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Access Mechanism for NGSs – 
Philadelphia Gas Works
FINAL ORDER

BY THE COMMISSION:


Before the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission (Commission) is a recommendation from the Commission’s Office of Competitive Market Oversight (OCMO) regarding the proposal of Philadelphia Gas Works (PGW) to implement procedures facilitating natural gas suppliers’ (NGS) access to PGW customer account numbers in instances where the account number is not available from either the customer or the Eligible Customer List (ECL).    OCMO recommends the approval of PGW’s account number access mechanism (ANAM) plan per the directives outlined herein.

Background
During its Investigation of Pennsylvania’s Retail Electricity Market, this Commission directed the electric distribution companies (EDCs) to develop mechanisms that allow electric generation suppliers (EGSs) to obtain customer account numbers from the utility to facilitate the enrollment of customers.
  In a Final Order adopted July 16, 2013, we directed EDCs to develop secure internet portals that suppliers could access to obtain account numbers.
  The portals are intended to facilitate supplier marketing in public places (e.g., malls, community events, fairs, etc.) where consumers are unlikely to have their utility bill or account number.  
EDCs were directed to develop portals with a variety of security features.  The portals were to be password-protected, secure websites that require a supplier to submit the customer’s full name, service street address and five-digit postal code.  The mechanisms were also to document the supplier’s attestation that the supplier is enrolling the customer in a public location and has obtained photo identification (ID) and a signed letter of authorization (LOA) from the customer.  The mechanism tracks the usage of the system and identifies who accessed what data and when.  This information must be retained for three years in a manner that can be easily provided to the Commission upon request.   

On December 18, 2014, this Commission issued a Final Order, at Docket No. I‑2013-2381742 (Gas RMI Final Order), announcing specific topics and issues that we intended to pursue in our Investigation of Pennsylvania’s Retail Natural Gas Supply Market (Investigation or Gas RMI).
  Through the Gas RMI Final Order, we outlined our priorities and finalized specific action plans to be undertaken by OCMO, including the establishment of working groups and our intent to propose regulations on specific issues.  We expressed a belief that an account number access mechanism similar to that being implemented in the electric market may be useful in the natural gas industry and directed OCMO to treat this as a high priority issue.
  We also expressed a desire to ensure that energy shopping is as common, easy and accessible as shopping for wireless phone service.
  
With these goals in mind, we solicited, via the Gas RMI Final Order, formal comments, to be submitted within 30 days of the date the notice of the Final Order was published in the Pennsylvania Bulletin, on the implementation of a natural gas account number access mechanism.
  Specifically, we requested feedback on the following issues:

· The technological platform to be used.  EDCs were directed to develop web-based portals.  Is the same platform appropriate for the natural gas industry or are there alternatives we should consider?

· What security mechanisms should be utilized to protect consumer privacy? This includes the possible use of password-protections and minimum customer information requirements for using the mechanism (customer’s full name, service street address and five-digit postal code, etc.).  The use of customer photo ID and LOAs should also be addressed.  

· Should the mechanisms only be available at public locations not consumer homes or businesses?  If so, how should this be documented?

· What capabilities should be required of the mechanism to track the usage of the system and identification of users?  What should be the record retention requirement for this information - three years as in the electric industry?   


The following parties submitted comments, at Docket No. I-2013-2381742, regarding the implementation of a natural gas account number access mechanism: Columbia Gas of Pennsylvania, Inc. (Columbia); Energy Association of Pennsylvania (EAP); National Energy Marketers Association (NEM); Office of Consumer Advocate (OCA); PECO Energy Company (PECO); Peoples Natural Gas Company LLC, Peoples Natural Gas Company LLC – Equitable Division and Peoples TWP LLC (collectively, Peoples); PGW; Retail Energy Supply Association (RESA); UGI Utilities, Inc. – Gas Division, UGI Penn Natural Gas, Inc. and UGI Central Penn Gas, Inc. (collectively, UGI); Valley Energy, Inc. (Valley); and WGL Energy Services, Inc. (WGL Energy).



Multiple parties provided comments suggesting a review of the EDC account number access mechanisms currently being implemented, including a review of the associated costs and the actual usage of the mechanisms.  OCMO agreed that this information might be beneficial in developing its recommendations regarding natural gas mechanisms and, on February 26, 2015, issued a data request to those EDCs with account number access mechanism requirements.  Specifically, OCMO requested information regarding the implementation date of the mechanisms; the total implementation and ongoing maintenance costs incurred; the number of EGSs registered to use the mechanism; the number of attempted accesses, both successful and unsuccessful in obtaining an account number; and the number of successful attempts that obtained an account number that was already available to the EGSs through the ECL.


Following a review of the EDCs’ data request responses and of the comments provided by the parties noted above, this Commission issued a Tentative Order at its April 9, 2015 Public Meeting, at the above-referenced docket, requesting comments on a proposed natural gas mechanism.
  Comments were due within 45 days of the entry date of the Tentative Order.  


The following parties submitted comments to the Tentative Order: Columbia; EAP; National Fuel Gas Distribution Corporation (NFG); NRG Retail Affiliates (NRG); OCA; PECO; Peoples; PGW; Pike County Light and Power Company (PCL&P); RESA; and Valley.

Following its review of the comments to the Tentative Order, the Commission adopted, at its July 8, 2015 Public Meeting, a Final Order directing NGDCs with obligations as outlined at 66 Pa. C.S. § 1307(f)(1)
 to, within six months of the entry date of the Final Order, submit for the Commission’s review and approval compliance plans for the development of a username and passcode-protected secure website portal that will, upon customer request and consent, provide NGSs with access to residential and small business customer account numbers that are not available on the NGDCs’ ECLs.
  
On January 8, 2016 PGW filed its compliance plan (Initial Plan), along with the other NGDCs including Columbia, NFG, PECO, Peoples, PGW and UGI.  Interested parties were then provided 30 days to submit written comments on the compliance plans.  RESA, on February 8, 2016, filed comments in response to all of six NGDC compliance plans.  


After reviewing the NGDCs’ compliance plans and the comments provided by RESA, the Commission found that stakeholders should be afforded an opportunity to submit reply comments.  The Commission, via a March 15, 2016 Secretarial Letter at this Docket, provided interested parties 30 days to file reply comments.
  Reply comments were submitted by Columbia, EAP, NFG, OCA, PECO, Peoples, PGW and UGI.  On May 16, 2016, RESA submitted an additional reply to the reply comments.
After careful review of PGW’s filing and the comments submitted by the parties, the Commission, on August 8, 2016, rejected PGW’s Initial Plan.
  The Commission found that PGW’s proposed mechanism failed to meet the directives outlined in our Gas ANAM Final Order and that further clarification regarding certain issues was needed.  Specifically, we found that PGW’s Initial Plan did not include a reasonable and effective cost recovery mechanism.  August 8, 2016 Order at 25.  The Commission found that PGW’s proposal to recover 70% of the plan’s costs from NGSs through a Purchase of Receivables (POR) discount [image: image1.png]


and 30% from a surcharge funded by all firm ratepayers was not feasible given that the anticipated costs would increase POR discount rates to levels that could threaten the viability of the POR program and shopping in the PGW market.  Id. at 24.  
The Commission directed PGW to file a new plan and to propose a cost recovery mechanism that is “less reliant on POR” or “an entirely different method of cost recovery.”  Id.  PGW was also directed to include in its revised plan a new proposed timeframe to have its account number access mechanism in place no later than December 31, 2016.  Id.  Finally, parties were provided with 20 days to file comments in response to the revised plan.  Id. at 25. 
On September 7, 2016, PGW filed its revised account number access mechanism plan (Revised Plan).  No comments were filed in response to PGW’s Revised Plan.  Through this Order, we will address PGW’s Revised Plan for its natural gas account number access mechanism.

Discussion
I.
PGW’s Account Number Access Mechanism Revised Plan 

A.
Secure Log-in


PGW proposes developing a secure account number and service point ID access mechanism as part of its existing Choice Portal.  Access to the Choice Portal requires NGSs and their representatives to undergo a username and password verification process.  PGW Revised Plan at 2 - 3.

B.
Applicability


PGW’s proposed account number access mechanism would only provide NGSs with access to account numbers for firm residential and small business customers.  PGW notes that small business customers will include Rate GS commercial and industrial customers eligible for PGW’s purchase of receivables and consolidated billing programs.  Id. at 2.

C.
Customer Information Inputs

PGW proposes that NGSs provide inputs for the following information fields:

· Customer’s full name; 
· Service street address; 

· Five-digit postal code;

· NGS attestation, through a checkbox, that it has secured and retained a signed LOA;

· NGS attestation, through a checkbox, that the enrollment is occurring in a public location;

· NGS attestation, through a checkbox, confirming customer provision of photo ID; and

· The type of photo ID.


PGW proposes the use of a drop-down box providing the following photo ID types: driver’s license, Commonwealth-issued ID card, passport or “other.”  If “other” is selected, the NGS will be required to manually enter the type of ID.  Id. at 3- 5.

PGW expects to be able to add additional input field functionality, such as drop‑down boxes or wildcards, strictly for street type and/or postal codes.  However, PGW notes that no other drop-down boxes or wildcards are being considered at this time due to concerns about the possible effects on customer privacy and protections.  PGW avers that using such functionalities for a customer’s name or street address may increase the risk of false returns or increase the likelihood that the mechanism would provide an account number for a different customer.  Additionally, PGW believes that these functionalities could lead to additional “Multiple Hits” errors by widening the field of potential customers that could meet the input data criteria.  Id. at 3-4.

D.
Outputs of Mechanism and Resubmission of Inputs

PGW proposes the following outputs: “No Hit,” “Multiple Hits” or the customer’s account number.  Id. at 5.  If an NGS receives either “No Hits” or “Multiple Hits,” the NGS will be able to resubmit the request for the same customer with corrected information.  Id.

PGW notes that input fields must be an exact match with its data in order to receive a successful response.  In the event of a “No Hit” or “Multiple Hits” output, PGW expects to return a message asking the NGS to consider the inclusion of an apartment number or to review the inputs for spelling errors.  PGW also expects to be able to include additional outputs such as “Missing Data” in the event of missing input fields and “Invalid Request” in the event of incorrect formatting or a request associated with an ineligible customer.  PGW expects to be able to include an “On ECL” output to alert NGSs that the customer information requested is on PGW’s ECL; however, the account number will still be provided through the mechanism.  Id. at 6.

E.
Record Retention

PGW will retain for a period of three years information regarding when the mechanism was accessed, the entity accessing the system and the output of any access attempt, including the data provided.  Id. at 7.

F.
Costs and Cost Recovery

PGW estimates the initial cost for design and implementation of the mechanism to be approximately $60,000.  Additionally, PGW estimates an annual, ongoing operation and maintenance cost of $12,500.  Id. at 8.

In its Initial Plan, PGW proposed a cost-sharing methodology in which 70% of its account number access mechanism costs would be recovered through an administrative discount on the Purchase of Receivables (POR) and the remaining 30% of the costs be recovered through its existing Restructuring and Consumer Education Surcharge funded by all firm ratepayers.  Id.at 8.  In response to the Commission’s rejection of this cost recovery plan and the direction to submit a proposal with a different cost recovery formula and/or mechanism, PGW now proposes in its Revised Plan to recover 100% of costs through its Restructuring and Consumer Education Surcharge.  Id. at 8.  In defense of this proposal, PGW notes that the Commission has approved similar cost recovery mechanisms for other gas utilities as being reasonable.  Id. at 9.  PGW also attached proposed tariff language changes to its Restructuring and Consumer Education Surcharge to include costs arising from implementing and administrating the ANAM.  Id. at Attachment A.

G.  Implementation Timeline


In its Revised Plan, PGW states that it will have its ANAM in place and operational by, at the latest, December 31, 2016.  PGW goes on to note that this date is assuming that the Revised Plan is accepted as proposed without significant modifications that would require labor-intensive adjustments.  Finally, PGW will provide notice to OCMO when the Revised Plan is implemented.  Id. at 10.
Disposition

The Commission finds that PGW’s proposed ANAM as described in its Revised Plan will provide the information necessary for a customer to participate in the competitive retail natural gas market even if that customer may not have his or her account number on hand at the time of an in-person customer enrollment request.  We find that PGW has adequately addressed the concerns about their proposed cost recovery mechanism that caused us to reject their Initial Plan.  On that basis, we approve PGW’s natural gas account number access mechanism.  


Specifically, PGW has now explained in its Revised Plan that it intends to recover 100% of the costs through its existing Restructuring and Consumer Education Surcharge funded by all firm ratepayers.  We believe this is a reasonable solution since the ANAM is a mechanism available to all residential and small commercial customers and thus potentially a benefit to all of these customers.  This particular recovery mechanism will also avoid inflating PGW’s POR discount – something that would potentially discourage supplier participation in the PGW market and thus complicate any effort to bring more shopping opportunities to PGW customers.  This is also similar to the cost recovery mechanism we have approved for other NGDC ANAMs.  We also approve PGW’s proposed tariff language changes to its Restructuring and Consumer Education Surcharge tariff rider.    


We also find PGW’s proposals for security, field inputs, outputs and record retention reasonable and in compliance with our ANAM Final Order and that it will satisfactorily protect consumer information while providing useful information for suppliers.  As for implementation date, we find PGW’s December 31, 2016, implementation date to be reasonable.  This is the same deadline that was provided to the other NGDCs.  We strongly encourage PGW to provide this mechanism sooner, if possible.
Conclusion
  The Commission finds that PGW’s proposed mechanism as described in its Revised Plan meets our goals of allowing customers and NGSs to more easily interact and participate in the competitive market while maintaining necessary customer protections.  We also find PGW’s proposed cost recovery mechanism reasonable and in alignment with recovery mechanism we have approved for other NGDCs.  As such, we approve PGW’s natural gas account number access mechanism Revised Plan.

THEREFORE,

IT IS ORDERED:  

1.  That the Philadelphia Gas Works develop and implement, no later than December 31, 2016, the natural gas account number access mechanism as approved by this Order.


2.  That the Philadelphia Gas Works maintain, for a period of three years, records of those parties accessing the account number access mechanism, when the access occurred and the data obtained.

3.  That the proposed language changes to the Philadelphia Gas Works Restructuring and Consumer Education Surcharge Tariff filed with its Petition are approved.


4.  That Philadelphia Gas Works is directed to make a compliance tariff filing, effective on one day’s notice with final tariff language based on this Order, within 10 days of the Order entry.

5.  That the Philadelphia Gas Works notify, as soon as possible, the Commission’s Office of Competitive Market Oversight of any complaints or information provided by customers or natural gas suppliers regarding any instances where the account number access mechanism was used inappropriately.


6.  That this Order shall be served on the Philadelphia Gas Works, all licensed Natural Gas Suppliers, the Bureau of Investigation and Enforcement, the Office of Consumer Advocate, the Office of Small Business Advocate, the Energy Association of Pennsylvania and the parties that filed comments at Docket No. M‑2015‑2468991.


7.  That the contact person for technical issues related to this Order is 

Daniel Mumford, 717-783-1957 or dmumford@pa.gov.  That the contact person for legal issues related to this Order is Kriss Brown, 717-787-4518 or kribrown@pa.gov.  
BY THE COMMISSION,






Rosemary Chiavetta






Secretary

(SEAL)

ORDER ADOPTED:  October 27, 2016
ORDER ENTERED:  October 27, 2016 
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