[image: image1.jpg]




	Ten Franklin Square, New Britain, CT  06051
	Spring 2008

	Telephone:  (860) 827-2900
	Website:  www.ct.gov.occ
	Email:  OCC.Info@CT.Gov


OCC NEWSLETTER

New Requirements Target Improvements to CL&P Customer Service
Docket No. 07-08-14, DPUC Investigation Into The Connecticut Light and Power Company’s Manner of Operation and Accuracy of Its Electricity Meters
Many of OCC’s major recommendations were accepted in the Final Decision of the above docket by the Department of Public Utility Control (DPUC).  
This case was initiated by the DPUC to investigate the reliability and accuracy of the electricity meters used by The Connecticut Light and Power Company (CL&P), and its policies on responding to complaints concerning metering and billing accuracy.  The precipitating cause for this docket was a series of articles in The Hartford Courant regarding CL&P customer service and meter accuracy.  These articles were based on complaints about CL&P that were sent to the newspaper’s Consumer Watchdog.  
In OCC’s view, the importance of this proceeding was not confined to meters.  Rather, the proceeding brought to light problems that exist in CL&P’s customer service culture, and provided an important opportunity to remedy those problems.
· Implementation of a Service Quality Plan (“SQP”).  CL&P does not currently have an SQP with service quality benchmarks.  OCC recommended initiation of an SQP with performance measures that are clear, measurable, enforceable and geared toward customer satisfaction.  The DPUC specified 
these measures concerning the Company’s customer service center performance: average speed of calls answered, percent of abandoned calls and length of time taken for supervisors to return calls.  While the OCC had some additional measures in mind, such as reduction of estimated bills and a payment plan setup for the larger estimated bill true-ups, OCC believes that an important first step has been taken with the initiation of an SQP.
· One-call Resolution.  OCC recommended that CL&P have a goal of one-call resolution of customer service issues.  The DPUC ordered CL&P to file a report with detailed steps of what it would take to establish a one-call resolution environment in its customer service center.
· Bill Improvements.  OCC recommended improvements in the CL&P bill presentation, and the Department ordered that the OCC, the Department and the Company form a working group to improve the CL&P bill format.
· Goodwill Payments.  OCC recommended that the Department order the Company to file an annual report on goodwill payments made over $200.  The Department ordered CL&P to file a monthly report on goodwill credit issues.
· Customer Service Consultant’s Report.  CL&P hired a customer service consultant to devise a plan to improve its service.  OCC recommended that the Department order CL&P to file a copy of the consultant’s report and the Department so ordered.
As a result of this proceeding, OCC will be 
participating in monitoring CL&P’s customer service.  With these changes, the OCC expects a much better customer service culture for CL&P consumers
Outlook for Legislative Session Unclear; Customer Service, Electric Rates, Renewable Energy, Cable TV and Broadband Are Among the Hot Topics

OCC has been closely tracking the legislative session this year, as we do every year, and we have been filing written and oral testimony on important bills.  (The testimony of OCC and others before the Legislature’s Energy and Technology Committee may be found at the following link: www.ct.gov/occ. As of this writing, it is not clear whether any major energy or technology bill will pass this year.  A large number of bills received a favorable report from the Legislature’s Energy and Technology Committee, but that is not necessarily an indication that there will be significant activity on these bills by the Legislature, as a whole.  
One topic that has been a focus of this session has been utility customer service, including billing.  If you have been following the Hartford Courant closely this year, you will know that press attention lately has focused on the customer service and billing aspects of utility services.  As you may know, the OCC by law, represents the interests of consumers as a class before federal and state agencies, including the Department of Public Utility Control (“DPUC”).  The OCC, a small agency, has not had the responsibility under law, nor are we staffed to handle, the thousands of complaints and questions raised by individual customers.  Rather, the DPUC’s Consumer Services Unit (which has about the same total number of employees as OCC) is tasked with this responsibility for the state.  Your utility customer bill properly instructs you to call the DPUC Consumer Services Unit, if you have a complaint, 
and lists their toll-free number.  In the event that an individual customer does reach the OCC, we do of course seek to help them, either directly or by coordinating with the DPUC Consumer Services Unit.  However, again, our primary responsibility is to protect the interests of ratepayers as a class from excessive rate increases, unduly expensive projects, threats to reliability, and other negative regulatory or policy outcomes.  
As far as OCC can tell, one of the biggest difficulties with dealing with customer service issues is the multiplicity of agencies receiving  complaints from the public.  Presently, consumers may call the utility, the DPUC Consumer Services Unit, the Attorney General’s Office, the Hartford Courant, or OCC with their complaint.  Without greater coordination among these groups, the rapid identification of patterns of customer complaints will be impossible.  Without such rapid identification of patterns, customer service problems will often not be addressed in the time frame that customers seek.  
· House Bill 5328, An Act Concerning 
Utility Customer Service Complaints, will begin to address this complex issue.  This bill attempts to make the complaint process more effective for consumers by making the DPUC more accountable regarding its consumer service responses. The bill charged the DPUC with quarterly reporting to OCC and the Attorney General’s office detailing the number of complaints received concerning each public service company in numerous categories: rates; estimated bill true-ups and high usage compared to a previous bill; no bill or low bill; credit and collections; meter issues; and quality of service issues.  Public service companies are charged with the same reporting requirements.
If this bill passes into law, OCC and the Attorney General’s office may request that the DPUC investigate any consumer complaints by opening a contested case proceeding.  Twice a year the DPUC would also begin uncontested case 
proceedings to review status reports and consumer complaint summaries.  Finally the bill grants OCC access to adequate staff to handle its 
new responsibility of analyzing the data it receives from the DPUC and public service companies.

OCC testified at a recent public hearing that it supports this bill as long as it is given the means (budget, staff, legal tools, etc.) to handle these new duties properly

Other bills before the legislature seek to promote renewable energy, with a particular focus on solar energy.  As always, the difficult balance is between the higher cost of renewable energy projects for ratepayers versus the potential environmental, jobs, or long-term hedge benefits of renewable energy (i.e., as a hedge against future fossil fuel shortages or price increases).  OCC is supportive of greater use of solar energy in Connecticut because solar power is usually available at the same time that power usage is at its peak: hot, sunny days.  However, the specific bills (House Bills 5785 and 5788) proposed extreme targets and standards that were unreasonably costly for electric utility ratepayers, in OCC’s view.  
On the television front, OCC opposed a bill (House Bill 5814) which would grant to AT&T, with its new U-Verse digital television offering, the right to put government access channels like CT-N on a slow, balky, video-on-demand system known as PEG Access, (without giving the competing cable companies the same right).  OCC encouraged the Legislature to have CT-N be easily accessible on either the cable or U-Verse systems, to promote parity and to protect consumers’ access.  The same bill also unfairly seeks to repeal a provision that passed last year which would allow a cable company to operate a state-wide franchise like AT&T now can.  OCC is concerned that AT&T will have unfair advantages in their competition with cable companies, if the bill passes.
Low Income Energy Advisory
Board-Update
The Low Income Energy Advisory Board (“Board”) is a governor’s advisory board created by legislation.  Its main function is to help and assist low income ratepayers obtain financial assistance so they may purchase their primary heating source needed in the winter (gas, oil, kerosene, electricity, etc.).  The OCC has active representation on the Board and on the subcommittees of Weatherization and the DPUC.  This year the OCC will also be on the Project Fuel subcommittee.

The Board works closely with Community Action Agencies, who are also represented on the Board.  These agencies attempt to process as many low income customers’ applications for financial aid as possible.  These agencies also assist hardship customers in developing and completing their income/expense sheet used to determine the amount of money the ratepayer can pay on a budget plan.  These income/expense sheets were developed by the Board which can conveniently be used by all the agencies.  The form was approved by the Department of Public Utility Control.

Every year the number of customers applying for assistance increases.  This can be attributed to the economy in general and energy prices in particular.

This year the Governor’s proposed state budget includes over $2.3 million in fiscal year 2008 for low income energy assistance: (1) $350,000 to implement the early application intake process and (2) $1.9 million to administer a state funded weatherization program.

The period of time that hardship customers cannot be shutoff because of nonpayment of their bills was from November 1 to April 15.  Starting in 2008 the date has been extended to April 30.  
Connecticut Energy Efficiency Fund 
Builds on Its Successes
OCC is a member of the Energy Conservation Management Board (“ECMB”) which, together with the DPUC, oversees the $90 million ratepayer Connecticut Energy Efficiency Fund (“CEEF”).  The CEEF is administered by Connecticut electric and gas utilities and municipal utilities, and its programs, plans and budgets save energy, money and help the environment.  As these programs continue to thrive, it will be challenging to keep pace with demand as energy prices continue to rise and the economy heads towards a downturn.
As the results from 2007 are tabulated, the fund during its 9 years of supporting energy efficiency has saved megawatts (“MW”) equal to a 600 MW electric plant and eliminated emissions as well. Other good news from 2007 was that the Connecticut Legislature passed a bill that restores the CEEF to a fully funded $90 million.  Previously, up to $27 million a year, for the past 4 years, had been transferred to the General Fund to deal with budget deficits.  Connecticut ratepayers had lost out on programs that return $4 for every $1 spent during that time.
The year 2007 saw additional legislative mandates which assigned over 14 projects to the ECMB, from monitoring and evaluation, measuring maximum energy efficiency potential, causation of the summer peak to additional methods to control the summer peak.  An active docket, entitled “Energy Efficiency Partners,” is looking for unique, cost beneficial ways for ratepayers to participate in reducing their summer peak.
Ideally, the ECMB programs will grow to meet the anticipated demand, as new revenue sources from the “Regional Green House Gas Initiative,” and new methods of procurement are realized.  
However, the most important role the ECMB can 
play is to help “mainstream” these programs and standards, such as lighting and Energy Star, into the private sector, so all can benefit from them daily.
CEAB Busy With New Legislative Initiatives
The OCC remains an active member of the Connecticut Energy Advisory Board (“CEAB” or “Board”).  Consumer Counsel, Mary J. Healey, was re-elected as Vice Chairman of the Board for 2008.  Pursuant to 2007 energy legislation, the Board’s membership has been expanded to fifteen (15), and several new appointments of talented individuals with various expertise and exposure to important energy issues, have already been made. 
· More Efficient State
Facilities /Integrated Resource                   Planning
The expansion of the CEAB is particularly timely, in light of the many new and important tasks that the Board has been authorized and directed to perform this year.  Most recently, the Board completed phase one of its review of the Office of Policy and Management’s (“OPM”) Strategic Plan for Energy Management of State Facilities.  The Board is now working to develop measurement criteria for monitoring its successful implementation and to determine the actual financial benefits derived.  Another significant mandate borne out of energy legislation in 2007 was the requirement that Connecticut’s electric distribution companies submit an integrated resource plan (“IRP”) to the Board for its review/modification and approval.  The IRP was received by the Board on January 1st, and the CEAB received numerous written comments, and conducted a public hearing on the IRP. The CEAB recently decided to create a process to address many of the deficiencies in the IRP, with information that is available from market participants and other key stakeholders.  
The CEAB contemplates that the next few months will be spent on information gathering, analysis and procurement planning that will lay the groundwork for future substantive and successful plans.
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Finally, the CEAB is also working on other important energy issues, such as: (a) coordination and integration of information on the state’s energy entities in order to achieve the goals of Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiatives (“RGGI”) and the reduction of greenhouse gases and promote indigenous alternative fuels; (b) completion of a net energy analysis of state facilities; (c) monitoring the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (“FERC”) Order 890; and (d) monitoring the progress and development of 
the New England East West Solution (“NEEWS”) project.  It is evident that 2008 presents a defining opportunity for the CEAB to positively impact the energy landscape in Connecticut, and the OCC is excited about its contributions to these important energy initiatives.

OCC Attorney Wins For Wireless Consumers at US Supreme Court

In January, an OCC principal attorney, acting as “Counsel of Record” on behalf of the National Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates, successfully convinced the U.S. Supreme Court to deny an appeal to the highest court by the wireless carriers Sprint Nextel and T-Mobile from a federal circuit decision in favor of consumers.  The Decision contended that the state should have jurisdiction over the regulation of line items on wireless bills, rather than the Federal Communications Commission (“FCC”).  By determining that it should not review this case, the Supreme Court underscored the important role that state commissioners play in determining truth-in-billing issues for consumers, such as early termination fees and allowing consumers to 
compare the rates of one provider against those offered by competitors.
The FCC preempted state regulation of line items on wireless bills in a March 2005 “truth-in-billing” order, on the grounds that such state regulation would violate a section of the federal 1934 Communications Act, which bars states from regulating the rates charged for commercial mobile services.  In a setback to the wireless carriers and the FCC, however, the 11th Circuit Court of Appeals (Atlanta) ruled in favor of consumers, stating that the federal statute “unambiguously preserved the ability of the states to regulate the use of line items in cellular wireless bills.”  OCC’s national association, NASUCA, was joined in this litigation by the National Association of Regulatory Utility Commissioners (of which the CT-DPUC is a member). 
CL&P Distribution Rate Increase Slashed
On January 28, 2008, the DPUC approved a rate increase for The Connecticut Light & Power Company’s distribution business of $70.8 million effective February 1, 2008, and $20 million effective February 1, 2009.  The Company’s rate application that was filed on July 30, 2007 sought rate increases of $189 million for 2008 and an incremental $22 million in 2009.

Major areas of adjustment made by the DPUC to the Company’s application include:  reducing the allowed return on equity to 9.40%; reducing expenses by over $70 million associated with payroll, major storms, tree trimming, regulatory assessments, uncollectibles, fringe benefits, incentive compensation, station service receivables, depreciation and property taxes.  CL&P was also instructed to improve shortcomings in its customer service policies.
During the proceeding, OCC had advocated a rate increase of $50.6 million above current rates and a Return on Equity (“ROE”) of 9.10 %. 
Aquarion Water Company 
Rate Increase Reduced by 11 %
On June 15, 2007, Aquarion Water Company filed a request for a rate increase.  The Company requested an increase of approximately $31.95 million or 27.86% over the Company’s present rates.  The following is the breakout by division: Increase

                   Revenues 
          Percent
Southern Div.– Mystic
         $519,871
           20.57%
Southern Div.– Greenwich     $4,897,480        22.18%
Eastern Div.

         $18,222,671      25.10%
Western Div.

         $7,480,398       47.58% 
Northern Div.

         $820,884
          47.80%
Hearings were conducted during the period of August through October 2007, and the DPUC released its final decision on December 12, 2007. 
The total revenues approved resulted in an overall increase of approximately $19.34 million, or about 16.7%.  
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The increase of $18,435,482 in retail revenues has been allocated across the Company’s divisions as follows:

Increase


        Revenues
      Percent
Southern Div. – Mystic
$ 369,266
 14.87%
Southern Div. – Greenwich    $ 2,379,385   12.78%      

Eastern Div.

        $10,515,043   14.37%      

Western Div.
                    $4,596,324    29.52%
      

Northern Div.
$575,464
      32.45%
In addition the Company requested, and received permission to reopen this proceeding for the limited purpose of including in rates the cost to repair and upgrade, along with related operating charges, the Palmer Dam, Dean’s Mill Treatment Plant and Hoadley Pond Dam rehabilitation project.  The anticipated completion date for these projects is June 2008.

OCC BROCHURE AVAILABLE
OCC recently published an informational brochure to tell ratepayers who we are, what we do, and describes our recent docket and court wins on their behalf.  The brochure will be distributed to all public libraries in Connecticut and made available for downloading from OCC’s website (www.ct.gov/occ).  Call OCC at 860-827-2900 to request copies.


The State of Connecticut’s Office of Consumer Counsel, located at Ten Franklin Square, New Britain, Connecticut 06051, is an independent state agency authorized by statute to act as the advocate for consumer interests in all matters which may affect Connecticut consumers with respect to public service companies, electric suppliers and persons, and certified intrastate telecommunications service providers.


The Office of Consumer Counsel is authorized to appear in and participate in any regulatory or judicial proceedings, federal or state, in which such interests of Connecticut consumers may be involved, or in which matters affecting utility services rendered or to be rendered in this state may be involved.
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