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ORDER

BY THE COMMISSION:


Now before the Commission is a Petition of PPL Electric Utilities Corporation (PPL Electric) filed on January 29, 2002, requesting that the Commission grant a limited waiver of regulations at 52 Pa. Code §§ 57.20(e) and 57.20(h). These regulations require periodic tests of watthour meters in service and tests of meters removed from service respectively.  


The Petition was served upon the Office of Trial Staff, the Office of Consumer Advocate and the Office of the Small Business Advocate. The Office of Consumer Advocate filed an Answer and Notice of Intervention

BACKGROUND


PPL Electric plans to replace all watthour meters in its service territory over the next three years, starting in January 2002.  This project involves approximately 1.3 million residential, commercial and industrial meters. Meters removed from service are required to be tested for registration accuracy under Section 57.24(h).  If a meter is found to be fast, which is defined as an average meter error of greater than 2%, the customer so affected is entitled to a refund under Section 57.24(b).  PPL Electric asserts that its historical meter test data show that less than 0.1% of meters removed from service exceed PUC standards for fast meter readings.  PPL Electric thus believes that testing every removed meter is not cost effective.

PPL Electric is also obligated under Section 57.20(e) to periodically test every meter it has in service. Customers are entitled to refunds under Section 57.24(b) for any fast metering identified through such tests. PPL Electric asserts that that it would not be cost effective to periodically test meters that will be replaced within the next three years. PPL Electric did not provide any data in its Petition on the costs of testing meters that are either in-service or to be removed from service.

POSITIONS OF INTERESTED PARTIES


The Office of Consumer Advocate (OCA) filed an Answer to PPL’s Petition on February 19, 2002.  The OCA expressed concerns that granting the Petition without certain safeguards could result in harm to ratepayers.  OCA observed that the waiver of testing requirements for both removed and in service meters could deprive ratepayers of refunds they may otherwise be entitled to.  


The OCA recommended that the limited waiver of Section 57.20(h) only be approved if the Commission put in place certain safeguards that it had implemented in similar situations.  OCA specifically referenced one such protection that was implemented before in the Petition of PECO Energy Company for Waiver of 52 Pa. Code § 57.20 (h) Regarding as Found Testing of Electric Meters, Docket No. P-00001790 (Order entered March 16, 2000) (PECO Petition).  In that matter PECO had requested the waiver of testing requirements for meters it was removing from service. PECO was replacing all its commercial and residential electric meters in order to install an Automatic Meter Reading system. The Commission was concerned that such a waiver could deprive ratepayers of possible refunds. PECO did provide historical data that demonstrated that the costs of testing every meter removed from service sometimes greatly exceeded the benefit realized by customers in the form of refunds.  On the suggestion of PECO, the Commission directed the Bureau of Consumer Services (BCS) to review the consumption histories of PECO customers who had complained of high bills.  BCS advised the Commission that fast meters rarely occurred and that it had the necessary resources and information to identify such situations. PECO agreed to accept BCS’s findings as to who would be entitled to refunds due to inaccurate meters.  The Commission was satisfied that this process would result in savings to PECO and still protect the interests of ratepayers. The Petition was therefore granted.


The Commission also used this approach in the Petition of Bloomsburg Water Co., et al., Docket No. L-890380 (Order Entered February 23, 1990).  That matter involved the testing of water meters to be removed from service. Rather than test every meter, the Commission directed BCS to identify potentially fast meters by reviewing the consumption history of customers who had complained of high bills. Any customers identified as having a fast meter were entitled to a refund.


As an additional safeguard, OCA has also asked that PPL Electric be required to randomly test meters removed from service.  If the number of faulty meters exceeds the historical average, PPL Electric should be required to notify OCA and BCS to determine if further action is necessary.  


OCA also addressed the requested waiver of Section 57.20(e).  OCA asserted that a waiver of this requirement could result in prejudice to some ratepayers during the three-year replacement period. OCA believes that a customer should be entitled to a refund for the entire period in which a meter was working improperly.  OCA is concerned that a waiver of Section 57.20(e) might limit a customer to only receiving a refund for the last 12 months that the faulty meter was in service. This concern is based on a strict interpretation of Section 57.24(b), which grants full refunds only if meters had not been tested in accordance with Section 57.20. OCA requests that the Petition only be granted if the Commission provides that a customer receive a refund from PPL Electric as if the meter has not been tested in accordance with Section 57.24(b).   This will allow a customer to receive a refund for the time from which a faulty meter was last tested through the time it was removed. 

With the above-mentioned protections in place, OCA would agree to the limited waiver of Sections 57.20(e) and 57.20(h).

DISCUSSION


The Commission wishes to encourage the installation of systems that allow for automatic meter reading throughout the Commonwealth.  It is the hope of the Commission that the deployment of this technology will lead to better service and lower rates for public utility customers.  The Commission is therefore sensitive to PPL Electric’s concerns regarding the economic costs associated with upgrading its infrastructure.  PPL Electric observes that its historical data demonstrates that only a very small number of its meters have been found to be inaccurate. The Commission has no desire to see PPL Electric incur unnecessary costs as a consequence of this equipment upgrade. At the same time however, we must ensure that rights of customers are not prejudiced in the implementation of this project.  The Commission will therefore grant the request of a limited waiver of regulations at Sections 57.20(e) and 57.20(h), but only with certain protections in place for ratepayers.


Consistent with our decision in the PECO Petition, BCS shall review the energy consumption histories of customers who have complained of inaccurate bills.  Any customer that BCS identifies as having a fast meter shall be entitled to a refund from PPL Electric as provided for in Section 57.24(b).  BCS’s determination shall be final and non-appealable.


Additionally, PPL Electric shall conduct random testing of removed meters to determine if the number of faulty meters exceeds PPL’s historical average.  The number of meters tested shall be a sufficiently representative sample from the current meter population, in accordance with best industry practices. If random testing reveals that the number of faulty meters significantly exceeds the historical average, PPL Electric shall notify BCS and OCA to determine if further action is necessary.


The Commission also appreciates OCA’s concern regarding the limited waiver of 57.20(e).  It is the Commission’s position that if this limited waiver is granted ratepayers shall be entitled to a refund for the entire period that a meter was running fast.  Therefore, in return for a waiver of Section 57.20(e), PPL Electric shall refund to customers the full amount identified by BCS in its review of consumption histories.  The time period for which a refund will be granted shall run from the date a meter was last tested through the date on which a faulty meter is replaced.

With the above-mentioned safeguards in place, we believe that a limited waiver of Commission regulations is in the public interest; THEREFORE, 

IT IS ORDERED:

1. That the Petition of PPL Electric Utilities Corporation for a Limited Waiver of 52 Pa. Code §§57.20(e) and 57.20(h) to Permit Installation of New or Upgraded Electric Service Meters is granted, subject to the conditions imposed by the Commission.

2. That PPL Electric provides refunds for fast metering to those customers, who after having complained of inaccurate bills, were identified by BCS as having fast meters after a review of their individual consumption histories. Customers shall be entitled to refunds for the time period starting when the meter was last tested through the time at which the faulty meter is replaced. BCS’s findings in these matters will be final and non-appealable.

3. That PPL Electric shall conduct random testing of meters removed from service.  If the number of faulty meters is found to significantly exceed the historical average, PPL Electric shall notify BCS and OCA of this finding. The Commission may direct PPL Electric to take additional actions in the event of such a development.







BY THE COMMISSION







James J. McNulty,







Secretary

(SEAL)
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ORDER ENTERED: March 28, 2002
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