawyer for the Coalition for Affordable Utility Service and Energy
Efficiency in Pennsylvania.

“Allowing utility terminations while the pandemic is ongoing places families and
whole communities at risk of physical, emotional, and financial harm, and will
exacerbate the already disparate impact of the virus on low-income and
minority communities,” Emma Horst-Martz, an organizer for advocacy group
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PennPIRG, wrote in a letter to the PUC signed by nearly 700 organizations
and individuals.

Many residential customers are also facing bigger electric bills from the
additional energy they are consuming while under quarantine. Peco said that
total residential electric use was up 8% in the second quarter compared to last
year, while energy use was down 14% in the battered commercial and
industrial sectors. The moratorium debate is set to be thrashed out next week
before the PUC, which has deadlocked twice before along political party lines
over efforts to modify its March emergency order on service terminations. The
two Republicans proposed lifting the moratorium on shutoffs while the two
Democrats opposed it. Those measures failed by 2-2 votes.

Gladys Brown Dutrieuille, the PUC chair, recently asked for public comments
on whether the moratorium should be changed. Most of the 28

responses received by the deadline Tuesday were from utility companies or
trade associations who asked for the moratorium to be lifted. But consumer
advocates argued for retaining the ban on shut offs, as did Gov. Tom Wolf,
Attorney General Josh Shapiro and Valerie A. Arkoosh, chair of the
Montgomery County commissioners, all Democrats. “| write to urge that the
moratorium be continued,” Wolf said in his letter, “unless, and only unless,
strong consumer protections remain in place to protect low-income customers
and those who have lost significant income as a result of the pandemic.”

In their carrot-and-stick approach to nonpaying customers, utilities say that the
threat of termination typically leads customers to pay down balances or to
enter into payment plans. In 2018, the most recent data available, the PUC
said that gas and electric utilities issued 3.5 million 10-day termination notices
(often the same customer gets multiple notices). About 300,000 customers
were actually shut off that year.

Consumer advocates say the state does not have a good statistical handle on
the scale of the nonpayment problem, and there is a risk to lifting the
moratorium on service terminations. The state’s electric, gas and water utilities
reported in June that about 845,000 customers were so far behind that their
service could be ended, an increase of 9.6% from a year ago. Of the accounts
in arrears, about 790,000 are residential customers, including 211,000
classified as low-income families. “We don’t really understand the depth and
breadth of the problem,” said Robert Ballenger, an energy attorney with
Community Legal Services in Philadelphia who represents the Tenant Union
Representative Network, an advocacy group. “And the numbers reported are
now completely out of date so we don’t know enough to really anticipate what
will happen if the utilities are allowed to resume termination.”

If the threat of termination is supposed to motivate customers to respond,
Ballenger said, it's uncertain whether customers are able to make payments
and whether existing customer assistance programs are adequate. “Those are
big unknowns, and until we answer those questions, it's not appropriate to risk
the public health by allowing terminations to proceed,” he said.

The Energy Association of Pennsylvania, the trade group that represents the
state’s electric and gas utilities, said the problem with mounting unpaid bills will
only grow worse the longer the moratorium remains in place. According to data
it collected from member companies, residential arrearages stood at $404
million at the end of June, up $113 million from a year ago, or 39%. About 45%
of the unpaid balance came from customers classified as low-income.

The more the amount of unpaid bills swells, the association said, the greater
the risk that utilities will be forced to write off the amounts as uncollectible.
Under current law, utilities are allowed to pass those costs on to other
customers in higher rates. “Continuing the moratorium indefinitely will
exacerbate the problem of nonpayment, which is contrary to the interests of
both those customers with growing arrearages and the general body of
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customers who will eventually be called upon to pay growing uncollectible
expenses,” the association said in its filing.

But some advocates suggest it may be time to rethink the longstanding
regulatory principal that allows utilities to be made whole for uncollectible bills
— one of the trade-offs of getting utilities to submit to state regulation of their
rates. Utilities may be facing increased political pressure to cover some of the
costs from their own profits. “The entire burden of the COVID-19 pandemic
cannot fall on the customers of the utility, whether residential, small business,
commercial or industrial,” wrote Tanya J. McCloskey, Pennsylvania’s acting
acting Consumer Advocate, whose office reports to Attorney General Shapiro.

McCloskey acknowledged that the commission’s role traditionally has been to
balance the interests of all sectors of the public, but there are circumstances
where it may not be possible to satisfy all aspects of the public interest. “The
Commission should recognize that a proper balancing of the interests may
require a sharing of this burden between shareholders and consumers,” she
said.

About 24 states have enacted pandemic bans on utility shut-offs, and New
York has extended its moratorium until next year, according to the National
Association of Regulatory Commissioners. Utilities in 15 states, including New
Jersey, have voluntary baned terminations. The coronavirus bans on shut-offs
have expired in the remaining states.

There is one area upon which the adversaries in Pennsylvania agree: They all
support legislative proposals to allocate some of the state’s federal COVID-19
relief money to support utility customers facing termination. One proposal
would allocate $150 million to utility relief. “It would serve like a protection wall
to customers,” said Horst-Martz of PennPIRG. “So that if the moratorium is
lifted, the customers still wouldn’t have their services shut off because the
utility companies would be taken care of.” — Philadelphia Inquirer

Think of images, phrases, actions and inactions collected around the
coronavirus; put up, if you will, your own mental collage. Lots of choices, right?
Front line nurses and docs. Body bags stacked in NYC. Shuttered businesses
and restaurants. Then packed bars and beaches.

How about President Donald Trump saying the virus would disappear, “like a
miracle,” even as death counts climbed? Then later, in response to Americans
dying at a rate of 1,000 a day, saying, "Itis whatitis.” Or Gov. Tom Wolf
marching in a Black Lives Matter crowd, after telling everyone to stay out of
crowds. Then later, responding to blowback on his advice of no high school
sports, saying, “That’s my recommendation. You do what you want.”

Oh, and partisan clashes in our legislature and Congress, because ideological
politics eclipses even a health crisis. So, we get battles, name-calling and
litigation over wearing masks, social distancing, opening businesses, opening
schools, and threats to jam up the postal service amid brawls over mail-in
voting. The latter was_just walked back by the Trump administration. Sort of
like Wolf walked back withholding federal aid from Lebanon County, in a fight
over his phased reopening orders. Who knows what sticks or slides?

The GOP-run U.S. Senate left Washington last week rather than renew aid to
the unemployed and loans to small businesses, saying Democrats wanted too
much money and a liberal wish list to make voting easier during the
pandemic. Politics over people. Ideology over compromise. In a nation leading
the world in virus cases and deaths.

The result? Gallup’s monthly poll on the direction of the country is grim: 86
percent of us are “dissatisfied” with how things are going. No surprise.
Between disease, restrictions due to disease and Campaign 2020 — shaping
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up as a disease all its own — no wonder we’re down. Still, 86 percent is
somber, no?

In fact, to get a higher number of unhappy, you need to go back nearly a
decade. Nine years exactly, to August/September 2011 when Gallup found
“dissatisfieds” ringing in at 88 percent. Why so high? That August, the
economy tanked. Standard and Poor’s downgraded the U.S. credit rating for
the first time in history. And on August 8, “Black Monday,” the stock market lost
$1 trillion in a single day. Then, Hurricane Irene clobbered the east coast,
August 21-28, killing 40 in 13 states, shutting down Amtrak and airports and
transit systems in Washington, Boston, New York and Philly, and leaving
damages estimated at $15 billion.

Still, we’re worse off now than then. Because of the virus’ duration, death count
and continuation amid uncertainty. Because it seems no end’s in sight.
Because of the disease’s sweeping impact on the lives of so many. Because of
its still-unfolding harm to the whole economy. And because neither politics nor
government is having what could be its finest hour. Neither is a beacon in the
darkness.

Maybe I'm naive. Maybe all of us are. Maybe the notion that the government
we finance and sustain as an investment to pay off in times of crisis is
unwarranted, or unrealistic. Maybe we bought into an inapt idea, that elected
officials see, as their top priority, protecting public health and safety, without
regard to politics.

Or that when bad things (such as pandemics) happen, public service shines
and seizes opportunity to dispel perceptions that too much government isn’t
worth its cost, and too many politicians aren’t worth the space they occupy. In
the broadest sense, this is not all about Trump or one party, though he and the
GOP have lots to answer for. It's not all about Wolf or how in Harrisburg, as in
D.C., there’s more fighting than fixing.

It's about a nation stuck in siloed thinking feeding on Facebook and cable
news. It's about too little (over time) public engagement, too much (over time)
loss of community, a surfeit of incivility, and intolerance from both the left and
the right. We get the government we deserve.

Our dissatisfaction isn’t new. The last time a majority of Americans liked where
the country was headed? More than 16 years ago, January 2004. George W.
Bush was president. The Mars rover landed on the Red Planet. And the
previous May, Bush stood on the deck of the USS Abraham Lincoln declaring
“Mission Accomplished” (like a miracle?) in the Iraqg War. Good times. Except
that war lasted eight more years. How long will the virus war last? — John
Baer’s column in Harrisburg Patriot-News
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