
1 
 

MEMORANDUM 
 

TO:  REP. KIRKMAN FINLAY, CO-CHAIRMAN 

  REP. LEON STAVRINAKIS, CO-CHAIRMAN 

  SANTEE COOPER AD HOC COMMITTEE 

 
FROM:  PALMETTO PROMISE INSTITUTE 

 

DATE:  REVISED JANUARY 6, 2021. ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED JANUARY 5, 2021 

 

SUBJECT: NUMBERS 

 

In a recent hearing of your committee on the matter of the future of the South Carolina Public 

Service Authority, Santee Cooper leadership referenced a meeting between members of the Santee 

Cooper leadership and Palmetto Promise Institute staff. Their comments seemed to indicate that 

Palmetto Promise had in some manner retreated from the Memorandum of September 23, 2020 

authored by Clemson Economics Associates (CEA) on the current finances and threats to the 

agency. We have not. The response of Dr. Kathleen Grace of CEA is provided separately. 

 

There were additional questions about sources Palmetto Promise Institute used to provide research 

to the citizens of South Carolina. 

 

1. Santee Cooper Debt. Our source (Appendix A) for Santee Cooper Debt is the Investor 

information page provided on Santee Cooper’s website. As reflected on the site, total debt 

with current retirement schedule stands at $13.001 billion and ends in the year 2056. 

 

2. Santee Cooper Rates. To calculate rates (or better, Revenue per kWh), Palmetto Promise 

uses the same methodology as the South Carolina Energy Office (SCEO).  The SCEO makes 

its calculations based on data from the most reliable source in America, the United States 

Energy Information Administration (USEIA).  

 

Note: PPI has been using USEIA calculations in its research since the decision to end the V.C. 

Summer expansion. In a single instance late last year (December 3), PPI reported that 

Santee Cooper’s rates were “the highest in the state” due to the transposing of two rates. 

The error has been corrected in journalistic best practice, and the “highest in the state” 

statement no longer appears in our research. However, ORS testimony in the current 

Dominion Rate Case (Appendix B) indicates that Santee Cooper average bills are at worst 

second only to tiny Lockhart Power and at best (given footnote 3 that only Santee Cooper 

can interpret) clearly very similar to Investor-Owned Utilities.  

 

The earliest USEIA data of this type available (1990) reveals that Santee Cooper Revenue 

Per kWh at that time was low—only 81% of the IOU average. This was no surprise and 

should be the rule for a public power agency. But, Santee Cooper rates have grown steadily 

to a peak of 99% of IOUs in 2018 (Appendix C).   
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3. Santee Cooper Generation. Again, PPI‘s source is the South Carolina Energy Office. We 

compare utilities by the same standard—self-generated power. Generation from coal is 

50% of Santee Cooper’s generation. The figures for the rest are: 24% for Dominion, 22% for 

Duke Energy Carolinas, 16% for Duke Energy Progress (Appendix D). 

 

4. Santee Cooper Bond Ratings. We acknowledge the strong ratings Santee Cooper 

traditionally receives from credit rating agencies. It is not lost on Wall Street that the Santee 

Cooper board alone has the power to set rates at whatever level necessary to see that 

bondholders are paid with no accountability to ratepayers or any higher review authority.  

And, while not necessarily an actual legal backstop in terms of full faith and credit of the 

state, credit markets know that it is highly unlikely that the State of South Carolina would 

allow one of its agencies to default. 

 

5. General Research Philosophy. In undertaking a decision of this complexity, it is wise to 

examine the matter from as many angles as possible. This includes creating hypothetical 

scenarios. Our methodology for economic modeling calculations have always been 

transparent, and we have always clearly stated any hypotheticals (such as comparing 

between IOU and public utility models). 

 

Most of our research has been drawn from Santee Cooper’s own publicly reported data. This 
admittedly leaves much behind the veil: it would seem that a public utility should be much 

more publicly transparent in its dealings. However, we can only work with what we have. 

And we are not the only ones who have found Santee Cooper’s accounting to be opaque. 

  

The bottom line: no matter how the pie is sliced, as Palmetto Promise has said since 2017, the 

problem is the debt. To ignore a path to eliminate the debt is to focus on the forest and miss the 

trees. We applaud efforts to obtain better terms on existing debt to save ratepayers money. But the 

fact remains, no matter how many times the debt deck is shuffled, Santee Cooper will never 

refinance its way out of a deep debt hole. That means ratepayers will be on the hook…and they are 

our primary concern. 
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Appendix A: Debt 
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Appendix B: Rates 
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Appendix C: Rate Timeline 
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Appendix D: Generation 
 


