CONSUMER TIPSHEET

Sub-meters for Rental Units
Electricity and Natural Gas

Some landlords are changing the way they charge tenants for natural
gas and electricity. Landlords are using a new tool that measures the
energy used by each rental unit. This tool is called a sub-meter. This
tipsheet includes information about sub-meters and how they may
impact tenants. It also answers questions about tenants’ rights and
responsibilities.

This publication is intended to provide
general information only and is not a

substitute for legal advice.
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What are master meters and sub-meters?
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A sub-meter measures the natural gas and electricity for a rental unit.
Landlords may install a sub-meter for all rental units in a building.

Why would a building owner or landlord want to install sub-

RESIDENTIAL TENANCY meters?

DISPUTE RESOLUTION

Landlords often pay the energy bill for the whole building. Now, many
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landlords are choosing to install sub-meters. These meters tell the
FOR MORE landlord exactly how much energy each tenant uses. The landlord can
INFORMATION 4 bill each tenant for their own consumption. Sub-meters help landlords to

fairly and accurately divide the costs among their tenants.

Landlords who install sub-meters shift the risk of energy price changes
from themselves to their tenants. Sub-meters also allow tenants to pay
for the energy they actually use and to benefit from their own energy
conservation efforts.

What government entities are involved with the issue of sub-
meters?

There are several government departments involved in various aspects
of sub-meters.

+ Alberta Energy and the Alberta Utilities Commission are responsible
for energy billing procedures

» Service Alberta is responsible for ensuring landlords provide proper
notice to tenants when introducing sub-meters and for ensuring
that the introduction of sub-meters does not cause a tenant to
experience more than one rent increase per year
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+ The Alberta Office of the Utilities Consumer
Advocate provides assistance to consumers who
have questions or concerns about their utility bills

* The federal government (Measurement Canada)
is responsible for testing and certifying sub-
meters

What safeguards are in place to ensure electric
and natural gas sub-meters are accurate?

Sub-meters that measure electricity used in a
tenant’s unit are tested and certified by Measurement
Canada. Measurement Canada also tests and
certifies gas meters that measure natural gas used
by appliances such as a furnace, stove or fireplace in
a tenant’s unit.

How are tenants impacted when sub-meters are
installed?

Tenants are charged for the utilities they use. They
pay for their utilities separately from their rent.

Are there advantages for tenants?

Tenants have a greater incentive to cut costs when
they pay their own energy bills. This may mean less
usage that can lead to additional environmental
benefits.

Are there disadvantages for tenants?

Tenants are often charged an administrative fee plus
the cost of their utilities. This may mean they pay
more than if the landlord had used another method to
share the energy costs for the building. For example,
some landlords may share costs based on the
number of units in the building or on the number of
square metres in each rental unit.

Will tenants pay more if they agree to sub-
metered utility costs?

It depends. Most sub-meter companies charge

an administrative fee plus the utility charge.
Administrative fees can vary and may go up. A sub-
meter company may also require a utility security
deposit from tenants.

As a result, the total costs may be higher than a
tenant paid for their combined rent and utility costs
before agreeing to a sub-meter contract. Some
landlords might offer to reduce rents to compensate
for moving to sub-metered utility billing. Tenants
should ask how the landlord will calculate the new
rent.

Is adding a sub-meter considered a rent
increase?

Introducing a sub-meter for existing tenants is
considered by government to be a rent increase,

and rent can only increase once a year. Tenants who
believe they may have been subject to more than one
rent increase in a year should contact the Service
Alberta Consumer Contact Centre.

How does a landlord calculate the amount each
tenant will pay?

Either the landlord or sub-meter company can issue
the utility bill. They both use a mathematical formula
to calculate how much each tenant pays. Tenants
have a right to know this formula and should insist
that it be in their sub-meter contract. Tenants should
also check their bills to make sure they are accurate.

How can a tenant find out if sub-meter utility
rates are fair?

Tenants can see what rates other Albertans pay
for utilities by comparing prices on the Office of the
Utilities Consumer Advoate’s (UCA) website:
www.ucahelps.gov.ab.ca

Do tenants have to pay utility deposits?

Tenants may have to pay a deposit for heat or natural
gas and/or electricity. The amount of the deposit and
how long the landlord or sub-meter company will hold
it should be in the sub-meter contract.
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Can tenants shop around and choose their own
energy retailer?

No, only customers who have master utility meters
(landlords, commercial customers, etc.) have the
choice of which retailer they use.

Do tenants benefit if their landlord has an energy
contract with lower prices than the existing
energy rates? what if the market prices drop?

Yes, tenants benefit when the landlord signs an
energy contract for the building that has lower energy
prices than market energy rates.

If market prices drop, tenants will likely be locked

into the price for the term of the landlord’s contract.
Tenants should find out how the landlord buys energy
and sells it to tenants and how these practices relate
to the tenant’s bill.

Can tenants be charged administration fees?

Yes. Sub-meter contracts often include administration
fees. These fees are applied to each bill to recover
the cost of the equipment and the costs associated
with collecting the data and producing bills.

Who pays the energy cost for the common areas
of a building?

Practices will vary from one landlord to another.
Tenants should ask the landlord how common area
utility costs are handled in their building.

Does a tenant have to agree to a sub-meter
contract?

A sub-meter can only be introduced for a month-to-
month renter with their consent. For month-to-month
tenants with utilities as part of their rent, the landlord
and tenant can both agree to use a natural gas or
electricity sub-meter. The tenant is then responsible
to pay for the utilities separately from their rent. If a
month-to-month renter receives notice that a sub-
meter is being introduced and does not want it, they
should contact their landlord and inform them that
they do not consent to the change.

For a fixed-term renter, a sub-meter can be
introduced once the lease expires and a new lease
is introduced. At that time a tenant has choices. A
tenant can agree to pay for utilities separately from
their rent; negotiate different terms and conditions
with their landlord; or choose to rent elsewhere.

WHAT QUESTIONS SHOULD TENANTS ASK
THEIR LANDLORD?

* How will the individual electricity and natural gas
bills be calculated?

* Has the landlord done a comprehensive energy
audit?

* How is the landlord going to improve the energy
efficiency of the building? Will they be installing
new appliances, higher efficiency furnaces,
programmable thermostats, or weatherization?

»  Will the landlord provide an energy conservation
education program for tenants?

*  Will the landlord reduce tenants’ rental payments?
Will this help compensate for separate electricity
and natural gas bills?

What can tenants do if they have a dispute with
their landlord about their sub-meter bill?

Tenants should first review their sub-meter contract
and then talk to their landlord or sub-meter company.
Minor problems can often be easily solved. Some
problems may need to be addressed more formally.

Tenants can call the Office of the Utilities Consumer
Advocate (UCA) if they cannot resolve the problems.
The UCA can explain how sub-meters work and how
sub-meter bills are calculated.

Tenants can call the Consumer Contact Centre
about their sub-meter contracts or tenancy
agreements.

Tenants can apply to the courts or Residential
Tenancy Dispute Resolution Service for a civil
remedy.
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RESIDENTIAL TENANCY DISPUTE RESOLUTION
SERVICE (RTDRS)

RTDRS offers landlords and tenants an alternative
means of resolving serious disputes outside of court.
The Service is designed to be faster, more informal
and less expensive than the courts.

A tenant or a landlord who has concerns related to
an eviction, unpaid rent/utilties, security deposit,
damages, repalrs or other common disagreements
may use the Service.

Disputes are heard by a Tenancy Dispute Officer who
is authorized to make binding decisions on claims

of up to $25,000 involving tenancy disputes. The
Service is currently available throughout Alberta, with
the exception of Southern Alberta.

To obtain more information go to the RTDRS website
at www.rtdrs.alberta.ca or by contacting their office
at 780-644-3000. To call toll-free within Alberta dial
310-0000 then the number.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

For additional information about the Fair Trading Act
and Energy Marketing and Residential Heat Sub-
metering Regulation or if you have concerns about a
salesperson’s activities, call:

Consumer Contact Centre

Edmonton: 780-427-4088
Toll-free in Alberta: 1-877-427-4088
www.servicealberta.ca

Queen’s Printer Bookstore

You may purchase Act(s) and regulation(s) from the
Queen’s Printer Bookstore:

10611 - 98 Avenue, Edmonton, Alberta T5K 2P7
Edmonton: 780-427-4952

Toll-free in Alberta: Dial 310-0000 then 780-427-4952

These are also free for you to download in the “pdf”
or “html” formats at www.qp.alberta.ca

The Fair Trading Act and the Energy Marketing
and Residential Heat Sub-metering Regulation
are also available on the Service Alberta website at
www.servicealberta.ca>Legislation>Fair Trading Act.

The following tipsheet has additional information
about sub-metering”

» Electricity and Natural Gas Contracts

For more information about your rights and
responsibilities as an energy consumer

Alberta Utilities Commission (AUC)

AUC regulates investor-owned electric, gas and
water utilities, and some municipally owned electric
utilities, ensuring safe, affordable and reliable utility
service.

Edmonton 780-427-4901

www.auc.ab.ca

Office of the Utilities Consumer Advocate (UCA)

UCA provides information, advice, and represents
consumer interests in Alberta’s electricity and gas
markets.

Toll-free in Alberta: 310-4UCA (310-4822)
www.ucahelps.alberta.ca

For more information about electricity and
natural gas

Department of Energy

Edmonton 780-427-0265

Toll-free in Alberta dial 310-0000 first
www.energy.gov.ab.ca

Provincial Court

www.albertacourts.ab.ca/pc/civil/publication/rta.pdf

Measurement Canada

Edmonton 780-495-2491
Calgary 403-292-5605

A current version of this and other consumer tipsheets are available at the Service Alberta website
www.servicealberta.ca. Most public libraries have Internet access if you don’t have access at home.
If you need more copies of this tipsheet, you have permission to photocopy.
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