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“Systematic 
development of 
informed consent” is 
not about making 
friends. It’s about not 
making enemies. 

Citizens 

Against 

Virtually 

Everything

3. Unless something is going wrong; which in your customers’ world is their service gets cut 
off or you jack up their rates big-time, your ratepayers will never think about you. They 
have lives that keep them plenty busy. Therefore, you want to stay off their service radar 
screen. You want to stay on their rates radar screen with a small, relatively pleasant image. 
Thus, they won’t think of you unless you are attacked by “CAVE” people… 

4. CAVE people, and a few allies they pick up along the way can harm you 
little if at all, directly. However, if they can drive a wedge between you and 
all the cool-headed ratepayers, the ones that don’t ever want to think about 
you, they can play havoc. (In reality, CAVE people serve a valuable 
function. They keep all of us honest.)  

 
 None of the previous principles and truths are one-time events or problems 
that you can ‘fix’ and then forget. They go on and on. You need to understand and heed these truths 
all the time. If you have not been doing this well in the past, your rates are probably so low that they 
literally need to be jacked up big-time now. That will make you show up on your ratepayer’s radar 
screens in a bad way and there is no getting around it. The CAVE people will try to take advantage 
of this ‘bad press.’ You must counter their attack, courteously and professionally. Do it using the 
following technique. 

 
 There is a notion called “systematic development of informed 
consent” http://ipmp-bleiker.com/sdicinfo.htm that is aimed largely at 
preventing people from opposing you and working against you. To be 
successful you can’t have many people working against you.  
 
 To prevent the CAVE people from winning cool-heads to their side 

to oppose you, you must answer an important question even before it is asked. That question is, 
‘Were the proposed rates cooked up to serve some under-handed purpose?’ Your answer must be 
this: 
 

‘The rate analysis and rate setting processes were two distinct parts of the rate 
setting puzzle. They were completed by different people. The rate analyst did the 
‘math.’ We, your elected officials, did the rate setting based on the analysis results.’ 

 
 The first part of the puzzle, the rate analysis (Phase 2), is the math and science part. While your 
analyst should be empathetic about the effects adjusted rates will have on the ratepayers, that 
empathy should only guide them to propose rate adjustment alternatives that will be doable. The 
analyst’s charge is, or should be, to develop utility rates that are adequate and fair. If they can also 
be cheap, that’s a nice side bonus but it should never be the analyst’s primary goal. The analyst’s 
methods must be perceived as unassailable. If the analysis is ‘tainted’ by politics or anything else, 
your opposition will use it as a weapon against you. 
 
 The second part of the puzzle is discussion of the analysis, discussion of how to implement new 
rates and actual adoption of a new rate ordinance or resolution to effectuate the new rates (Phase 3). 
This is the political part. This is the part where the rubber meets the road, where the rates will either 
be made adequate and fair or they won’t. This is also the part where your opposition may 
legitimately question you, debate with you and otherwise try to win converts to their way of 
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An inconvenient truth about decision-
makers: 
Board and council members are people. They 
have feelings. They listen to other people, like 
ratepayers and voters, who have feelings. 
Their head tells them to believe the 
comprehensive rate analysis. Their gut tells 
them to side with the people and keep rates 
low. Unfortunately, gut feeling is often what 
got the utility into its bad financial situation in 
the first place. 
 
Boards and councils, when faced with the 
need for a large rate increase and rate 
restructuring, tend to hesitate, even 
procrastinate. As many see it, they are forced 
to take sides with either the utility or the 
ratepayers. This is a wrenching experience for 
many. Raising rates makes them feel like they 
are double-crossing their ratepayers, tax 
payers and friends. 
 
Don’t be surprised if your analysis goes 
smoothly and quickly, the results clearly show 
that big changes must be made, but your 
decision-makers want to go slow with 
adjustments. Their feelings are being 
conflicted and that’s not entirely a bad thing. 
But, they do need to get on with it. Postponing 
the inevitable only makes it worse. 

thinking. Don’t worry about the impending debate. Because you did or got an unassailable analysis, 
you have the facts on your side. 

 
 Consider this very common dilemma. 
Should the mayor or board chairman do the 
rate analysis or be intimately involved? Almost 
never! Were they to do the analysis and also be 
a key player in the political process of 
adjusting rates, there is no getting around at 
least the appearance that they ‘calculated the 
answer they wanted.’ It is far better to have a 
staff person like the manager or the finance 
director do the analysis and present it to the 
council or board. Better yet, have an outside 
rate analysis specialist do the analysis. That 
reduces the conflict of interest potential almost 
to zero. 
 
 If the mayor of a small town or the board 
chairman of a small district is a rate analysis 
whiz, sure, they can do the analysis. But if they 
do, they should excuse themselves from the 
rate ordinance or resolution process. The 
Cliff’s Notes version is this: The same person 
should not do Phase 2, the analysis and Phase 
3, the rate setting. There will be much more on 
this later. 
 
Conclusion 
 Understand your ratepayers. Empathize 
with them. However, at the end of the day you 
must prove to them that the rates you propose 

are needed, fair and will be used wisely to run the utility to serve them well. Do that well and you 
should have little problem getting the rates you need. 
 
Final installment next time: Some facts you and your ratepayers must understand 
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