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P. 0. BOX 3265, HARRISBURG, Pa. 17120
February 20, 1986

é COMMONWEALTH OF PENNSYLVANIA

1N REPLY PLEASE
REFER 10 OUR FILE

T0 ALL CLASS ELECTRIC AND GAS COMPANIES

Dear Sir:

On May 17, 1985, we reviewed a proposal from the Bureau of
Consumer Services involving a program for tracking and referral of
payment-troubled customers. At our direction, the Bureau has prepared
guidelines for this program. These guidelines are designed to insure
that your customers receive the benefits of the assistance and support
programs for which they qualify. The objective of this is to prevent
potential payment problems and to ameliorate actual problems by im-
proving the ability to pay of all eligible customers. We urge you to
review these guidelines and take steps to implement them within your
customer services systems. Please report to us by January 1, 1987
regarding both the steps you have taken to implement the guidelines
and the results achieved by any of the programs related to these guide-
lines. In conjunction with this, we request that you be able to demon-
strate that every effort has been made to assist a customer before that
customer files either a formal or informal mediation complaint with us.

Very truly yours,

Jerry Rich
Secretary
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GUIDELINES FOR THE TRACKING AND REFERRAL OF PAYMENT-TROUBLED CUSTOMERS

The purpose underlying these guidelines is to provide a structure
for each company's use in linking programs which can help payment-
troubled customers. The goal behind having companies develop such
programs is to prevent or ameliorate the economic and social problems
which lead to nonpayment of utility bills. It is intended that the
successful implementation of these programs will reduce nonpayment and
the financial and social costs which companies and customers experience
as a result of nonpayment. Companies should use these guidelines in
developing systems for dealing with payment-troubled and potentially
payment-troubled customers

Policy Statement

The Public Utility Commission receives appeals from thousands of
payment-troubled customers each year. In many cases, these customers
have a limited ability to pay their bills. However, they commonly
have not received all of the help from public and private agencies
for which they qualify. These guidelines, when properly applied by
utilities, should lead to a change in this pattern. Ideally, custo-
mers who come to the Commission regarding their inability to pay will
already have received effective referrals to organizations which can
help them financially or with special services. Thus, the Commission
will be faced with clear information about each customer's actua
ability to pay and their willingness to act to help themselves.

Identification of Services

Each company should identify services which can potentially
improve a customer's ability to pay by supplying cash grants, medical
assistance, weatherization services, energy assistance, etc. These

can include, but are not limited to, sources outside the company such
as the following:

1) Private and public agencies which provide cash assistance.
For example, the Department of Public Welfare provides cash
grants to adults living in poverty. It also provides money
to households with children through Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC). Contacts with County Boards of
Assistance can be made to secure guidelines for eligibility.

In addition, there are a number of privately funded emergency
energy assistance funds in Pennsylvania. In some cases, these
funds are supported solely by one utility company which pools
contributions from customers, employees and stockholders and

them supplies the funds to an independent agency which distri-
butes grants to needy customers. Other companies also secure
contributions but channel the funds to agencies such as the Dollar
Energy Fund in Pittsburgh or the Utility Emergency Services Fund
(UESF) in Philadelphia. These agencies serve as umbrella





[image: image3.png]organizations for several utilities, for corporate contribu-
tions, and for municipal funds.

2) Money to assist low income customers with their heating expenses
is available through the Low Income Heating Energy Assistance
Program (LIHEAP). The major portion of this program involves
cash grants and is administered by County Boards of Assistance.
However, customers whose service is off or who are faced with
imminent termination may qualify for additional funds under
the LIHEAP Crisis Program which is operated either by County
Boards or by local Community Action Programs (CAPs).

3) Conservation offers many opportunities for low income customers
to reduce their utility bills by reducing their use of utility
service. Very significant conservation can be achieved through
weatherization of customers' dwellings. At present, weatheri-
zatjon is provided through the Weatherization Assistance Pro-
gram administered by the State Department of Community Affairs.
Services under this program are provided by local CAPs, by rede-
velopment authorities and by housing authorities. These agencies
perform energy audits to determine which conservation measures
will be most effective and then install materials which will
increase the energy efficiency of the dwelling. The Extension

Service in some counties also provides advice and assistance
on conservation.

4) Credit counseling services are designed to help people to elim-
inate debts and then manage their money so that they avoid serious
debt in the future. The poorest stratum of customers cannot
benefit from this because their expenses for necessities exceed
their incomes. Rather, those who can benefit are low income and
middle income customers who, were their debts eliminated, would
have a positive ability to pay. Credit counseling services are
available in many areas of the state under the auspices of Con-
sumer Credit Counseling.

5) A number of specialized services are also available to Tow income
customers through public and private agencies. Nutritional
and home management services are available through the county
Extension Service. Medical and mental health services are pro-
vided through the counties. Emergency help for food, clothing,

etc. can be secured from the Salvation Army and other local
agencies.

Almost all of these publicly and charitably funded resources are
available to qualified customers throughout Pennsylvania. In addition,

every major electric and gas company provides programs which can help
low income customers to be better-able to pay.

1) Under the Public Utilities Regulatory Policy Act (PURPA) every
major Pennsylvania electric and gas utility was required to
perform home energy audits for customers who requested them.
The energy audits program is designed to identify opportunities
for saving energy through conservation. These audits cost a
customer gls and frequently identify hundreds of dollars in
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cost. Where a customer has a very limited ability to pay, the
Commission has encouraged companies to waive the audit fee.
Some companies have developed less expensive and less complex
energy auditing procedures which are designed specifically to
identify energy savings which can be achieved by Tow income
customers. Those are described as energy surveys. The
Commission encourages utilities to routinely offer energy
audits or surveys to payment-troubled customers.

2) Every major electric and gas company under the Commission's
jurisdiction has developed conservation programs. These
programs vary widely among companies and not all programs
provide services or information which are appropriate to low
income and payment troubled customers. Even so, those programs
which can help should be publicized and made use of by company
personnel when dealing with low income customers. This may
involve sending a customer pamphlets and other information

related to low cost conservation and offering time of day rates
where appropriate.

3) A third area in which a utility company may help a customer
to be better able to pay is through budget billing. Budget
billing, while currently required as an optional billing
method, levelizes customer payments throughout a 1040712
month period. Each monthly bill during that period will be
roughly the same. Customers will thus be better able to budget
to meet their payments. Companies should make a practice of

offering budget billing to any payment troubled customer whose
monthly bills fluctuate substantially.

It is important that all of the sources of assistance mentioned
above be evaluated to determine their potential for helping each payment
troubled customer. If each eligible customer has a reasonable opportunity
to receive help then a company will have maximized the resources their

customers receive. In doing this, nonpayment and its attendant expenses
will be minimized.

Linking Services

In order for potentially eligible customers to receive services,
a system for coordinating services must be created. This requires the
creation of a network for sharing information between organizations which
provide services. Such a network should involve two kinds of organizations.
First, agencies which can supply assistance and services should be included
so that available services and the conditions under which they are supplied
can be inventoried. Second, organizations which deal with people in
need of assistance should be included so that their needs can be known
and so that they can receive information about available services within
a coherent organized framework. Although the responsibility for developing
and maintaining a network cannot fall completely on a utility company,
each company should take a leading role in fulfilling these roles.
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ments. Philadelphia Electric Company shares information with many other
organizations in the Energy Coordinating Agency. There is an information
exchange between Penelec and National Fuel Gas related to helping low
income customers in areas where their service territories overlap. PP&L's
CARES representatives often act to link together social and other services
to help needy customers. These efforts are commendable. Every company

should emulate these arrangements and broaden them to include all available
services.

Effective linkages are based on three necessary pieces of information,
namely, the nature of services which are available, eligibility requirements
which must be met in order to receive services and the application process
for services. The nature of available services must be determined in
order that it is known which problems can be addressed. Eligibility
requirements must be known in order to determine whether a customer can
receive those services which do exist. Application procedures must be
known in order that customers can be told how to secure services. For
example, the Department of Public Welfare provides a number of different
services, among them, AFDC, cash grants, medical assistance, LIHEAP grants,
and food stamps. Eligibility standards and application procedures differ
from program to program so any outside organization requires thorough
information in order to make successful use of the programs.

Identification of Customers

Most company contacts with applicants and customers offer opportunities
for identifying individuals as potentially payment-troubled. The application
process should involve a written application so that limited incomes and
problematic sources of income can be identified. Complaints and inguiries,
service trouble reports and direct appeals to customers that they identify
themselves as elderly, poor, etc., can also reveal potential payment prob-
lems and eligibility for help. Items of particular interest to companies
should include primary sources of income such as welfare grants, Social
Security (SS), supplemental security income (SSI), unemployment compensa-
tion, etc. Applicants should also be identified for tracking if they
receive LIHEAP grants, weatherization or medical assistance. Once

identified, such customers can be referred to helping services, if not
already receiving services.

Effective Referrals

1. There must be an effective system within the company for making
sure that information is provided to company personnel. This information
must include a clear indication of each service which is available, which
organization provides each service, and some indication of who qualifies
for the services. Record keeping regarding sources of help and individual
customers who are either in need or are receiving services should be com-
plete, should be updated frequently and should be easy for employees to
use. In some cases it should be feasible to enter, for example, income
and expenses and have an Jutomatic procedure to inform company personnel
about the customer's eligibility for certain programs and services.
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that appropriate referrals are made whenever necessary. For example,
training for company staff in making referrals will be required,

and a method for linking referrals with the tracking system will be
needed. Companies will also need to establish monitoring procedures

to insure that information is accurate and that customers get the
information they need.

2. Arrangements should be made by utilities when developing
linkages with other organizations so that clients of those organiza-
tions are referred to the company for services such as energy audits
and budget billing. Thus, when public assistance agencies provide
grants to low income customers, they should also be able to refer
their clients to utilities for budget billing, energy audits, etc

Tracking

Companies should maintain records which identify customers as
potentially payment troubled or where payment troubles exist, and explain
the basis for those problems. When such customers are encountered in
collections procedures, companies must insure that the nature of their

problems is taken into consideration in setting payment terms and making
new or repeat referrals.





