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The purpose of this Secretarial Letter is to solicit comments regarding the revision of guidelines relating to customer service in order to implement Purchase of Receivables Programs (PORs) by Natural Gas Distribution Companies (NGDCs).  These interim guidelines were established in 1999 as guidance for companies during the transition to the Choice market in natural gas supply.  Guidelines for Maintaining Customer Services at the Same Level of Quality Pursuant to 66 Pa.C.S. § 2206 (a), Assuring Conformance with 52 Pa. Code Chapter 56 Pursuant to 66 Pa.C.S. §§ 2207 (b), 2208 (e) and (f) and Addressing the Application of Partial Payments, Docket No. M-00991249F003, Order entered Aug. 26, 1999 (Guidelines).  These guidelines also pre-date Chapter 14 of the Public Utility Code, and also may need to be updated for consistency with current law.  

In the pending case of Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission v. Columbia Gas of Pennsylvania, Inc., Docket No. R-2008-2011621, et al., an unresolved issue remained in the parties’ Joint Petition for Settlement.  The issue was whether Columbia should be permitted to terminate customers for non-payment of Choice Natural Gas Supplier (NGS) receivables purchased by Columbia for consolidated billing customers on its own system and, if so, the amount of payment that Columbia can require to reconnect such customers.   The Administrative Law Judges concluded that Columbia may not terminate customers for non-payment of purchased receivables based on their interpretation of Guidelines at pp.16-19.  See also 66 Pa.C.S. § 2206 (a) (relating to consumer protections and customer service).  

In the Final Order and Action Plan regarding Commission’s Investigation into the Natural Gas Supply Market:  Report on Stakeholder’s Working Group (SEARCH), Final Order and Action Plan entered September 11, 2008 at Docket No. I-00040103F0002 (SEARCH Order), the Commission stated that it would commence a rulemaking 
proceeding by 2009 to develop standardized rules for POR programs.  However, this process may take several years, and we concluded that interim POR programs are appropriate and in the public interest.  For this reason, we encouraged all NGDCs to file voluntary PORs by December 31, 2008.
  These voluntary POR programs would be continued until standardized rules were approved for POR programs on a statewide basis in the rulemaking proceeding.  The Commission wishes to emphasize, however, that it has not concluded that POR programs will be mandatory.
Correct POR program design is the central element to its success.  In the SEARCH Report (September 2008), the NGDCs commented that POR programs could increase their uncollectible expense, as they, unlike NGSs, are obligated to accept all customers.  SEARCH Report, p. 15.  In answer, the NGDCs argue that a “POR program that allows NGDCs to treat the NGS’s customers no differently than its own customers levels the playing field and is most fair for consumers.”  SEARCH Report, pp. 15-16.  However, the cited Guidelines may prevent the establishment of this level playing field if NGDCs are prohibited from terminating customers for unpaid PORs.  


Therefore, in order to implement effective, interim POR plans consistent with the schedule set forth in the SEARCH Order, commencing with the filing of voluntary NGDC POR programs by December 31, 2008, it is necessary to address this uncertainty.  Additionally, we are very concerned that the Guidelines may provide for the unequal treatment of customers, depending on whether they purchase natural gas supply from a NGDC or a NGS.  In that same vein, we also are concerned about whether the Guidelines may need to be updated in light of the subsequent enactment of Chapter 14 to ensure equal treatment of these two customer groups. 


For all of these reasons, we believe that the Guidelines should be re-examined and perhaps modified.  Therefore, we request that interested parties provide comments to the following questions:
1. Should an NGDC be allowed to terminate customers for the failure to pay receivables purchased by an NGS pursuant to a Commission-approved POR program?

2. Should the Guidelines be modified to remove this regulatory uncertainty?
3. Are there other related consumer protection issues that need to be addressed as a result of any changes to utility termination rights?

4. Are any statutory amendments necessary for this type of POR program to be implemented?


Besides the consumer service issues, interested parties are also invited to propose other guidelines that may be used in the design and operation of POR programs.

Comments must be submitted within 20 days of the date of this Secretarial Letter and reply comments must be submitted no later than 35 days from the date of this letter.  Interested persons should file an original and ten copies of their comments (or reply comments) with the Secretary’s Bureau at the above referenced docket, and should e-mail a copy to the Commission contact persons identified below.
  All comments and reply comments will be made available on the PUC website under Docket No. M-2008-2068982 so that service on other commenters is not required.
After receipt and review of these comments, the Commission will consider modifications to the Customer Service Guidelines, and the establishment of interim guidelines for the filing of voluntary purchase of receivables programs.

The contact persons for this Secretarial letter are Assistant Counsel Patricia Krise Burket, pburket@state.pa.us, 717-787-3464, Deputy Chief Counsel Robert F. Young, rfyoung@state.ps.us, 717-787-4945, Paul Diskin, Manager-Energy, Bureau of Fixed Utility Services, pdiskin@state.pa.us, 717-214-5558, and Daniel Mumford, Policy Analyst, Bureau of Consumer Services, dmumford@state.pa.us, 717-783-1957.







Very truly yours,








James J. McNulty
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Commissioner Gardner


Mitchell Miller, Director, Bureau of Consumer Services


Bohdan R. Pankiw, Chief Counsel

Robert Wilson, Director, Bureau of Fixed Utility Services

Robert F. Young, Deputy Chief Counsel


Patricia Krise Burket, Assistant Counsel

Paul Diskin, Manager-Energy, Bureau of Fixed Utility Services


Daniel Mumford, Policy Analyst, Bureau of Consumer Services

Office of Consumer Advocate


Office of Small Business Advocate

SEARCH service list (Docket No. I-00040103) 
� In the alternative, we stated that NGDCs would be required to include a program in either their next 


§ 1307(f) proceeding in 2009 or base rate case, whichever was sooner.


� The comments and reply comments solicited by this Secretarial Letter are intended to assist the Commission in developing guidelines for future POR programs and, as such, will not be considered in resolving the treatment of the POR program at issue in the pending Columbia Gas rate case.








