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Philadelphia Gas Works’ Implementation 

Docket No. M-00011464

Plan for the Stratified Management and

Operations Audit – Outsourcing Call

Center Overflow

ORDER

BY THE COMMISSION:


On April 20, 2001, the Commission issued a Tentative Order in the above-captioned proceeding providing for the filing of comments to the Commission’s proposal to improve Philadelphia Gas Works’ (PGW) call center access.  On August 9, 2001, the Commission entered a Final Order directing PGW to issue a Request For Proposals (RFP) to outsource a portion of its call center function to enable PGW to achieve the industry standard of answering 80% of its call center non-emergency calls within 30 seconds.  The Final Order required PGW to complete the outsourcing process by  November 16, 2001.  On November 5, 2001, PGW filed a Petition for Amendment of Commission Order requesting a 45 day “wait and see” period to evaluate PGW’s call center performance.  We shall grant the subject Petition to the extent that we are allowing a 47 day extension of time to complete the schedule set forth in the August 9, 2001 Final Order.

Background

The Natural Gas Choice and Competition Act (Act) revised the Public Utility Code by, inter alia, adding Chapter 22 relating to restructuring of the natural gas utility industry.  In particular, the Act provides that public utility service being furnished or rendered by a city natural gas distribution operation within its municipal limits will be subject to regulation and control by the Commission as of July 1, 2000. See 66 Pa.C.S. §2212(b).  PGW as a city natural gas distribution operation falls under the definition of a “natural gas distribution company.” See 66 Pa.C.S. §2202.


Section 2204(e) of the Act provides that an independent management audit be conducted of PGW prior to the commencement of the PGW’s restructuring proceedings.  By Secretarial Letter issued April 5, 2001, the Commission released both the Stratified Management and Operations Audit of Philadelphia Gas Works (Audit)
 and the Philadelphia Gas Works’ Implementation Plan (Plan), and directed PGW to proceed with its Plan.  PGW’s Implementation Plan represents specific steps management proposes to take to implement the recommendations in the Audit.  Among the recommendations accepted by PGW was the decision to set a date to provide reasonable service to customers who contact the call center and to consider outsourcing the call center function.  Under that Implementation Plan, PGW would attain reasonable and adequate service for customers who contact the call center by the year 2003.  In the April 9, 2001 Tentative Order, we found that PGW’s schedule to provide reasonable service to the call center is unacceptable.  We proposed that PGW would solicit bids to outsource the customer call center function for all non-emergency calls (e.g., billing, service, and Hispanic), in an effort to enable PGW to achieve the industry standard of answering 80% of these calls within 30 seconds.  Given the performance of the call center and its failure to come close to industry standards in call response and PGW’s acceptance of the Audit’s recommendations in this functional area, the Tentative Order proposed a solution that would substantially improve the effectiveness of PGW’s call center operations.


The RFP to initiate the solicitation of bids developed by PGW was to be filed with the Commission within 30 days of the date that this Tentative Order became final.  Furthermore, the Tentative Order provided for the filing of comments by interested parties.  Finally, the Bureau of Consumer Services, with the assistance of the Law Bureau would be responsible for monitoring PGW’s compliance with this Order. 


On August 9, 2001, the Commission entered a Final Order directing PGW to issue a RFP to outsource a portion of its call center function and to complete the outsourcing process by November 16, 2001 in an effort to enable PGW to achieve the industry standard of answering 80% of it non-emergency calls within 30 seconds.  On November 5, 2001, PGW filed the subject Petition for Amendment of Commission Order.

Discussion

In support of its Petition, PGW argues that there has been a dramatic improvement in its call center access.  PGW raises the new collective bargaining agreement as new circumstances affecting the necessity for call center outsourcing and maintains that it will now be able to reassign personnel from other departments into the call center to address peak periods.

PGW explains that the source of its improvement is the implementation of the Customer Service Initiative which has increased the number of call center employees, reduced workflow and billing exception backlog which reduces call volumes, changed office hours to concentrate staffing levels, and organized the call center to improve efficiency.

According to PGW, this level of improvement is shown by the following

measurements: during the month of September PGW answered 84% of all non-emergency (billing and service) calls within 30 seconds, 95% of all emergency calls within 15 seconds, and reduced the percentage of calls abandoned to 3%.  More recently, in October, PGW exceeded the 80% benchmark on 15 of 19 business days.  However, the Company recognizes that it must continue to improve its performance especially during the busiest peak period days.  PGW hopes to accomplish this improvement through the recent reorganization and increased flexibility brought on by its new collective bargaining agreement which enables the Company to assign collections personnel on peak period days.


Recognizing that call center volumes during the winter months will increase, PGW believes that it now has the ability to meet industry standards in the call center throughout the year without outside assistance.  According to PGW’s analysis, this would not have been possible three months ago.


Therefore, PGW requests the Commission to reconsider and amend that part of its August 9, 2001 Final Order directing PGW to complete outsourcing of a portion of its call center operations by November 16, 2001.  PGW submits that a number of circumstances have arisen that have not been considered by the Commission.  As argued throughout its Petition, PGW has made a dramatic improvement since the issuance of the Audit which found that the level of PGW’s call center service did not come close to meeting the industry standard.  Given that this improvement is due in large part to the dedication of call center employees, PGW contends that outsourcing during this period of time would harm the morale and productivity of the call center employees.


PGW contends that its challenge is to improve call center access on peak period days.  Since none of the bids received by PGW is limited to providing assistance on strictly peak period days, PGW argues that assigning a portion of the baseline calls would likely have the unintended result of reducing PGW’s efficiency by creating excess call center capacity on the vast majority of days in which PGW is already exceeding the 80% benchmark.


Finally, PGW contends that outsourcing will divert a significant amount of cash to the successful bidder and require the Company to incur substantial up-front mobilization costs.    As a result, PGW believes that it would have to pay significantly more for outsourcing on a per call basis than PGW currently incurs. 


In concluding its Petition, PGW recognizes that the Commission is likely to retain concerns over PGW call center access until PGW demonstrates its ability to maintain performance levels in the coming cold weather months.  Therefore, PGW is requesting that the Commission amend its August 9, 2001 Final Order by modifying its November 16, 2001 deadline and establishing a 45 day “wait and see” period to evaluate PGW’s call center performance during the upcoming cold weather period.  However, PGW further submits that continued improvement will render further Commission action unnecessary.


PGW correctly cites Duick v. Pennsylvania Gas & Water Co., 56 Pa. PUC 553, (1982) as authority for the criteria we review when determining whether to grant a petition for reconsideration under 66 Pa.C.S. §703(g).  We agree that the arguments raised by the Company “are new and novel arguments, not previously heard, or considerations which appear to have been overlooked or not addressed by the Commission.” Id. at 558-59.  Clearly, we could not have had an opportunity to review PGW’s call center performance three months ago when we issued an August 9, 2001 Final Order.  Furthermore, we agree with the Company’s assessment that the Commission has concerns over call center access when the weather gets cold.  We expect that the volume of calls will increase as the weather gets colder.  With declining temperatures, PGW can expect to receive more furnace maintenance and repair calls, calls from former customers who have been terminated and request service, and calls as a result of any shut-off push by the Company before the December 1 winter moratorium deadline.


We are, however, encouraged by PGW’s recent call center performance as represented in this Petition and we challenge the Company to improve call center access on peak period days through November and December.  We shall further direct the Bureau of Consumer Services to monitor PGW’s call center performance during this extension of time.  More specifically, we shall grant PGW an additional 47 days to complete the outgoing process since a 45 day extension would fall on December 31, 2001 (New Year’s Eve).  Although we expect that the Company will use this period to maintain and improve its call center performance, which will be monitored by our Bureau of Consumer Services, further Commission action will be necessary to reconsider our August 9, 2001 order requiring the Company to outsource a portion of the customer call center function for all non-emergency calls, in an effort to enable PGW to achieve the industry standard of answering 80% of these calls within 30 seconds.  Granting a reasonable extension of time to comply with a Commission order is significantly different from a due process perspective than nullifying a final Commission order without giving the other parties, here the Office of Consumer Advocate and Community Legal Services, notice and the opportunity to be heard.  Accordingly, if PGW’s performance continues to improve such that the Commission’s order that requires outsourcing of the call center function is no longer necessary, it may file a petition to rescind the substantive requirements of the August 9, 2001 order.  Such a petition, however, should be filed sufficiently in advance of the revised deadline established herein in order to allow other interested parties the opportunity to comment on the petition.


Finally, the Company has indicated it is willing to explore the possibility of contracting with one of the bidding vendors on a no-cost, contingency option basis to be available, if such a contract is ultimately necessary.  According to PGW, this should further alleviate any Commission concerns without requiring PGW to expend any unnecessary funds or make any unnecessary commitments at this time; THEREFORE, 

IT IS ORDERED:

1. That the Philadelphia Gas Works’ Petition for Amendment of Commission

Order is hereby granted to the extent we are amending Ordering Paragraph No. 3 of our August 9, 2001 Final Order to allow PGW an extension of 47 days to complete the outsourcing process or until January 2, 2002.  

2. That PGW shall use its “best efforts” to contract one of the bidding vendors

on a no-cost, contingency option basis.

3. That the Bureau of Consumer Services monitor PGW’s call center

performance during this 47 day extension.







BY THE COMMISSION







James J. McNulty







Secretary

(SEAL)

ORDER ADOPTED:  November 9, 2001

ORDER ENTERED:   November 9, 2001

� The Audit was conducted by Barrington-Wellesley Group, Inc.. (BWG or auditors) and submitted with a date of January 2001 while the Plan was submitted with a date of March 2001.
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