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�To Our Readers:		

	The Commission is pleased to present the 1998 Utility Consumer Activities Report and Evaluation: Electric, Gas, Water and Telephone Utilities that was prepared by the Bureau of Consumer Services (BCS).  Once again, we have presented information about the electric, gas, water and telephone industries in one comprehensive report.  We believe that this year’s report meets the BCS’ goals:  to satisfy the statutory reporting requirements of 66 Pa. Code (308(d) and to communicate to the Commission, the public and to utility management how utilities under the Commission’s jurisdiction performed in 1998.



	Those of you who are familiar with last year’s report will find that this year’s report on 1998 activity has the same format.  Chapter 1 includes a discussion of consumer contacts to the Commission’s Competition Hotline.  The Commission established the toll-free telephone number in May 1997 to answer consumers’ questions about competition.  Since that time, thousands of consumers have contacted the hotline to learn about electric and gas competition in Pennsylvania.  Chapter 1 also contains a brief analysis of residential consumer complaints to the Bureau that are not included in the industry chapters.  In Chapter 2 you will find an explanation of the measures the BCS uses to judge the performance of the major electric, gas, water and telephone companies.  Chapter 3 focuses exclusively on the electric distribution companies; Chapter 4 focuses on the gas industry and Chapter 5 presents findings from the water industry.  Chapter 6 details the performance of the telephone industry.  The remaining chapters present information and discussion that include all of the industries.



	As with last year’s report, this report graphically represents company performance through the presentation of industry tables.  Thus, the report should be a valuable resource to consumers in that it will allow them to review their local utility’s customer service performance for 1997 and 1998.  The Bureau of Consumer Services believes that top utility management will again value the year-to-year comparison of their utility’s statistics as well as the comparisons between their utility and other utilities within their industry.  Our intention is to use this same format in the future to incorporate the inclusion of the new entrants that will be providing utility service to Pennsylvania’s consumers.



	As with reports from past years, much of the discussion and data in this report is based solely on consumer contacts to the BCS and as such, may or may not represent broad statistical trends.  The level of activity for a particular utility or geographical area may be influenced by a number of factors such as increased marketing, media visibility, demographics, weather and regional activity.  Appendix P provides a review of certain consumer contacts to the BCS by county.  This information is valuable because it illustrates the areas in Pennsylvania that are responsible for generating the most consumer complaints about electric and telephone utilities.  We used the electric and telephone industries because the Commission has jurisdiction over the vast majority of the electric service and all telephone service in each county.  Regulated gas and water service are not available in each county.  Appendix P also includes Pennsylvania demographic data by county which indicates areas of poverty and low median incomes.



	We would like to point out that in the majority of contacts to the BCS, the utilities had properly followed the Commission’s procedures and rules.  In spite of this, the customers still appealed to the Commission.  In most of these cases, the Commission investigated the consumers’ complaints and upheld the utilities’ previous actions.



	Pennsylvania consumers continue to face unprecedented changes within the utility arena.  The Commission is committed to assuring that these transformations are in the public interest.  We recognize that because the data in this report stems almost exclusively from the evaluation of consumer contacts to the Commission, the data has certain shortcomings.  The Commission will address these shortcomings in the future.  The regulations at 52 Pa. Code Chapter 54.151-156 require quality of service reporting from the electric distribution companies (EDCs) beginning in 1999.  This reporting should capture a more comprehensive picture of the quality of service consumers receive from their EDCs.  The EDCs are to report their telephone access rates and other statistics that pertain to various aspects of customer service performance.  The regulations also require the Commission to produce and make public a summary report on the performance of the EDCs, using the data they provide to the Commission.  We will propose similar reporting requirements for the natural gas distribution companies.



	We hope you find this year’s report informative and invite your comments.

					

	Sincerely,



	John M. Quain, Chairman

	Mitch Miller, BCS Director

	Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission

�1.  Consumer Contacts to the BCS



The Bureau of Consumer Services (BCS) was mandated under Act 216 of 1976 to provide responsive, efficient and accountable management of consumer contacts.  Its responsibilities were clarified under Act 114 of 1986 in regard to reporting and deciding customer complaints.  In order to fulfill its mandates, the Bureau began investigating utility consumer complaints and writing decisions on service termination cases in April 1977.  Since then the Bureau has investigated 566,776 cases (consumer complaints and payment arrangement requests) and has received an additional 386,067 opinions and requests for information (inquiries).  The Bureau received 64,046 utility customer contacts that required review in 1998.  It is important to note that more than half of these customer complaints had been appropriately handled by the subject utilities before the customers brought them to the Bureau.  In spite of the fact that the utilities had properly followed the Public Utility Commission’s procedures and rules in handling the complaints, the customers still appealed to the Public Utility Commission.  In these instances, the Commission has upheld the utility’s actions.



The Staff of the Bureau of Consumer Services







�Case Handling



The handling of utility complaint cases is the foundation for a number of Bureau programs.  The case handling process provides an avenue through which consumers can gain redress for errors and responses to inquiries.  However, customers are required by Commission regulations to attempt to resolve problems directly with their utilities prior to filing a complaint or requesting a payment arrangement with the Commission. Although exceptions are permitted under extenuating circumstances, the BCS generally handles those cases in which the utility and customer could not find a mutually satisfactory resolution to the problem.



	Once a customer contacts the Bureau of Consumer Services with a complaint or payment arrangement request (PAR), the Bureau notifies the utility that a complaint or PAR has been filed.  (The vast majority of consumers contact the BCS by telephone using the Bureau’s toll free numbers.  In 1998, more than 96% of informal complaints were filed by telephone.)  The utility sends the BCS all records concerning the complaint including records of its contacts with the customer regarding the complaint.  The BCS investigator reviews the records, renders a decision and closes the case.  The BCS policy unit then examines the case and, among other things, classifies the complaint into one of seven major problem areas as well as one of nearly 200 specific problem categories.  This case information is entered into the Consumer Services Information System data base.  The analysis from case information is used by the BCS to generate reports to the Commission, utilities, legislators and the public.  The reports may present information regarding utility performance, industry trends, investigations, new policy issues and the impact of utility or Commission policy.



Consumer Feedback Survey



	In order to monitor its own service to consumers, the Bureau of Consumer Services surveys those customers who have contacted the Bureau with a utility-related problem or payment arrangement request.  The purpose of the survey is to collect information from the consumer’s perspective  about the quality of the Bureau’s complaint handling service.  The BCS mails a written survey form to a sample of consumers who have been served by the BCS field services staff.



	The results of the survey for fiscal year 1998-1999 show that 87% of consumers reported that they would contact the PUC again if they were to have another problem with a utility that they could not settle by talking with the company.  Over 85% rated the service they received from the PUC as “good” or “excellent”.



�Consumer Rating of the BCS’ Service



How would you rate the service you received from the PUC (BCS)?�

1997-98 Fiscal Year�

1998-99 Fiscal Year��Excellent�62%�58%��Good�23%�27%��Fair�9%�9%��Poor�6%�6%��

	Overall, 89% of consumers felt the BCS handled their complaint either very quickly or fairly quickly.  In addition, more than 92% of consumers said that the information that the PUC gave them about the outcome of the problem was either “very easy to understand” or “fairly easy to understand”.   Further, 94% of consumers indicated that the BCS staff person who took their call was either “very” or “fairly polite” and 93% described the BCS contact person as “very” or “fairly interested” in helping with the problem.� 



	 The BCS management frequently reviews the findings of the consumer feedback survey and promptly investigates any negative trends to improve staff performance.



Data Bases



	To manage and use its complaint data,  the Bureau maintains a computer based Consumer Services Information System (CSIS) through a contract with the Pennsylvania State University.  This system enables the Bureau to aggregate and analyze complaints from the thousands of complaints that are reported to the Commission each year.  In this way the BCS can address generic as well as individual problems.



 The bulk of the data presented in this report is from the Bureau's CSIS.  In addition, this report includes statistics from the Bureau's Collections Reporting System (CRS), Local Exchange Carrier Reporting System (LECRS) and Compliance Tracking System (CTS).  The CRS provides a valuable resource for measuring changes in company collection performance  including the number of residential service terminations, while the CTS maintains data on the number and type of infractions attributable to the major utilities.



�Distinctions Between Cases



A number of cases were segregated from the analyses that appear later in  this report because they did not fairly represent company behavior.  One treatment of the data involved the removal of complaints about problems over which the Commission has no jurisdiction, information requests that did not require investigation and most cases where the customers indicated that they had not contacted the company prior to complaining to the Commission.  Commercial customer contacts were also excluded from the data base.  Although the Bureau's regulatory authority is largely confined to residential accounts, the Bureau handled 2,298 cases from commercial customers in 1998.  Of these cases, 701 were related to loss of utility service and 1,597 were consumer complaints.  Due to its limited jurisdiction, the Bureau does not issue decisions regarding commercial disputes.  Rather, the Bureau gives the customer information regarding the company's position or attempts to mediate a mutually acceptable agreement regarding the disputed matter.  All 1998 cases that involved commercial accounts were deleted from the analyses in this report.  The table below illustrates that the vast majority of cases handled by the BCS in 1998 involved residential utility service.



Total Volume of Consumer Complaints and

 Payment Arrangement Requests to the BCS in 1998



�Consumer Complaints�Payment Arrangement Requests��Industry�Residential�Commercial�Residential�Commercial��Electric�4,494�367�29,962�564��Gas�995�71�12,720�68��Telephone�5,682�1,117�6,022�66��Water�524�41�1,329�3��Other�19�1�1�0��TOTAL�11,714�1,597�50,034�701��

Generally, customer contacts to the Bureau fall into three basic categories: 1) consumer complaints; 2) requests for payment arrangements; and 3) inquiries.  The Bureau classifies contacts regarding complaints about utilities’ actions related to billing, service delivery, repairs, etc., as consumer complaints and contacts  involving payment negotiations for unpaid utility service as payment arrangement requests.  Consumer complaints and payment arrangement requests are often collectively referred to as informal complaints.  Inquiries include information requests and opinions from consumers, most of which do not require investigation on the part of the Bureau.



Consumer Complaints



	Most of the consumer complaints regarding the electric, gas, water, sewer and steam heat industries deal with matters covered under 52 Pa. Code, Chapter 56 Standards and Billing Practices for Residential Utility Service.  For the telephone industry, most of the cases found in the consumer complaint category deal with matters covered under 52 Pa. Code, Chapter 64 Standards and Billing Practices for Residential Telephone Service and Chapter 63 Quality of Service Standards for Telephone.  For the most part, consumer complaints represent customer appeals to the Commission resulting from the inability of the utility and the customer to reach a mutually satisfactory resolution to a dispute.

	

Consumer Complaints By Industry

1997-1998



� EMBED MSGraph.Chart.5 \s ���



	The Bureau investigated 13,311 consumer complaints in 1998.  Overall, the volume of consumer complaints to the Bureau increased by 77%  from 1997 to 1998.  Consumer complaints about the Chapter 56-covered industries (electric, gas, water, sewer and steam heat) increased by 61% from 1997 to 1998.  Meanwhile, consumer complaints about the telephone industry increased significantly, by 96%.  This increase was primarily due to  the growth in competition among telecommunications providers.  For example, as a result of increased competition among toll service providers, more customers complained about having their toll service provider switched without their permission (slamming) or unauthorized charges added to their bills (cramming).  Also, more telephone customers complained about service problems.  In 1998, electric and gas utilities accounted for 37% and 8%, respectively of all consumer complaints investigated by the Bureau.  Water utilities accounted for 4% of consumer complaints and  the telephone utilities were the subject of 51% of all consumer complaints.

�Justified Consumer Complaints



	Once a BCS investigator finishes the investigation of a consumer’s complaint and makes a decision regarding the complaint, the BCS reviews the utility’s records to determine if the utility took appropriate action when handling the customer’s contact and uses these records to determine the outcome of the case.  There are three possible case outcome classifications:  justified, inconclusive and unjustified.  This approach focuses strictly on the regulatory aspect of the complaint and evaluates utilities negatively only where, in the judgment of the BCS, appropriate complaint handling procedures were not followed or the regulations were violated.  Specifically, a case is considered “justified” in the appeal to the BCS if it is found that, prior to the BCS intervention, the company did not comply with PUC orders, regulations, reports, Secretarial Letters, tariffs, etc.  “Unjustified” complaints are those cases in which the company demonstrates that correct procedures were followed prior to the BCS intervention.  “Inconclusive” complaints are those in which incomplete records, equivocal findings or uncertain regulatory interpretations make it difficult to determine whether or not the customer was justified in the appeal to the Commission.  



Classification of Consumer Complaints



	After a BCS investigator closes a case from a utility customer, the BCS policy unit reviews the information on the case and translates it into a format so that it can be added to the Bureau’s information system (CSIS).  One part of this process is that the research staff categorizes each complaint into a specific problem category and enters it into the computerized system. The BCS data system then aggregates the data from all complaints to produce meaningful reports for analysis by the Bureau, the Commission or for utilities. 



	The BCS has categorized the 1998 residential consumer complaints into 13 categories for each of the electric, gas, water and telephone utilities.  Tables showing the  percent of complaints in each category in 1998 appear in each industry chapter. The percentages shown in the tables are for all the cases that consumers filed with BCS, not just cases determined to be justified in coming to the Bureau.  The Bureau analyzes the categories that generate complaints or problems for customers, even if the utility records indicate that the utility followed PUC procedures and guidelines in handling the complaint.  The BCS often discusses its findings with individual utilities who can use the information to review their complaint-handling procedures in categories that seem to produce large numbers of consumer complaints to the Commission.  The four  tables in Appendix B show the actual number of cases that fell into each category in 1998.



�Payment Arrangement Requests



	Payment arrangement requests (PARs) principally include contacts to the BCS or to utilities involving requests for payment terms in one of the following situations:



		(	suspension/termination of service is pending,



		(	service has been terminated and the customer needs payment

	terms to have service restored, or



		(	the customer wants to retire an arrearage.



	All of the measures pertaining to PARs are based on assessments of contacts to the Bureau of Consumer Services by individual customers.  As with consumer complaints, almost all customers had already contacted the utility prior to their contact to the BCS.



	During 1998, the BCS handled 50,735 requests for payment arrangements from customers of the utilities under the Commission’s jurisdiction.  In approximately 23% of these cases, the customers had previously sought Commission help in establishing an arrangement to pay what they owe to the utility.  Customers typically seek further assistance from the BCS if their incomes decrease or their financial circumstances change.  These customers find that they are unable to maintain the payment terms that the BCS prescribed in response to their previous contact.  The BCS reviews the customer’s situation and may issue a new payment arrangement if it is warranted.



Payment Arrangement Requests By Industry

1997-1998



� EMBED MSGraph.Chart.5 \s ���

	Payment arrangement requests for the Chapter 56-covered utilities increased 14%, from 39,161 in 1997 to 44,646 in 1998.  For the telephone industry, the volume of payment arrangement requests increased by 19%, there were 5,113 requests in 1997 compared to 6,088 in 1998.  As in past years, the majority of requests for payment arrangements in 1998 involved electric or gas companies.  Sixty percent of the PARs (30,526 cases) were from electric customers and 25% (12,788 cases) were from gas customers.  Meanwhile, 3% of the PARs (1,332 cases) stemmed from customers of various water utilities.



Inquiries and Opinions



	During 1998, the Bureau of Consumer Services received 59,632 customer contacts that, for the most part required no follow-up investigation beyond the initial contact.  The Bureau classified these contacts as “inquiries”.  The 1998 inquiries include contacts to the Competition Hotline as well as contacts to the Bureau using other telephone numbers, mail service and e-mail communication.  Further discussion of the Competition Hotline appears later in this chapter.



	In large part, the inquiries in 1998 involved requests for information that the BCS staff handled at the time of the initial contact, referrals to utility companies for initial action and referrals to other agencies.  The Bureau also classifies certain requests for payment arrangements as inquiries.  For example, the Bureau does not issue payment decisions on requests to restore or avoid suspension/ termination of toll or nonbasic telephone service.  When consumers call with these problems, the BCS classifies these requests as inquiries.  Similarly, if a customer has recently been through the BCS payment arrangement process and calls again with a new request regarding the same account, the Bureau does not open a new payment arrangement request case.  In these instances, the BCS classifies the customer’s contact as an inquiry.  



	As in past years, the Bureau has also shifted some 1998 contacts that originated as consumer complaints and payment arrangement requests into the inquiry category because it was not appropriate to count these contacts as informal complaints.  Examples of these contacts include complaints that were found to be duplicates, informal complaints filed against the wrong company, informal complaints that the BCS handled in spite of the fact that the customers had not previously contacted their companies about their problems and cases that the investigators verbally dismissed.  In all, these cases accounted for approximately 3% of inquiries in 1998.	



	Until 1997, the Bureau of Consumer Services classified and reported inquiries by categories based on either the consumer’s reason for contact or the Bureau’s response to the contact.  In May 1998, the Bureau upgraded its information system and, among other things, changed the way in which it categorizes consumer contacts. The Bureau now records the customer’s reason for contact as well as the action the BCS staff person took in response to the contact.  In addition, the BCS is now able to expand its list of reasons for contact as customers’ reasons  grow and change.  Currently, the list includes more than 60 reasons for contact from consumers.  Possible actions by the BCS intake staff include recording the consumer’s opinion, giving information to the consumer, referring the consumer to a utility company, and referring the consumer to an agency or organization outside the PUC.  If the contact requires further action, the intake staff refers the contact to a Bureau investigator and thus the contact becomes a consumer complaint or a payment arrangement request.  The following table shows the various reasons for contact for the 1998 inquiries.



Categories of 1998 Inquiries



Reason for Contact�Number�Percent��Competition issues and requests for information�36,864�63%��Termination or suspension of service�10,782�19%��Request for general information�3,092�5%��Billing disputes�1,741�3%��PUC has no jurisdiction�1,546�3%��Slamming�761�1%��People-delivered company service�623�1%��Service (company facilities)�505�1%��Rate complaint�274�0%��Rate protest�242�0%��Applicant/deposit�209�0%��Cramming�185�0%��Express opinion�161�0%��Area code change�89�0%��Other miscellaneous reasons�2,024�3%��Reason for contact is not available�534�1%��TOTAL�59,632�100%��

�Calls to the PUC’s Competition Hotline



	In May 1997, the Public Utility Commission opened a toll free telephone hotline to answer consumers’ questions about competition in the utility environment.  At that time, the hotline was part of the Bureau of Consumer Services.  In July 1998, an independent call center in Lancaster, Pennsylvania began handling calls to the Competition Hotline.  The call center employees use the BCS computerized information system to record information from the consumer contacts about competition.  In 1998, 99% of calls to the Competition Hotline were related to the restructuring of the electric industry and 1% concerned the gas industry.



	From July until December 1998, the Lancaster Call Center recorded information from more than 30,000 consumer contacts.  Many calls came from consumers who called about various issues associated with the pilot programs of the electric distribution companies (EDCs).  As electric competition progressed to the next stage of implementation, consumers called seeking information about how to enroll in the electric choice program and choosing an electric generation supplier.



	In most instances, the BCS classified the contacts to the Competition Hotline as inquiries because they required no investigation or follow-up.  The BCS or call center staff person took care of the consumer’s request or question at the initial contact.  However, some consumer contacts required further investigation and possibly action to resolve the consumers’ concerns.  In these cases the BCS more appropriately classified the contacts as consumer complaints and BCS staff investigated the consumer’s problem.  For example, the BCS investigated numerous consumer contacts in 1998 in which consumers alleged they were assigned to an electric generation supply company without their consent or knowledge (slamming).  In most cases these contacts were classified as consumer complaints.  Appendix A-1 explains the types of competition complaints that the BCS handles.



	The purpose of the EDC pilot programs was to uncover and solve problems associated with the transition to customer choice before large numbers of electric customers were eligible to choose their electric generation supply company.  In addition, it was often difficult to determine who was at fault in causing the complaint.  Thus, the BCS decided that it would be unfair to include competition complaints with consumer complaints about other issues when it calculates the performance measures it uses to evaluate and compare companies within the electric industry.  Therefore, the BCS excluded 1,533 competition-related complaints from the data set used to prepare the tables in the electric industry chapter.



�Residential Consumer Complaints

Not Included in Industry Chapters



	With the introduction of competition into the electric, gas and telephone industries, the Bureau witnessed a tremendous growth in residential consumer complaints in 1998. More customers than ever before sought the Bureau’s assistance in solving problems they had, not only with their incumbent service providers, but also with the many new providers of utility service.  Traditionally, the primary focus of the Bureau’s review of utilities’ complaint handling has been on the performance of the major electric, gas, water and telephone utilities.  As in past reports, the Bureau does not include complaint statistics for the non-major utilities or for other providers of utility services in its annual assessment and evaluation of the electric, gas, water and telephone industries.  However, the Bureau does maintain a limited amount of complaint data for the non-major utilities and the other service providers in its comprehensive database.  This section presents information about the residential consumer complaints that are not included in the industry chapters that follow.   



	In 1998, Bureau staff investigated a number of consumer complaints about problems related to billing and service that involved the non-major utility companies and other utility service providers.  In addition, the BCS investigated a significant number of  complaints related to competition issues such as complaints about having been dropped from a company’s pilot program, savings delays, slamming, and cramming.  During the transition to customer choice in the electric industry and with the many emerging choices in the telephone industry, the Bureau uncovered a variety of new problems facing utility consumers.  Given the complex nature of these problems and the difficulty  in determining who is at fault (the incumbent provider or the new provider), the Bureau decided to exclude these complaints from its evaluation of the major utilities in the industry chapters that follow.  Nevertheless, in order to present a clearer picture of the types of issues that are currently facing Pennsylvania’s utility consumers, the Bureau believes that it is worthwhile to present the following information about the other residential complaints it handled in 1998.  A brief discussion of the complaints filed against small water companies in 1998 appears in the water industry chapter.  



	The tables below present a summary of the complaints that the BCS handled in 1998 but which are not included in the tables and charts in the three industry chapters of this report.  It is important to note that these tables include both complaints that were “filed” about a major utility company, those filed about smaller electric, gas or telephone companies such as Citizens Electric, T.W. Phillips or North Pittsburgh Telephone Company, and those complaints lodged against various other entities such as electric generation suppliers, long distance service providers, resellers and competitive local exchange carriers, and others in today’s market.  Each of the following tables shows the number of customer complaints by  “reason for call” within each of the three industries.  Since it began tracking “reason for call”, the Bureau has used this variable to identify early in the complaint process why consumers are calling the BCS.  The variable “reason for call” attempts to capture, from the consumer’s perspective, the problem or issue that the customer raises in the initial contact to the Bureau.  Because reason for call is entered into the computer data base at the time of the consumer’s initial contact to the Bureau, this variable allows the BCS to do a preliminary analysis of emerging problems based on these initial customer contacts.  

	

1998 Consumer Complaints Not Included

in the Electric Industry Chapter

Presented by Customer’s Reason for Call



Reason for Call�Number of Consumer Complaints��Dropped from pilot program�788��Slamming�516��Delay in savings from pilot participation�498��Competition billing dispute�140��Delay in receiving competition bill�58��Various other competition issues�203��Billing dispute (not competition-related)�40��Other problems not related to competition

or reason for call not available�

15��Total�� =SUM(ABOVE) �2,258���



1998 Consumer Complaints Not Included

in the Gas Industry Chapter

Presented by Customer’s Reason for Call



Reason for Call�Number of Consumer Complaints��Billing dispute (not competition-related)�44��Miscellaneous competition issues�30��People-delivered service�26��Competition billing dispute�22��Slamming�10��Service (company facilities)�9��Other problems not related to competition�9��Total�� =SUM(ABOVE) �150���

�1998 Residential Telephone Consumer Complaints

 Not Included in the Telephone Industry Chapter

By Customer’s Reason for Call



Reason for Call�Number of Consumer Complaints��Billing disputes�1,112��Slamming�693��Cramming�516��People-delivered service�96��Service (company facilities)�64��Conversions�10��Rate complaint�9��Miscellaneous problems or reason for call

not available�

45��Total�� =SUM(ABOVE) �2,545���

	The number of complaints to the BCS about entities other than the major EDCs, gas utilities or local exchange carriers is growing.  The BCS will determine how to present information about these complaints in future reports in order to present a true picture of the problems that face utility consumers in today’s competitive marketplace.



Informal Compliance Process & Infractions



The Bureau's primary compliance effort remains its informal compliance process.  This process gives each utility specific examples of its infractions of Chapter 56 and 64.  The utilities can use the information to pinpoint and voluntarily correct deficiencies in their customer service operations.  The informal compliance process uses consumer complaints to identify, document, and notify utilities of apparent deficiencies.  The process begins by the BCS notifying a utility of an alleged infraction.  A utility that receives notification of an allegation has an opportunity to affirm or deny the information.  If the information about the allegation is accurate, the utility indicates the cause of the problem (i.e., employee error, procedures, a computer program, etc.).  In addition, the utility informs the BCS of the date and action it took to correct this problem.  



Corrective actions may entail modifying a computer program; revising the text of a notice, bill, letter or company procedures; or providing additional staff training to ensure the proper use of a procedure.  If the utility states that the information is inaccurate, the utility provides specific details and supporting data to disprove the allegation.  The BCS always provides a final determination to the utility regarding the alleged infraction.  For example, if the utility provides supporting data indicating that the information about the allegation is inaccurate, the BCS after reviewing all the information, would inform the utility that, in this instance, the facts do not reflect an infraction of the regulations.  On the other hand, if the company agrees that the information forming the basis of the allegation is accurate and indicates the cause of the problem to be other than an employee error, or if the BCS does not find that the data supports the utility’s position that the information is inaccurate, the BCS would inform the company that the facts reflect an infraction of a particular section of the regulations. The notification process allows utilities to receive written clarifications of Chapter 56 or 64 provisions and Commission and BCS policies.



The significance of infractions identified by the informal compliance process is frequently emphasized by the fact that some represent systematic errors that are widespread and affect many utility customers.  Since the BCS receives only a small portion of the complaints that customers have with their utility companies, limited opportunities exist to identify such errors.  Therefore, the informal compliance process is specifically designed to help utilities identify systematic errors.  One example of a systematic error is a termination notice with text that does not comply with the requirements of Chapter 56.  Each recipient of the notice is affected by this error.  When such an error is discovered, the BCS encourages utilities to investigate the scope of the problem and take corrective action.  Some utilities have developed their own information systems to identify problems by reviewing complaints before they come to the Commission's attention.  The BCS encourages utilities to continue this activity and share their findings with Bureau staff.

�2. Performance Measures



	For the most part, the Bureau of  Consumer Services uses the complaints it receives from customers of the major electric, gas, water and telephone utilities to assess utilities’ complaint handling performance.  In nearly every case, the customer had already contacted the company about the problem prior to contacting the BCS.  The BCS reviews the utility’s record as to how the utility handled the complaint when the customer contacted the company.  The review includes several classifications and assessments that form the basis of all the performance measures presented in this and the next four chapters, with the exception of the number of terminations and termination rate.  The termination statistics for the electric and gas companies are drawn from reports required by Chapter 56.231(8) while telephone termination statistics are drawn from reports required by Chapter 64.201(7). 



	The sections that follow explain the various measures that the BCS employs to assess utility performance.



Consumer Complaint Rate



The calculation of consumer complaint rate (consumer complaints per one thousand residential customers) permits the reader to make comparisons among utilities of various sizes. The BCS has found that high consumer complaint rates and extreme changes in consumer complaint rates from one year to the next are often indicative of patterns and trends that it should investigate. However, many of the complaints in the consumer complaint rate are not “justified”. The “justified consumer complaint rate” (justified consumer complaints per one thousand residential customers) is a truer indication of a utility’s complaint handling performance.



Justified Consumer Complaint Rate



	The Bureau of Consumer Services uses case evaluation to identify whether or not correct procedures were followed by the utility in responding to the customer’s complaint prior to the intervention of the Bureau.  In other words, case evaluation is used to determine whether a case is “justified.”  A customer’s case is considered “justified” if it is found that, prior to BCS intervention, the company did not comply with PUC orders or policies, regulations, reports, Secretarial Letters or tariffs in reaching its final position.  In the judgment of the BCS, a case that is “justified” is a clear indication that the company did not handle a dispute properly or effectively, or in handling the dispute, the company violated a rule, regulation or law.  There are two additional complaint resolution categories.  “Unjustified” complaints are those cases in which the company demonstrates that correct procedures were followed prior to BCS intervention.  “Inconclusive” complaints are those in which insufficient records or equivocal findings make it difficult to determine whether or not the customer was justified in the appeal to the Bureau.  The majority of cases fall into either the “justified” or “unjustified” category.



	The performance measure called “justified consumer complaint rate” reflects both volume of complaints and percent of consumer complaints found justified.  Justified consumer complaint rate is the number of justified consumer complaints for each 1,000 residential customers.  By using this ratio, the reader can use the “justified” rate to compare utilities’ performance within an industry and across time.  The BCS perceives the justified consumer complaint rate to be a bottom line measure of performance that evaluates how effectively a company handles complaints from its customers. 



	The Bureau of Consumer Services monitors the complaint rates and justified rates of the major utilities, paying particular attention to the number of justified complaints that customers file with the Commission.  Justified complaints indicate that the subject utilities did not follow the PUC’s rules, procedures or regulations when they dealt with their customers.  Justified complaints may indicate areas where the BCS should discuss complaint-handling procedures with a utility so that its customers receive fair and equitable treatment when they deal with the utility.  When the BCS encounters company case handling performance (justified consumer complaint rate) that is significantly worse than average, there is reason to suspect that many customers who contact the utility are at risk of improper dispute handling by the utility.  As part of the monitoring process, the BCS compares the “justified” rates of individual utilities and industries over time and investigates significant changes when they occur.  In the chapters that follow, the BCS compares the consumer complaint rates and the justified consumer complaint rates of the major utilities within the electric, gas, water and telephone industries.



Response Time to Consumer Complaints



	Once a customer contacts the BCS with a complaint about a utility, the Bureau notifies the utility.  The utility then sends the BCS records of its contact with the customer regarding the complaint.  Response time is the time span in days from the date of the Bureau of Consumer Services’ first contact with the utility regarding a complaint, to the date on which the utility provides the BCS with all of the information needed to resolve the complaint.  Response time quantifies the speed of a utility’s response to BCS informal complaints.  In the following chapters and in Appendix D, response time is presented as the average number of days that each utility took to supply the BCS with complete complaint information.



�Payment Arrangement Request Rate



	The Bureau of Consumer Services normally intervenes at the customer’s request only after direct payment negotiations between the customer and the company have failed.  The volume of payment arrangement requests (PARs) from a utility’s customers may fluctuate from year to year or even from month to month depending upon the utility’s collection strategy as well as economic factors.  The calculation of the payment arrangement request rate (payment arrangement requests per 1,000 residential customers) permits the reader to make comparisons among utilities with differing numbers of residential customers.  Nevertheless, unusually high or low rates and sizable changes in rates from one year to the next may reflect changes in company policies or bill collection philosophies, as stated earlier, or they may be indicative of problems.  The BCS views such variations as potential areas for investigation.  Clearly, improved access to the Bureau of Consumer Services has impacted the number of consumers who are able to contact the BCS about payment arrangements.  In addition, as utilities have become more aggressive in seeking to collect outstanding bills, the number of PARs to the BCS continues to increase.  Many of the payment arrangement requests in the PAR rates are not “justified”.  The “justified payment arrangement request rate” (justified payment arrangement requests per one thousand residential customers) is a truer indication of a utility’s payment negotiation performance.



Justified Payment Arrangement Request Rate



	Just as with consumer complaints, once a customer contacts the Bureau with a payment arrangement request, the Bureau notifies the utility.  The company sends a report to the BCS that details the customer payments, usage and payment negotiation history.  A BCS investigator considers the customer’s record and makes a decision regarding the amortization of  the amount owed and notifies the company and the customer of the decision.  The BCS policy unit reviews the record to determine if the utility negotiated properly with the customer and uses this record to determine the outcome of the case.  There are three possible case outcome classifications:  “justified”, “inconclusive” and “unjustified”.  This approach evaluates companies negatively only where, in the judgment of the BCS, appropriate payment negotiation procedures were not followed or where the regulations have been violated.  Specifically, a case is considered “justified” in the appeal to BCS if it is found that, prior to BCS intervention, the company did not comply with PUC regulations, reports, Secretarial Letters, tariffs, or guidelines. “Unjustified” payment arrangement requests are those in which the company demonstrates that correct procedures were followed prior to BCS intervention.  “Inconclusive” PARs are those in which incomplete records or equivocal accounts make it difficult to determine whether or not the customer was justified in the appeal to the Bureau.



	Changes in company policy can influence not only the volume of PARs to the Commission but also the effectiveness of a utility’s payment negotiations.  The Bureau uses the “justified payment arrangement request rate” to measure a utility’s performance at handling payment arrangement requests from customers.  The justified payment arrangement request rate is the ratio of the number of justified PARs for each 1,000 residential customers.  The Bureau of Consumer Services monitors the justified PAR rates of the major utilities.  For example, the BCS compares the “justified” rates of individual utilities and industries over time and investigates significant changes when they occur.  In the chapters that follow, the BCS compares the PAR rates and the justified PAR rates of the major utilities within the electric, gas, water and telephone industries.  Because the BCS receives a very large volume of requests for payment terms, it reviews a random sample of cases for the companies with the largest number of PARs.  For these companies, justified payment arrangement request rate and response time are based on a subset of the cases that came to the BCS.



Response Time to Payment Arrangement Requests



	Once a customer contacts the BCS with a payment arrangement request, the Bureau notifies the utility.  The utility then sends the BCS records that include the customer’s payment history, the amount owed, prior payment arrangements, and the results of the most recent payment negotiation with the customer.  Response time is the time span in days from the date of the Bureau of Consumer Services’ first contact with the utility regarding a payment arrangement request to the date on which the utility provides the BCS with all of the information it needs to issue payment terms, resolve any other issues raised by the customer and determine whether or not the customer was justified in seeking a payment arrangement through the BCS.  Response time quantifies the speed of a utility’s response to BCS payment arrangement requests.  In the following chapters and in Appendix F, response time is presented as the average number of days that each utility took to supply the BCS with the necessary information.  The Commission is currently working on a project to transfer data electronically from utilities to the BCS.  When this project is successfully completed, utility response time may decrease.



Infraction Rate



	During 1998, the BCS continued its informal compliance notification process to improve utility compliance with applicable statutes and regulations relating to the treatment of residential accounts.  In order to compare utilities of various sizes within an industry, the Bureau has calculated a measure called “infraction rate”.  The infraction rate is the number of informally verified infractions for each 1,000 residential customers.  Although the BCS has reported a compliance rate for the major telephone companies since 1989,  it introduced  “infraction rates” for the electric, gas and water utilities in last year’s report on 1997 activity.



 Several considerations are important to keep in mind when viewing the infraction rate charts in the chapters that follow.  First, the data does not consider the causes of the individual infractions.  Secondly, some infractions may be more serious than others because of their systemic nature, and therefore may show ongoing or repetitive occurrences.  Still other infractions may be more serious because they involve threats to the health and safety of utility customers.

	

The value of the infraction rate is to depict industry trends over time.  The trend for 1998 is calculated using the BCS’ Compliance Tracking System’s (CTS) data as of June 1998.  The 1998 trends may change if the total number of infractions increases.  This would occur if new infractions are discovered from customer complaints that originated in 1998 but were still under investigation by the Bureau when the data was retrieved from the CTS.  Often, the total number of infractions for the year will be greater than the number cited in this report.  The Bureau will update the number of infractions found on 1998 cases in the report on 1999 complaint activity.  Infraction rates for each major electric, gas, water and telephone company are shown for 1996, 1997 and 1998 in the chapters that follow.  Appendix G shows additional 1996-1998 infraction statistics.



Termination Rate



	Payment over time through a mutually acceptable payment arrangement is one possible outcome when a customer owes an outstanding balance to a utility company.  Termination of the utility service is another.  The Bureau of Consumer Services views termination of utility service as a utility’s last resort when customers fail to meet their payment obligations.  The calculation of termination rate allows the reader to compare the termination activity of utilities with differing numbers of residential customers.  Termination rate is the number of service terminations for each 1,000 residential customers.  Any significant increase in termination rate would indicate a trend or pattern that the Commission may need to investigate.  Water utilities do not report service termination statistics to the Commission; thus the water industry chapter does not include termination rate information.

 

BCS Performance Measures & Industry Chapters



	The industry chapters that follow present charts that depict the performance of each of the major electric, gas, water and telephone utilities.  Each chapter includes charts that  show the consumer complaint rate and the justified consumer complaint rate of each major utility.  Also included in the industry chapters are charts that show the 1998 payment arrangement request rates and the justified payment arrangement request rates for each of the major utilities.  The charts also show the average of the rates of the major utilities within the industry for each of these measures.  In addition, each industry chapter presents charts and tables that show infraction rates for the major utilities, response time to both consumer complaints and payment arrangement requests, and termination rates for the major electric, gas, and telephone utilities. 	 



	It is important to note that the industry chapters present only data from those utilities that have more than 100,000 residential customers.  In the Water Industry Chapter, data for the 11 Class A water utilities that have less than 100,000 residential customers are presented together as a whole.  The Bureau has found that the inclusion of scores for the smaller utilities can skew the average of industry scores in ways that do not fairly represent industry performance.  For this reason, the BCS has excluded the statistics involving  smaller utilities when it calculated the 1998 averages of  industry scores.  In the future, the Commission may undertake a project in which it calculates and reports performance measure statistics for the smaller utilities and other utility service providers.

�3.  Electric Industry



	In 1998, the Commission had jurisdiction over 16 electric distribution companies.  However, the majority of the consumer complaints and payment arrangement requests involving the electric industry were from residential customers of the six largest electric distribution companies (EDCs):  Allegheny Power, Duquesne Light Company, GPU Energy, PECO Energy, Pennsylvania Power Company and PP&L, Inc.  This chapter will focus exclusively on those six companies.  Most of the complaints and payment arrangement requests dealt with matters covered under 52 Pa. Code, Chapter 56 Standards and Billing Practices for Residential Utility Service.  For the most part, these consumer complaints and payment arrangement requests represent customer appeals to the Commission resulting from the inability of the company and the customer to reach a mutually satisfactory resolution to a dispute or payment negotiation.



	The tables and charts on the pages that follow depict the performance of each of the six largest EDCs in 1998.  The tables in the appendices also include UGI-Electric, a major EDC with fewer then 100,000 residential customers.  The Bureau investigated complaints in 1998 that were generated as a result of the electric pilot programs that allowed participants to choose an electric generation supply company.  However, as mentioned in the first chapter, the BCS removed these complaints from the data base it used to prepare the tables and charts in this chapter.  Appendices B through G present the actual statistics that the Bureau used to produce the charts in this chapter.



Consumer Complaints



	During 1998, the BCS handled 2,529 consumer complaints about non-competition matters from customers of the various electric distribution companies (EDCs); 2,248 of the complaints were filed by residential customers.  Of those residential complaints, 98% (2,213) were from customers of the six largest EDCs.



Consumer Complaint Categories



	After a BCS investigator closes a consumer complaint, the BCS policy unit reviews the complaint, categorizes it into a specific problem category and enters it into the Bureau’s computerized information system.  The BCS data system then aggregates the data from all complaints.  The following table shows the percentage of 1998 complaints from residential customers of the six largest EDCs in each of the 13 categories used by the BCS policy unit to categorize consumer complaints about electric, gas and water utilities.  Appendix C, Table 1 provides the actual number of cases that fell into each category in 1998.



�Consumer Complaint Categories:  1998

Major Electric Distribution Companies





Categories�Allegheny

Power�

Duquesne�

GPU�

PECO�Penn

 Power�

PP&L�Electric Majors��Billing Disputes�42%�31%�29%�35%�20%�39%�35%��Discontinuance/Transfer�10%�8%�11%�13%�16%�10%�11%��Metering�12%�7%�9%�10%�4%�14%�10%��Service Interruptions�8%�16%�12%�6%�12%�7%�9%��Personnel Problems�5%�7%�2%�11%�8%�2%�7%��Service Quality�6%�8%�5%�5%�8%�7%�6%��Service Extensions�3%�3%�9%�5%�8%�4%�5%��Damages�8%�9%�7%�3%�12%�3%�5%��Other Payment Issues�2%�2%�5%�3%�0%�4%�3%��Scheduling Delays�1%�1%�2%�2%�0%�2%�2%��Rates�0%�1%�1%�1%�4%�2%�1%��Credit & Deposits�1%�2%�1%�1%�4%�1%�1%��All Other Problems�2%�5%�7%�5%�4%�5%�5%��TOTAL�100%�100%�100%�100%�100%�100%�100%��

Categories are for residential complaints filed with BCS:  justified, inconclusive and unjustified.  See Appendix A-1 for an explanation of complaint categories and Appendix B-1 for the number of cases in each category.  

In 1998, thirty-five percent of the consumer complaints about the major electric distribution companies involved billing disputes.  The proportion of complaints about billing has been increasing each year for the past several years.  

The percentage of complaints about metering decreased by 17% from 1997 to 1998.  In 1996, metering complaints accounted for 23% of the total volume of consumer complaints about the electric industry and in 1997, they accounted for 15% of consumer complaints from electric customers.



1998 Residential Consumer Complaint Rates/

Justified Consumer Complaint Rates

Major Electric Distribution Companies
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The justified consumer complaint rate equals the number of justified consumer complaints for each 1,000 residential customers.  The consumer complaint rate equals the number of consumer complaints for each 1,000 residential customers.



For the major EDCs, the average of the consumer complaint rates is more than four times greater than the average of the justified consumer complaint rates.



Appendix C, Table 1 presents the number of consumer complaints and justified consumer complaints for each major EDC in 1998.







�1997-1998 Justified Residential Consumer Complaint Rates

Major Electric Distribution Companies
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The justified consumer complaint rate equals the number of justified consumer complaints for each 1,000 residential customers.



The average of the justified consumer complaint rates for the major electric distribution companies decreased from 1997 to 1998.  The justified rates for four of the six major EDCs shown in the chart decreased from 1997 to 1998.



Appendix C, Table 1 presents the number of justified consumer complaints for each major EDC in 1997 and 1998.



�1997-1998 Response Time to BCS

Residential Consumer Complaints

Major Electric Distribution Companies
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Overall, the average response time decreased by 1.8 days from 1997 to 1998.   However, in 1998, the average response time to consumer complaints increased for four of the six major EDCs.



Appendix D shows the 1997 and 1998 response times to consumer complaints for each of the major EDCs as well as for the major gas, water and telephone utilities.



�Payment Arrangement Requests



	In 1998, the Bureau of Consumer Services handled 30,511 payment arrangement requests (PARs) from customers of the electric industry; 29,947 were from residential customers.  Ninety-nine percent (29,773) of the residential PARs were from customers of the six largest EDCs.  For the companies with the largest volume of requests, the Bureau policy unit reviewed a representative sample of PARs for case outcome and response time.  In 1998, the BCS reviewed a sample of the PARs for each of the six largest EDCs:  Allegheny Power, Duquesne, GPU, PECO, Penn Power and PP&L.  Thus, the calculations for justified payment arrangement request rate and response time that appear in the pages that follow are based on a subset of cases that the BCS received from customers of these utilities.  The BCS believes that the size of the samples gives a reasonable indication of the performance of these companies.  Appendix E, Table 1 provides additional statistics regarding the payment arrangement requests from residential customers of the major EDCs.



1998 Residential Payment Arrangement Request Rates/

Justified Payment Arrangement Request Rates

Major Electric Distribution Companies
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* JPAR Rates based on a probability sample of cases.



The justified payment arrangement request rate equals the number of justified payment arrangement requests for each 1,000 residential customers.  The payment arrangement request rate equals the number of payment arrangement requests for each 1,000 residential customers.



On average, there were almost seven payment arrangement requests to the BCS for each 1,000 residential customers of the major EDCs in 1998.  However, there was less than one justified PAR for each 1,000 residential customers.



Appendix E, Table 1 presents the number of payment arrangement requests and justified payment arrangement requests for each major EDC in 1998.





1997-1998 Justified Residential

Payment Arrangement Request Rates

Major Electric Distribution Companies
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*Based on a probability sample of cases.





The justified payment arrangement request rate equals the number of justified payment arrangement requests for each 1,000 residential customers.



The average of the justified PAR rates for the six major EDCs decreased by 30% from 1997 to 1998.  The justified PAR rates for five of the six major electric distribution companies decreased from 1997 to 1998.



Appendix E, Table 1 presents the number of justified payment arrangement requests for each major EDC in 1997 and 1998.

�1997-1998 Response Time to BCS

Residential Payment Arrangement Requests

Major Electric Distribution Companies
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*Based on a probability sample of cases



The average response time for the six major EDCs was relatively unchanged from 1997 to 1998.



Four of the major EDCs reduced their response times to PARs in 1998 compared to 1997.



Appendix F shows the 1997 and 1998 response times to payment arrangement requests for each of the major EDCs as well as for the major gas, water and telephone utilities.

�Termination of Service



	Each month the electric companies report to the Commission the number of residential accounts that they terminated during the previous month.  Some EDCs have maintained a fairly consistent pattern of termination behavior while others fluctuate from year to year.  The table below indicates the annual number of residential accounts each of the six largest EDCs terminated in 1996, 1997 and 1998.  The table also presents the termination rates for each of these companies.



Residential Service Terminations/Termination Rates

Major Electric Distribution Companies



�Residential Service Terminations�Termination Rates��Company Name�

1996�

1997�

1998�% Change in #

1997-1998�

1996�

1997�

1998��Allegheny Power�3,952�5,354�6,614�24%�6.88�9.27�11.38��Duquesne�8,853�8,905�11,721�32%�17.19�17.26�22.75��GPU�-----�10,520�8,643�-18%�-----�11.56�9.43��Met-Ed (See GPU in ‘97 & ‘98)�

3,040�

----�

----�

----�

7.36�

----�

----��PECO�31,023�13,945�34,009�144%�23.30�10.41�25.20��Penelec (See GPU in

‘97 & ‘98)�

4,201�

----�

----�

----�

8.54�

----�

----��Penn Power�1,635�1,722�1,480�-14%�12.93�13.48�11.46��PP&L�10,747�9,926�9,649�-3%�9.93�9.11�8.80��Major Electric�63,451�50,372�72,116�43%�����Average of Rates�����12.30�11.85�14.84��

Overall, the six major EDCs terminated 43% more residential accounts in 1998 than in 1997.



As part of a trial collection strategy in 1997 to target delinquent customers with the ability to pay, PECO terminated a smaller than normal number of residential accounts in 1997.  In 1998, PECO resumed a more typical termination pattern and terminated more than twice as many residential accounts as it did in 1997.





�Compliance



	The use of “infraction rate” in this report is intended to help the Commission monitor the duty of electric distribution companies at 66 Pa. C.S. §2807(d) to, at a minimum, maintain customer services under retail competition at the same level of quality.  In subsequent activity reports, the calculation of “infraction rate” for the electric generation suppliers, the new entrants into electric retail competition, will also help the Commission, pursuant to 66 Pa. C.S. §2809(e), monitor and regulate the service of electric generation suppliers.  Electric generation suppliers are required at 66 Pa. C.S. §2809(e) and (f) to both comply with Chapter 56 and to implement practices which prevent deterioration of the present quality of service provided by the electric distribution companies.



	During 1996, 1997 and 1998, the Bureau determined that the six major EDCs together logged 2,145 infractions of regulations.  The chart that follows and the infraction statistics in Appendix G, Table 1 are drawn from the informal complaints that residential consumers filed with the BCS from 1996 through 1998.



�PUC Infraction Rates

Major Electric Distribution Companies
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The infraction rate is the number of informally verified infractions per 1,000 residential customers.



Overall, the number of informally verified infractions attributed to the major EDCs decreased in 1998.



Appendix G, Table 1 presents the actual number of infractions for each major EDC in 1996, 1997 and 1998.

�4. Gas Industry



	In 1998, the Commission had jurisdiction over 35 gas utilities.  However, the majority of the consumer complaints and payment arrangement requests involving the gas industry came from residential customers of the six major gas utilities:  Columbia Gas of Pennsylvania, Equitable Gas, National Fuel Gas Distribution Corporation, PG Energy, Peoples Gas and UGI Utilities-Gas Division.  This chapter will focus exclusively on those six utilities.  As with the electric industry, most of the complaints and payment arrangement requests dealt with matters covered under 52 Pa. Code, Chapter 56 Standards and Billing Practices for Residential Utility Service.  These consumer complaints and payment arrangement requests, for the most part, represent customer appeals to the Commission resulting from the inability of the company and the customer to reach a mutually satisfactory resolution to a dispute or payment negotiation.



	The tables and charts on the pages that follow depict the performance of each of the six major gas utilities in 1998.  Appendices B through G present the actual statistics that the Bureau used to produce the charts in this chapter.



Consumer Complaints



	During 1998, the BCS handled 1,064 consumer complaints from customers of the various gas companies; 995 of the complaints were filed by residential customers.  Of those residential complaints, 85% (845) were from customers of the six major gas companies.



Consumer Complaint Categories



	After a BCS investigator closes a consumer complaint, the BCS policy unit reviews the complaint, categorizes it into a specific problem category and enters it into the Bureau’s computerized information system.  The BCS data system then aggregates the data from all complaints.  The following table shows the percentage of 1998 complaints from residential customers of the six major gas utilities in each of the 13 categories used by the BCS policy unit to categorize consumer complaints about electric, gas and water utilities. The percentages shown in the table are for all the cases that residential customers of the major gas utilities filed with BCS, not just cases determined to be justified in coming to the Bureau.  Appendix C, Table 2 provides the actual number of cases that fell into each category in 1998.



�Consumer Complaint Categories:  1998

Major Gas Utilities





Categories�

Columbia�

Equitable�

NFG�PG Energy�

Peoples�UGI-Gas�Gas Majors��Billing Disputes�36%�50%�19%�41%�33%�46%�39%��Metering�23%�10%�17%�12%�25%�17%�18%��Discontinuance/ Transfer�11%�14%�22%�5%�12%�17%�14%��Personnel Problems�6%�9%�7%�2%�7%�4%�6%��Damages�5%�1%�6%�7%�5%�3%�4%��Other Payment Issues�5%�3%�13%�2%�1%�2%�4%��Service Extensions�3%�1%�1%�10%�4%�3%�3%��Service Quality�5%�3%�6%�0%�3%�1%�3%��Credit & Deposits�1%�3%�1%�7%�1%�2%�2%��Scheduling Delays�2%�2%�0%�0%�4%�1%�2%��Rates�1%�1%�0%�2%�3%�0%�1%��Service Interruptions�0%�0%�1%�0%�0%�0%�0%��All Other Problems�2%�3%�7%�12%�2%�4%�4%��TOTAL�100%�100%�100%�100%�100%�100%�100%��

Categories are for all residential complaints filed with BCS: justified, inconclusive and unjustified.  See Appendix A-1 for an explanation of complaint categories and Appendix B-2 for the number of cases in each category.



Almost 40% of the complaints about the major gas utilities in 1998 involved billing disputes.  In 1997 only 26% of the gas consumer complaints were about billing issues.



�1998 Residential Consumer Complaint Rates/

Justified Consumer Complaint Rates

Major Gas Utilities
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The justified consumer complaint rate equals the number of justified consumer complaints for each 1,000 residential customers.  The consumer complaint rate equals the number of consumer complaints for each 1,000 residential customers.



For the major gas utilities, the average of the consumer complaint rates is more than  4 times greater than the average of the justified rates.



Appendix C, Table 2 presents the number of consumer complaints and justified consumer complaints for each major gas utility in 1998.



�1997-1998 Justified Residential Consumer Complaint Rates

Major Gas Utilities
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The justified consumer complaint rate equals the number of justified consumer complaints for each 1,000 residential customers.



In 1998, the average of the justified consumer complaint rates of the major gas utilities decreased from 1997.  This is the second decrease in a row for the gas companies.  The average justified complaint rate decreased for each of the six major gas utilities in 1998.



Appendix C, Table 2 shows the number of justified consumer complaints for each major gas utility in 1997 and 1998.

�1997-1998 Response Time to BCS

Residential Consumer Complaints

Major Gas Utilities
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The average response time for the major gas utilities decreased by 2.7 days from 1997 to 1998.  Four of the six major gas utilities decreased response time to consumer complaints in 1998.



Appendix D shows the 1997 and 1998 response times to consumer complaints for each of the major gas utilities as well as for the major electric, water and telephone utilities.





�Payment Arrangement Requests



	In 1998, the Bureau of Consumer Services handled 12,788 payment arrangement requests (PARs) from customers of the gas industry; 12,720 were from residential customers.  Ninety-six percent (12,231) of the residential PARs were from customers of the six major gas utilities.  As in past years, for the companies with the largest volume of requests, the Bureau policy unit reviewed a representative sample of PARs for case outcome and response time.  In 1998, the BCS reviewed a sample of the PARs for the following gas utilities:  Columbia, Equitable, NFG, Peoples, and UGI-Gas.  Thus, the calculations for justified payment arrangement request rate and response time that appear in the pages that follow are based on a subset of cases that the BCS received from customers of these utilities.  The BCS believes that the size of the samples gives an adequate indication of the performance of these companies.  Appendix E, Table 2 provides additional statistics regarding the payment arrangement requests from residential customers of the major gas utilities.



1998 Residential Payment Arrangement Request Rates/

Justified Payment Arrangement Request Rates

Major Gas Utilities
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*  JPAR rates based on a probability sample of cases.



The justified payment arrangement request rate equals the number of justified payment arrangement requests for each 1,000 residential customers.  The payment arrangement request rate equals the number of payment arrangement requests for each 1,000 residential customers.



In 1998, the average of the PAR rates is more than 5 times the average of the justified rates.



Appendix E, Table 2 presents the number of payment arrangement requests and justified payment arrangement requests for each major gas utility in 1998.





1997-1998 Justified Residential

Payment Arrangement Request Rates

Major Gas Utilities
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*  Based on a probability sample of cases.

		

The justified payment arrangement request rate equals the number of justified payment arrangement requests for each 1,000 residential customers.



The average of the justified PAR rates for the six major gas utilities increased by 10% for the six major gas utilities.  On average, there were 1.6 justified payment arrangement requests for each 1,000 residential customers of these companies in 1998.



Appendix E, Table 2 presents the number of justified payment arrangement requests for each major gas utility in 1997 and 1998.





�1997-1998 Response Time to BCS

Residential Payment Arrangement Requests

Major Gas Utilities
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* Based on a probability sample of cases



From 1997 to 1998, the average response time to BCS payment arrangement requests decreased by 2.6 days.  The average response time to BCS PARs for each major gas company was under 6 days in 1998.



Five of the six major gas utilities had shorter response times to BCS payment arrangement requests in 1998 than in 1997.



Appendix F shows the 1997 and 1998 response times to payment arrangement requests for each of the major gas utilities as well as for the major electric, water and telephone utilities.









�Termination of Service



	Each month, the gas utilities report to the Commission the number of residential accounts that they terminated during the previous month.  Some utilities have maintained a fairly consistent pattern of termination behavior, while others fluctuate from year to year.  The table that follows indicates the annual number of residential accounts each of the six largest gas utilities terminated in 1996, 1997 and 1998.  The table also presents the termination rates for each of these companies.



Residential Service Terminations/Termination Rates

Major Gas Utilities



�Residential Service Terminations�Termination Rates��

Company Name�

1996�

1997�

1998�% Change in #

1997-1998�

1996�

1997�

1998��Columbia�4,976�5,490�6,236�14%�15.06�16.76�18.52��Equitable�3,323�3,361�5,683�69%�14.51�14.70�24.83��NFG�3,927�5,500�4,821�-12%�20.18�28.23�24.71��Peoples�3,217�4,513�2,790�-38%�10.21�14.26�8.76��PG Energy�2,175�2,960�2,309�-22%�16.78�22.47�17.22��UGI-Gas�5,274�6,474�7,783�20%�23.72�28.58�33.67��Major Gas�22,892�28,298�29,622�5%�����Average of Rates�����

16.74�

20.83�

21.29��

Overall, the six major gas companies terminated slightly more than 21 out of every 1,000 residential gas customers during 1998.



Three of the major gas companies terminated more residential accounts in 1998 than in 1997 and three terminated fewer accounts.  Overall, the six major gas companies terminated 5% more residential accounts in 1997 than in 1998 and 29% more in 1998 than in 1996.











		

�Compliance



	The Bureau’s primary compliance effort is its informal compliance process.  This process provides utilities with specific examples of apparent problems that may reflect infractions of Chapter 56 regulations.  Often, through the informal notification process, the BCS provides utilities with written clarifications or explanations of Chapter 56 provisions and Bureau policies.



	During 1996, 1997 and 1998, the Bureau determined that the six major gas utilities together logged 829 infractions of regulations.  The chart that follows and the infraction statistics in Appendix G, Table 2 are drawn from the informal complaints that residential consumers filed with the BCS from 1996 through 1998.



PUC Infraction Rates

Major Gas Utilities
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The infraction rate is the number of informally verified infractions per 1,000 residential customers.



Overall, infraction rates decreased for the major gas utilities in 1998.



Infraction rates decreased for five of the six major gas utilities in 1998.



Appendix G, Table 2 presents the actual number of infractions for each major gas utility in 1996, 1997 and 1998.



� Consumer Feedback results as of February 1999.
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