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May 30, 2019 
 
VIA E-FILE 
 
Rosemary Chiavetta, Secretary 
Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission 
Commonwealth Keystone Building 
400 North Street, 2nd Floor 
Harrisburg, PA 17120 
  
 
Re:  Petition of Columbia Service Partners, Inc. to Amend Order of the Pennsylvania 

Public Utility Commission dated December 16, 2018 and January 17, 2019 at  
Docket No. R-2018-2647577 

 
Dear Secretary Chiavetta, 
 
Enclosed for filing, please find the Answer of CAUSE-PA to the Petition of Columbia Service 
Partners, Inc. in the above noted proceeding.  Copies have been served in accordance with the 
Certificate of Service attached to the Answer. 
 
 
        
 

Respectfully submitted, 

        
       Elizabeth R. Marx 
       Counsel for CAUSE-PA 
CC:  Certificate of Service  
 
Enclosures  
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BEFORE THE 
PENNSYLVANIA PUBLIC UTILITY COMMISSION 

   
 
 
Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission v.    :   
Columbia Gas of Pennsylvania, Inc.   :  
        
Petition of Columbia Service Partners, Inc.  : Docket No.  R-2018-2647577 
To Amend Orders of Pennsylvania Public Utility : 
Commission Dated December 16, 2018 and   : 
January 17, 2019     : 
 

 
 

ANSWER OF THE COALITION FOR AFFORDABLE UTILITY SERVICES AND 

ENERGY EFFICIENCY IN PENNSYLVANIA (CAUSE-PA) 

 
 

 
I. INTRODUCTION 

  
The Coalition for Affordable Utility Services and Energy Efficiency in Pennsylvania 

(CAUSE-PA), through its counsel at the Pennsylvania Utility Law Project, hereby files this 

Answer to the Petition of Columbia Service Partners, Inc. to Amend Orders of Pennsylvania Public 

Utility Commission dated December 16, 2018 and January 17, 2019 in the above-captioned 

proceeding, pursuant to the provisions of the Rules of Practice and Procedure of the Pennsylvania 

Public Utility Commission (PUC or Commission), section 5.572(e).  (52 Pa. Code § 5.572(e)). 

Columbia Service Partners, Inc. (CSP) filed its Petition after the conclusion of a fully 

litigated proceeding.  CSP had actual or constructive notice of the proceeding and the right and 

opportunity to intervene to protect its interests,1 though it chose not to do so.  CSP’s Petition, filed 

                                                 
1 On June 18, 2019, Columbia filed its Proof of Publication of Notice of Public Input Hearing in three local 
newspapers, including the Beaver County Times, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, and the Washington Observer-Reporter.  
(June 18, 2018 Proof of Publication).  This Proof of Publication, which is on the record in this proceeding, 
demonstrates that CSP and its legal counsel had constructive notice of the rate proceeding, and should have 
reasonably known its potential impact on CSP’s business interests. 
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over four (4) months after a final order was issued and over two (2) months since Columbia filed 

its March 19, 2019 compliance report to the Commission, amounts to an unjustified collateral 

attack on the Commission’s Orders and inappropriately seeks to supplement a closed record with 

additional non-record facts. For this reason, the Commission should deny CSP’s Petition. In any 

event, the Commission cannot grant the relief requested by CSP, and if it believes that CSP’s 

arguments have merit, CAUSE-PA asserts that the Commission must remand the issue to the 

Office of Administrative Law Judge to allow for the assertions contained in CSP’s Petition to be 

fully investigated and a further record developed on this issue consistent with the due process 

requirements codified in section 703(d). 66 Pa. C.S. § 703(d).  

II. ANSWER 

CAUSE-PA has reviewed the Petition of Columbia Service Partners, Inc. (CSP), and sets 

out its response below: 

1. ADMITTED. 

2. ADMITTED. 

3. ADMITTED. CAUSE-PA admits that CSP correctly states that the parties to Partial Settlement 

in this proceeding reserved the issue of on-bill billing for litigation, and asserts that the Partial 

Settlement speaks for itself. 

4. ADMITTED.  CAUSE-PA admits that CSP correctly restates a portion of the Commission’s 

December 6, 2018 Order, and asserts that the Order speaks for itself.  By way of further 

response, CAUSE-PA notes that the Commission’s December 6, 2018 Order also concluded 

that if Columbia were to opt to continue offering on-bill services, such services would be 

subject to additional oversight through review of its compliance plan and may be ordered to 
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implement additional “reasonable limitations” on continued on-bill billing. (December 6, 2018 

Order at 50-51.)   

5. ADMITTED in part; DENIED in part.  CAUSE-PA admits that CSP correctly cites to the 

Commission’s Order directing Columbia to submit a compliance report, but denies CSP’s 

assertion that the Commission’s Order “indirectly recognized” that the record in the proceeding 

was incomplete. If the Commission believed the record was incomplete, it could have ordered 

further evidentiary proceedings on the issue – which it did not do in this case.  (52 Pa. Code § 

5.571(d)(2)).  The Commission’s Order speaks for itself. 

6. ADMITTED.  CAUSE-PA admits that OCA, CAUSE-PA, and Columbia each filed Petitions 

for Reconsideration, and asserts that those filings speak for themselves. 

7. ADMITTED. CAUSE-PA admits that CSP correctly cites to the Commission’s January 17, 

2019 Order, and asserts that the Order speaks for itself.   

8. ADMITTED in part; DENIED in part.  CAUSE-PA admits that that Columbia Gas filed a 

report on March 18, 2019, detailing its methodology for complying with the Commission’s 

Order.  However, CAUSE-PA denies CSP’s assertion that Columbia’s report proposed to 

“either” provide “on bill” to all entities or to discontinue the practice of “on bill” billing. (Pet. 

at 4, para. 8) (emphasis added)). Rather, Columbia very clearly elected to discontinue the 

practice in its entirety.  By way of further response, CAUSE-PA notes that it strongly supports 

Columbia’s decision to cease all on-bill billing and, as such, chose not to pursue any exceptions 

to Columbia’s compliance report. (52 Pa. Code § 5.592(c)). Given this, if the Commission 

were to approve CSP’s Petition without remanding the decision for further evidentiary 

proceedings, it would violate CAUSE-PA’s procedural due process rights. 
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9. ADMITTED in part; DENIED in part.  CAUSE-PA admits that the documents referenced in 

CSP’s Petition were filed in this proceeding, but denies CSP’s attempts to characterize the 

information contained therein, and asserts that these documents speak for themselves. 

10. ADMITTED in part; DENIED in part.  CAUSE-PA admits that CSP correctly states the 

procedural posture of this proceeding.  CAUSE-PA denies CSP’s assertion that its Petition is 

“timely.” (Pet. at 5, para. 10). By way of further response, CAUSE-PA notes that CSP has not 

provided any justification for why it should be heard now after failing to intervene in the rate 

case proceeding to defend its interests.  As established earlier, CSP had constructive notice of 

the proceeding and an opportunity to intervene. CSP should not now be permitted to 

collaterally attack a final Commission Order. CAUSE-PA also denies CSP’s assertion that its 

perspective is necessary to properly assess customer impact, as well as any implication that 

CSP somehow represents the consumer’s perspective.  CSP is a for profit business, acting in 

its own self-interest to continue earning a profit on its existing contracts, and does not speak 

for consumers.  The proper place for CSP to protect its interest would have been to participate 

as an active party in the rate proceeding, where its assertions could have been fully vetted 

through the litigation process. 

11. Neither affirmed nor denied.  CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form 

an opinion or belief about CSP, its affiliates, or its customer base.  This information is not in 

the record of this proceeding, and should not now be considered as grounds to collaterally 

attack the Commission’s decision in a fully litigated case.   

12. DENIED in part.  CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form an opinion 

or belief about CSP’s customer base or the number of home repairs it has completed across its 

contractor network. This information is not in the record of this proceeding, and should not 
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now be considered as grounds to collaterally attack the Commission’s decision in a fully 

litigated case.  Moreover, CAUSE-PA specifically denies CSP’s assertion that it is “very well 

regarded.” (Pet. at 5, para. 12).  A simple Internet search for HomeServe, CSP’s alleged parent 

company, reveals that CSP’s assertion of being “well regarded” is, at the very least, subject to 

substantial debate.2  

13. Neither affirmed nor denied. CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form 

an opinion or belief about the offers CSP makes to its Columbia Gas customer base.  This 

information is not in the record of this proceeding, and should not now be considered as 

grounds to collaterally attack the Commission’s decision in a fully litigated case. 

14. Neither affirmed nor denied. CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form 

an opinion or belief about the offers CSP makes to its Columbia Gas customer base. This 

information is not in the record of this proceeding, and should not now be considered as 

grounds to collaterally attack the Commission’s decision in a fully litigated case. 

15. Neither affirmed nor denied. CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form 

an opinion or belief about the offers CSP makes to its Columbia Gas customer base.  This 

information is not in the record of this proceeding, and should not now be considered as 

grounds to collaterally attack the Commission’s decision in a fully litigated case. 

16. Neither affirmed nor denied. CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form 

an opinion or belief about the offers CSP makes to its Columbia Gas customer base.  This 

                                                 
2 See, e.g., Consumer Reports, Think Twice Before Buying a Repair Plan from Companies Such as HomeServe, 
Nicor Services, and Others (May 2012), https://www.consumerreports.org/cro/magazine/2012/04/think-twice-
before-buying-a-repair-plan-from-companies-such-as-homeserve-nicor-services-and-others/index.htm (explaining 
that HomeServe was subject to a number of cases brought by the attorneys general of Massachusetts, Kentucky, and 
Ohio as well as the Illinois Commerce Commission for misleading utility consumers).    
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information is not in the record of this proceeding, and should not now be considered as 

grounds to collaterally attack the Commission’s decision in a fully litigated case. 

17. Neither affirmed nor denied. CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form 

an opinion or belief about the number of Columbia’s customers served by CSP, HomeServe, 

or Utility Service Partners (USP). This information is not in the record of this proceeding, and 

should not now be considered as grounds to collaterally attack the Commission’s decision in a 

fully litigated case. 

18. Neither affirmed nor denied. CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form 

an opinion or belief about the number of Columbia’s customers served by CSP, HomeServe, 

or Utility Service Partners (USP). This information is not in the record of this proceeding, and 

should not now be considered as grounds to collaterally attack the Commission’s decision in a 

fully litigated case. 

19. ADMITTED.   

20. Neither affirmed nor denied. CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form 

an opinion or belief about the alleged “three main areas” of CSP’s value to consumers. This 

information is not in the record of this proceeding, and should not now be considered as 

grounds to collaterally attack the Commission’s decision in a fully litigated case.   

21. DENIED in part. CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form an opinion or 

belief about the alleged educational value of CSP’s products. This information is not in the 

record of this proceeding, and should not now be considered as grounds to collaterally attack 

the Commission’s decision in a fully litigated case.  CAUSE-PA specifically denies CSP’s 

assertion that CSP’s products are “affordable.” (Pet. at 7, para. 21). As the record in this 

proceeding clearly shows, roughly one-quarter of Columbia’s residential customers have very 
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low income and struggle to maintain service – even with the assistance of Columbia’s 

Customer Assistance Program or the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program. 

(CAUSE-PA St. 1 at 8-18, 24-27; CAUSE-PA St. 1-R at 7-8). 

22. DENIED.  CAUSE-PA denies CSP’s assertion that Columbia’s compliance plan is “abrupt.”  

(Pet. at 7, para. 22). CAUSE-PA asserts that Columbia’s proposed transition described in its 

March 19, 2019 compliance report is reasonable and should be approved.  CAUSE-PA also 

denies CSP’s assertion that consumers “had no part in this proceeding.” (Pet. at 7-8, para. 22). 

Columbia’s customers and affected members of the public were notified of their right to 

participate in the proceeding, and some chose to do so – either by filing a public opposition to 

Columbia’s base rate case, filing individual complaints, or through the public input hearing 

process.3  In fact, CAUSE-PA’s members are themselves low income utility customers and – 

unlike CSP – exercised their right to intervene in this proceeding to protect the interests of low 

income consumers. (CAUSE-PA Pet. to Intervene at 3). The consumer voices in this 

proceeding – including the Office of Consumer Advocate and CAUSE-PA – have been 

consistently aligned in opposition to continued on-bill billing practices of any kind. (See OCA 

Pet. for Recon.; CAUSE-PA Pet. for Recon.). CAUSE-PA furthermore denies CSP’s assertion 

that consumers may “unwittingly” lose coverage, and asserts that it is just as likely that 

customers are “unwittingly” paying for these services through their utility bill – not realizing 

that the service is optional or that they can discontinue the charge at any time. Importantly, the 

record supports this latter conclusion. (See OCA St. 5-R at 4, 6-8; OCA MB at 8; OCA RB at 

3-4). 

                                                 
3 The docket in this proceeding shows that rate case oppositions were filed by ratepayers on March 27, 29, 30, 2018; 
April 4, 10, 12, 13, 17, 19, 20, 25, 26, 2018; May 1, 2, 4, 7, 8, 9, 14, 18, 2018; and July 26, 2018.  There were also at 
least three individual customer complainants in this proceeding, and a public input hearing was held in Washington 
County, Pennsylvania on June 21, 2018, where the public was invited to provide public comment on the proceeding.   
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23. Neither affirmed nor denied. CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form 

an opinion or belief about the number of service claims provided to Pennsylvania’s customers. 

This information is not in the record of this proceeding, and should not now be considered as 

grounds to collaterally attack the Commission’s decision in a fully litigated case. 

24. ADMITTED in part.  It is admitted that CSP was not a party to the underlying rate proceeding.  

CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form an opinion or belief about 

whether CSP has actual knowledge of the proceeding.  CAUSE-PA asserts that, as it did above, 

that CSP and its legal counsel had constructive notice of the proceedings and should have 

known that its substantial business interests could be implicated in this proceeding. 

25. DENIED in part. CAUSE-PA has insufficient knowledge or information to form an opinion or 

belief about CSP’s prior experiences. This information is not in the record of this proceeding, 

and should not now be considered as grounds to collaterally attack the Commission’s decision 

in a fully litigated case.  CAUSE-PA specifically denies CSP’s assertions regarding the 

motivations of consumers for discontinuing a service contract with CSP after a change in the 

billing structure.  It is just as likely, if not more, that consumers do not provide updated billing 

information because they no longer wish to pay for the service – or because the consumer was 

previously unaware of the fact that they were paying for the service through their utility bill or 

that the service was not mandated or otherwise regulated by the Commission.  Again, this latter 

explanation is supported by the record in this proceeding. (See OCA St. 5-R at 4, 6-8; OCA 

MB at 8; OCA RB at 3-4; CAUSE-PA St. 1-R at 7-8.). 

26. CSP’s request should be denied.  CSP requests that the Commission allow it to continue billing 

its current customers through Columbia’s bill “until those customers terminate service.” (Pet. 

at 10, para 26).  In other words, indefinitely.  This request directly contradicts the 
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Commission’s conclusion in its December 6, 2018 Order that, if Columbia were to opt to 

continue (and therefore expand the service to all suppliers), any plan by Columbia to do so 

would be subject to further Commission oversight – as well as potential “reasonable 

limitations” to ensure that it is done so in a manner which, among other concerns, comports 

with Columbia’s billing practices and consistent with the Chapter 56 prohibition on 

termination for nonpayment of nonbasic services.  (December 6, 2018 Order at 50-51).   

27. As an alternative, CSP requests that the Commission allow it “additional time beyond 

September 2019 to attempt to transition its Pennsylvania customers to a non-utility billing 

format.” (Pet. at 10, para. 27). CSP’s alternative request should be denied.  The reason CSP 

cites for seeking additional time is to allow it “to make repeated attempts to obtain alternative 

payment information from its customers.” (Id.)  CAUSE-PA submits that CSP has already had, 

at the very least, over two (2) months to develop and implement a customer communications 

strategy (since Columbia filed its compliance report on March 18, 2019), and will have an 

additional four (4) months to continue reaching out to its customers. CSP has provided no 

rational basis to justify a further extension of time to provide on-bill billing services to current 

Columbia customers beyond the six (6) months it had under Columbia’s March 19, 2019 

compliance report.   

28. See paras. 27 and 29. For the reasons stated more fully in those paragraphs, CAUSE-PA denies 

CSP’s conclusion that its alternative request in paragraph 27 would produce a “worse outcome” 

than its initial request in paragraph 26.  CAUSE-PA maintains that the best outcome for 

consumers is for Columbia’s March 19, 2019 compliance report to be followed. 

29. See para. 27. CSP explains that if granted a “minimum twelve (12) months” of additional time 

to extend existing customer contacts, it would use the first six (6) months to provide four (4) 
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mailings, an unspecified number of emails, and at least one outbound phone call.  (Pet. at 11, 

para. 29).  It would then use the next six (6) months – or longer if granted – to continue an 

ongoing “‘drip’ communication stream” – with an unspecified number of additional customer 

contacts. (Id.)  In other words, CSP wants to extend its current contracts for at least a year so 

that it can – in the first six months – make a minimum of twelve (12) direct and personal 

contacts with the utility consumer, and continue to make an unspecified number of direct and 

personal contacts with the customer for an additional six (6) months thereafter.  To put this in 

perspective, consumers facing the involuntary loss of service receive just three (3) direct and 

personal notices before critical utility service to their residence is terminated.  If three attempts 

at providing notice is sufficient to deprive a household of a life-sustaining service, it is hard to 

fathom why a similar amount of notices is not sufficient to adequately apprise customers of a 

new billing system. In setting forth its proposed communications plan, CSP has in essence 

admitted that the six (6) months it already has to transition customers is more than ample time 

to personally and directly communicate with its customer base.  CAUSE-PA submits that 

prolonging the transition period may actually serve to annoy and harass customers through 

“repeated attempts to obtain alternative payment information.” (Id.) As noted above, the record 

evidence in this proceeding supports the conclusion that many customers may be making a 

conscious choice to discontinue services through CSP when it becomes clear that CSP is not 

affiliated with Columbia, regulated by the Commission, or otherwise mandatory coverage.   
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WHEREFORE, for the reasons stated more fully above, CAUSE-PA respectfully requests 

that the Commission deny CSP’s Petition.  In the alternative, if the Commission nevertheless 

determines that it is prudent to proceed with further consideration of CSP’s Petition, CAUSE-PA 

respectfully submits that the Commission must refer this proceeding to the Office of 

Administrative Law Judge for further litigation and the creation of a new record on this issue. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

PENNSYLVANIA UTILITY LAW PROJECT 
 On Behalf of CAUSE-PA 

 

   
____________________________________  
Elizabeth R. Marx, Esq., PA ID: 309014   
Patrick M. Cicero, Esq., PA ID: 89039    
John W. Sweet, Esq., PA ID: 320182  
118 Locust Street      
Harrisburg, PA 17101      
717-236-9486      
pulp@palegalaid.net 

 
May 30, 2019  
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Verification 
 
 I, Elizabeth R. Marx, legal counsel for the Coalition for Affordable Utility Services and 

Energy Efficiency (“CAUSE-PA”), on behalf of CAUSE-PA, hereby state that the facts contained 

in the foregoing pleading are true and correct to the best of my knowledge, information and belief, 

that I am duly authorized to make this Verification, and that I expect to be able to prove the same 

at a hearing held in this matter.  I understand that the statements herein are made subject to the 

penalties of 10 Pa. C.S. § 4904 (relating to unsworn falsification to authorities). 

 

  
______________________________________________ 
Elizabeth R. Marx, Esq. 
 
On behalf of the Coalition for Affordable Utility Services 
and Energy Efficiency in Pennsylvania (CAUSE-PA) 

 

Date: May 30, 2019 
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BEFORE THE PENNSYLVANIA PUBLIC UTILITY COMMISSION 
 
Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission   : 
       : Docket No.  R-2018-2647577  
v.        : 
       : 
Columbia Gas of Pennsylvania, Inc.    : 
 
 

Certificate of Service 
 

 I hereby certify that I have this day served copies of the Answer of CAUSE-PA to the 
Petition of Columbia Service Partners, Inc. upon the parties and interested stakeholders in the 
above captioned proceeding in accordance with the requirements of 52 Pa. Code § 1.54 in the 
manner and upon the persons listed below.  

 
VIA FIRST CLASS MAIL AND EMAIL 

 
Hon. Jeffrey Watson 
Administrative Law Judge 
Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission 
Commonwealth Keystone Bldg. 
400 North Street 
Harrisburg, PA 17120 
jeffwatson@pa.gov 
 

Erika McLain, Esq. 
Bureau of Investigation & Enforcement 
PA Public Utility Commission 
PO Box 3265 
Harrisburg, PA 17105-3265 
ermclain@pa.gov  
 

Michael W. Hassell, Esq. 
Lindsay A. Berkstresser, Esq. 
Post & Schell, PC 
17 North Second Street, 12th Fl 
Harrisburg, PA 17101 
mhassell@postschell.com 
lberkstresser@postschell.com  

Todd S. Stewart, Esq. 
Hawke, McKeon & Sniscak, LLP 
100 N. 10th Street 
Harrisburg, PA 17101 
tsstewart@hmslegal.com 

Theodore J. Gallagher, Esq. 
Meagan B. Moore, Esq. 
Nicole M. Paloney 
Columbia Gas of Pennsylvania, Inc.  
Southpointe Industrial Park 
121 Champion Way, Suite 100 
Canonsburg, PA 15317 
tjgallagher@nisource.com 
mbmoore@nisource.com 

Lauren Burge, Esq. 
Darryl A. Lawrence, Esq. 
Office of Consumer Advocate 
555 Walnut Street 
5th Floor Forum Place 
Harrisburg, PA 17101-1923 
lburge@paoca.org 
dlawrence@paoca.org 
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Joseph Vullo, Esq. 
Burke Vullo Reilly Roberts 
1460 Wyoming Avenue 
Forty Fort, PA 18704 
jlvullo@bvrrlaw.com 

Sharon E. Webb, Esq. 
Office of Small Business Advocate 
300 North Second Street 
Suite 202 
Harrisburg, PA 17101 
swebb@pa.gov  
 

Alan M. Seltzer, Esq. 
409 North Second Street 
Suite 500  
Harrisburg, PA 17101-1357 
alan.seltzer@bipc.com 

Thomas J. Sniscak, Esq. 
William E. Lehman, Esq. 
Whitney E. Snyder, Esq. 
Hawke McKeon and Sniscak, LLP 
100 N. 10th Street 
Harrisburg, PA 17101 
tjsniscak@hmslegal.com 
welehman@hmslegal.com   

Charis Mincavage, Esq. 
Alessandra L. Hylander, Esq. 
McNees Wallace and Nurick, LLC 
100 Pine Street 
PO Box 1166 
Harrisburg, PA 17108-1166 
cmincavage@mcneeslaw.com 
ahylander@mcneeslaw.com  
 

Dan Clearfield, Esq. 
Kristine Marsilio, Esq. 
Eckert Seamans Cherin & Mellott, LLC 
213 Market Street, 8th Floor 
Harrisburg, PA 17101 
dclearfield@eckertseamans.com 
kmarsilio@eckertseamans.com 

First Class Mail ONLY:  
G. Blair Bauer 
657 Maple Lane 
Sewickley, PA 15143 
 
Philip L. Bloch 
341 Ridge Ave. 
McSherrystown, PA 17344 
 

  
Robin Harrison 
1111 Vine Street 
West Newton, PA 15089 
 

Respectfully submitted, 
PENNSYLVANIA UTILITY LAW PROJECT 
Counsel for CAUSE-PA 

 
Elizabeth R. Marx, PA ID 309014  
118 Locust Street 
Harrisburg, PA 17101 
717-236-9486 

May 30, 2019     pulp@palegalaid.net  


