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November 7, 2003

Rosemary Spoljarick

Customer Relations Manager

Allegheny Power 800 Cabin Hill Drive

Greensburg, PA   15601

Dear Ms. Spoljarick:


The purpose of this letter is to bring to your attention some informal complaints that have recently been filed with the Bureau of Consumer Services, and to request that you review and, if necessary, revise pertinent company practices to eliminate these types of informal complaints coming before the Commission.  


The types of recent informal complaints in question are those where companies are taking the position that paying a catch-up amount on a payment agreement is not adequate to (1) reinstate the agreement before the company initiates termination action, (2) avoid termination of service after termination action has been initiated, or (3) restore service that has been terminated.  The informal complaint documentation on these cases indicates that some companies appear to be routinely requiring payment of the full overdue balance, apparently because they are viewing a missed or late payment that was due according to a payment agreement as not only nullifying the payment agreement, but also as eliminating the possibility of reinstating the agreement.  Informal complaint documentation further indicates that when a customer who has missed such a payment contacts the company and offers to make the necessary catch-up payment, the company responds that the customer must pay the full outstanding balance.  This results in the customer seeking PUC intervention by filing an informal complaint.


In BCS’ view, this collection approach impedes the ability of both the company and Commission staff to process the other numerous informal complaints in a timely and appropriate manner. Following are three examples from recent informal complaints filed with BCS that illustrate this collection approach.

1. In BCS complaint #1471472 filed on 9/23/03, the case documentation indicates that the customer entered into a payment agreement on 5/16/03 for budget plus $40 and made every payment between 6/02/03 and 9/12/03.  However, the customer's September payment failed to reflect the revised budget amount and thus fell $8 short of fulfilling the material terms of the payment agreement.  Instead of the utility accepting payment of the additional $8 and reinstating the agreement, the utility demanded the full overdue balance of approximately $1,000 to avoid termination of service.  Since the customer's income places him around 200% of the federal poverty level, the company’s position that the customer must pay the full overdue balance of approximately $1,000 did not provide a realistic or functional alternative to termination.  The customer therefore sought Commission intervention to maintain service.

2. In BCS complaint #1474666 filed on 9/10/03, the case documentation indicates the customer made every payment, albeit usually late, every month since at least October 2002.  On the basis of the late payments, however, the company nullified the payment agreement and required payment of the entire outstanding balance of $115.96 by 9/24/03 to keep service on.  Once again, since this customer's income places him around 200% of the federal poverty level, the company’s position that the customer must pay the full overdue balance did not provide the customer with a functional alternative to termination.  The customer therefore filed an informal complaint to avoid termination of service.

3. In BCS complaint #1453305 filed on 8/1/03, the BCS issued a decision on 9/24/03 directing the customer to pay $121 beginning October.  The $121 payment consisted of $81 regular budget and $40 toward the outstanding balance of $403.75.  The customer’s October payment was due 10/17/03 but the company’s records indicate that payment was late by seven days.  Because of the late payment the company threatened termination and then, upon customer contact, refused to reinstate the payment arrangement and instead demanded full payment to avoid termination of service.  In other terms, at the time of the customer’s contact with the company, the customer was current with the BCS agreement of 9/24/03.  However, since the customer had an inability to pay the full balance, she sought Commission intervention to reinstate the BCS payment agreement and stop termination of service.


In BCS’ opinion, the types of cases illustrated by these three examples should be resolved at the company level by the company accepting payment of amounts due according to the payment agreement.  The expenditure of time and resources by BCS staff (and company staff) handling these types of informal complaints hinders the Commission's efforts to address the other numerous complaints that require timely investigation and resolution.  Clogging the BCS operations with these types of cases is counterproductive to our mutual goal of increasing the effectiveness of utility collections while protecting the health and safety of Pennsylvania’s utility consumers by providing functional alternatives to termination.



For these reasons and by means of this letter, BCS requests that companies cease this type of collection approach.  Thank you for your anticipated prompt attention to resolving this matter.  If you have any questions regarding this issue, please contact David Lewis at (717) 783-5187.







Sincerely yours,







Mitchell Miller, Director







Bureau of Consumer Services

