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	Petition of Duquesne Light Company For Accelerated Implementation of Changes to its Standard Offer Program
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P-2016-2543140


ORDER
BY THE COMMISSION:

Before the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission (Commission) for consideration and disposition is the above-captioned Petition (Petition) of Duquesne Light Company (Company or DLC) filed on February 25, 2021, pursuant to 52 Pa. Code § 5.41(a), requesting the Commission’s expedited review and approval of a two-month acceleration of previously approved operational changes to its Standard Offer Program (SOP), by April 1, 2021.  On February 25, 2021, the Company served a copy of its Petition on the parties
 to its Default Service Plan proceedings at Dockets P-2016-2543140 (DSP VIII) and P-2020-3019522 (DSP IX).  As of the entry date of this Order, no Answer has been filed with the Commission in response to the Petition.
  For the reasons expressed in this Order, we shall grant the Petition.
Background
On March 6, 2020, Governor Tom Wolf issued a Proclamation of Disaster Emergency that identified the COVID-19 pandemic as a disaster emergency affecting the entire Commonwealth.  In response, on March 13, 2020, the Commission issued an Emergency Order that, inter alia, established a prohibition on the termination of public utility service (Termination Moratorium).  On October 13, 2020, the Commission entered an Order modifying the Termination Moratorium, to remain in effect “until the earlier of: (1) March 31, 2021; (2) the date on which the Governor’s Proclamation of Disaster Emergency is rescinded; or, (3) a time otherwise established by the Commission.”  See Public Utility Service Termination Moratorium – Modification of March 13th Emergency Order, Docket No. M-2020-3019244 (Order entered October 13, 2020) at 7.  At Public Meeting on March 11, 2021, the Commission approved a Motion lifting the COVID-19 Termination Moratorium and permitting service terminations effective April 1, 2021.  See Public Utility Service Termination Moratorium – Motion of Chairman Gladys Brown Dutrieuille, Docket No. M-2020-3019244 (Public Meeting March 11, 2021).
On December 22, 2016, and January 14, 2021, Duquesne Light received the Commission’s approval to implement its current and future default service plans, the DSP VIII
 and DSP IX,
 respectively.  Pursuant to DSP VIII, the Company currently administers its SOP
 through its call center customer service representatives (CSRs), which is set to expire on May 31, 2021.
  Starting June 1, 2021, pursuant to the DSP IX SOP Stipulation, the Company will outsource the administration of the SOP to a third‑party service provider
 rather than use its CSRs to administer the program.  In the instant Petition before us, the Company is requesting the Commission’s approval to move up the implementation date of that outsourcing by two months, from June 1, 2021, to April 1, 2021.  The reason offered in support of this requested relief is that the Company anticipates needing to utilize its call center CSRs to meet higher-than-usual customer call volumes resulting from the lifting of the COVID-19 Termination Moratorium and the resumption of collections activities and service terminations effective April 1, 2021.  See Petition at 4, 5-6.
Discussion
A.
Legal Standards
Electric distribution companies (EDCs), as the default service provider, have been directed by the Commission to include a Standard Offer Customer Referral Program, or SOP, in their default service plans.  See Investigation of Pennsylvania’s Retail Electricity Market: Intermediate Work Plan, Docket No. I-2011-2237952 (Order entered March 2, 2012) (RMI IWP Final Order) at 30-31.  It is in the default service plans where “it is expected that detailed implementation and logistical elements [of the SOPs] will be determined during the default service plan proceedings for each EDC.”  RMI IWP Final Order at 31.  To provide guidance to EDCs, the Commission developed final guidelines for a SOP program structure that is in the public interest.  RMI IWP Final Order at 31-32.  In essence, these guidelines create a SOP structure that does not harm customers, does not discriminate against customers, and is not anti-competitive related to participating electric generation suppliers (EGSs).  See Id.

B. 
Request for Relief 

In pertinent part, the DSP IX SOP Stipulation, as approved in the DSP IX Order, provides as follows:
a. Per its initial proposal, DLC will outsource administration of the SOP to a third party, initially Allconnect. The costs associated with the third party administrator will be recovered, as proposed by DLC, from participating EGSs. As part of its transition to Allconnect, DLC agrees to develop customer education scripts that are consistent with the practices of Pennsylvania’s EDCs that currently utilize third party SOP administrators. DLC will provide these scripts to the parties for review/comment. Upon implementation of such scripting, DLC agrees to monitor Allconnect’s adherence to the scripts at regular intervals to ensure compliance and provide a report of its efforts at the midpoint of DSP IX, including a random sampling of call recordings of monitored solicitations, as part of such report.  Additionally, DLC will provide a report in its next Default Service filing that will document the third party administrator’s compliance with the Company’s SOP directives.

DSP IX Order at 30-31 (citing DSP IX SOP Stipulation at 1-2).  

In its Petition, the Company represents that, consistent with Paragraph (a) of the DSP IX SOP Stipulation, it circulated a draft call script to the parties to the DSP VIII and DSP IX proceedings for their review and comment on February 16, 2021.  The Company represents that its final call script, incorporating all party comments, is attached to the Petition as Exhibit A.  The Company further explained that, per the Commission-approved DSP IX SOP Stipulation, and per the call script attached to Exhibit A of the Petition, the Company’s CSRs will briefly introduce the SOP to customers who call the Company to start or transfer service, or who indicate a high bill concern.  Customers who indicate interest in the SOP will be transferred to the Company’s third-party vendor, initially Allconnect.  Allconnect will then proceed with its portion of scripting in Exhibit A to the Petition to discuss the SOP in further detail, answer customers’ questions, and enroll interested customers with a participating EGS.  Additionally, per the DSP IX SOP Stipulation, the Company will charge participating EGSs $30 per SOP referral to cover the Company’s costs of Allconnect SOP administration.  Petition at 4 and 5.
The Company proposes to move up the outsourcing of its SOP administration pursuant to the DSP IX SOP Stipulation by two months, from June 1 to April 1, 2021, to improve call center capacity for the anticipated increase in customer call volume resulting from the end of the Termination Moratorium.  The Company states that this request, if granted, effectively will amend DSP VIII to incorporate changes to the Company’s SOP that were approved by the Commission in the DSP IX Order.  Id. at 1.  The Company states that it will communicate these changes to participating EGSs in the weeks preceding April 1, 2021, to accommodate testing and to ensure a smooth transition.  Petition at 1, 4 and 5.
The Company asserts that implementing SOP outsourcing two months early will make available call center resources at a critical period, and, therefore, it is in the public interest.  It explains that customer call volumes are driven in large part by the Company’s collections activities.  The Company typically experiences an increase in call volumes each Spring, coincident with the annual resumption of collections activities.  For example, while the Company’s call center fielded approximately 61,000 calls in January 2019, those call volumes increased to approximately 114,000 and 119,000 calls, respectively, in April and May 2019.  In April and May 2019, respectively, the Company received 2,119 and 2,481 “Mover” and “High Bill” calls, which trigger SOP scripting.  Petition at 5 and 6, n. 2.  
The Company explains that its customer arrearages have increased significantly during the Termination Moratorium. The Company asserts that it has engaged in extensive customer outreach during the Termination Moratorium; however, such outreach elicited only limited customer engagement, supporting the Company’s experience that many customers with arrearages do not contact the Company absent a termination notice.  Therefore, when the Termination Moratorium ends on March 31, 2021, and collection activities and service terminations resume on April 1, 2021, the Company anticipates a significantly higher-than-usual uptick in call volumes in April 2021.  Petition at 5 and 6 (citing Docket No. M-2020-3019244, Duquesne Light Company Temporary Reporting Requirements: At-Risk Accounts (filed January 15, 2021) (indicating approximately $68 million in total customer arrears as of December 2020, compared to $41 million in December 2019) and Docket No. M-2020-3019244, Comments of Duquesne Light Company (filed February 16, 2021)). 
The Company submits that outsourcing SOP administration to a third-party vendor two months early will free up the Company’s call center resources to handle customer calls during this high-volume period.  The Company submits that its final SOP scripting – in which the CSR transfers a customer to Allconnect – will reduce Company CSRs’ call handle time by an estimated 90 seconds per applicable call.  At April-May 2019 call volumes, the call handle time reductions would translate to approximately 50-60 hours of saved CSR time each month.  As call volumes increase, the corresponding savings potential in April and May 2021 may be significantly higher.  The Company submits that these savings will improve the CSRs’ ability to handle more calls.  Petition at 6.
C.
Disposition
The Commission has the discretion to approve the requested relief.  In our opinion, it is in the public interest to approve the requested relief.  As noted, the Company’s proposal to outsource the administration of its SOP has already been approved in the DSP IX Order to begin on June 1, 2021.  See DSP IX Order at 30-31, 33, 100.  In our opinion, the Company’s proposal to move up the start date by two months, or to April 1, 2021, does not harm or discriminate against customers and is not anti‑competitive related to participating EGSs.  Rather, it will permit the Company to implement the previously approved SOP outsourcing sooner in order to improve the Company’s call center resource capacity to meet anticipated increased customer call volume relating to the end of the COVID-19 Termination Moratorium.  We find the Company’s stated reasons for anticipating higher-than-usual call volumes to be reasonable as it is based on the Company’s historical experience with increased call volumes in the spring generally, combined with the Company’s expectation that collection activities and service terminations will resume on April 1, 2021.  

Moreover, the Company provided notice of the Petition to the parties of the DSP VIII and DSP IX proceedings, and no Answers were filed.  The Company represents that it will communicate the accelerated changes to EGSs participating in the SOP during the weeks preceding April 1, 2021, to accommodate testing and to ensure a smooth transition.  Petition at 5.  Having heard no objection to the Company’s Petition, and in light of the Company’s commitment to communicate the accelerated implementation with EGSs participating in the SOP, we find the appropriate circumstances exist to grant the Petition; THEREFORE,

IT IS ORDERED:

1.  That the Petition of Duquesne Light Company For Accelerated Implementation of Changes to its Standard Offer Program, is approved. 
2.  That a copy of this Order be served on the parties of record at Docket Nos. P‑2016-2543140 and P-2020-3019522.

3.  That this Docket be marked closed. 
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BY THE COMMISSION

Rosemary Chiavetta

Secretary

(SEAL)

ORDER ADOPTED:  March 25, 2021
ORDER ENTERED:  March 25, 2021
�Collectively, these parties comprise the Bureau of Investigation and Enforcement (I&E); the Office of Consumer Advocate (OCA); the Office of Small Business Advocate (OSBA); the Coalition for Affordable Utility Service of Pennsylvania (CAUSE-PA); Interstate Gas Supply, Inc., Shipley Choice LLC, NRG Energy, Inc., Vistra Energy Corp., Engie Resources LLC, WGL Energy, and Direct Energy Services, LLC (collectively, the EGS Parties); Calpine Retail Holdings LLC (Calpine); StateWise Energy Pennsylvania LLC and SFE Energy Pennsylvania (collectively, StateWise); MAREC Action (MAREC); ChargePoint, Inc. (ChargePoint); the Retail Energy Supply Association (RESA); and Exelon Generation Company, LLC (ExGen); NextEra Energy Power Marketing, LLC (NextEra); and Noble Americas Energy Solutions, LLC (Noble).  Additionally, the Company represents that it communicated its intent to request acceleration of these SOP changes to counsel for these parties to the DSP VIII and DSP IX proceedings, and as of the date of filing its Petition, no party had indicated any objection to such acceleration.  Petition at 1-2.


�Answers to the Petition were due within twenty days after the date of service, or by March 17, 2021.  52 Pa. Code § 5.61(a).  


�See Petition of Duquesne Light Company for Approval of a Default Service Plan for the Period June 1, 2017, through May 31, 2021, Docket No. P-2016-2543140 (Order entered December 22, 2016) (DSP VIII Order). 


�See Petition of Duquesne Light Company for Approval of a Default Service Plan for the Period June 1, 2021, through May 31, 2025, Docket No. P-2020-3019522 (Order entered January 14, 2021) (DSP IX Order).


�Generally, the Company’s SOP offers default service customers an opportunity to enroll with a participating EGS for a 12-month contract at a fixed price of seven percent below the then-effective price to compare.  


�Under the DSP VIII, the Company administers the SOP through its call center representatives, according to certain scripting established by the parties’ non-unanimous settlement.  See DSP VIII Order (adopting Recommended Decision of Administrative Law Judge Conrad A. Johnson dated November 8, 2016, at 9, 54).


�The Company will outsource the administration of the SOP to a third-party service provider and will provide pre-approved call scripts to the third-party and monitor the third party’s adherence to these scripts. See DSP IX Order at 30-31, 33, 100.  
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