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Before the Commission for disposition is Philadelphia Gas Works’ Petition to Rescind the Commission’s August 9, 2001 Order.  The substantive merits of the subject Petition are not opposed by the other parties to this proceeding.  Finding that PGW’s call center performance has improved significantly, a consideration not addressed in the August 9, 2001 Final Order, we shall grant PGW’s Petition.

Background


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 call center access to Philadelphia Gas Works’ customers.  On August 9, 2001, the Commission entered a Final Order directing PGW to issue a Request For Proposals 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.  On November 9, 2001, we granted the subject Petition to the extent that we allowed a 47-day extension of time to complete the schedule set forth in the August 9, 2001 Final Order, thus extending the deadline until January 2, 2002.  In addition, the Commission recognized that if PGW’s performance continues to improve such that outsourcing is no longer necessary, PGW may file a petition to rescind the substantive requirements of the August 9, 2001 Final Order.

On December 4, 2001, PGW filed a Petition for Reconsideration Pending Consideration of the Merits effectively requesting an indefinite extension of time to complete the outsourcing requirement pending consideration of the merits of a fully developed record.  The December 4, 2001 Petition was answered by the Office of Consumer Advocate (OCA) and Community Legal Services (CLS), with the OCA asserting that PGW's ability to maintain its improved service over the winter months and under a variety of circumstances has not been established.  Therefore, the main concern raised by the OCA was that an indefinite suspension could prevent customers from receiving reasonable and adequate call center service.  Similarly, CLS did not oppose a further extension of time to complete the outsourcing process but opposed an indefinite extension of time.

In the November 9, 2001 Order, the Commission agreed that the arguments raised by the Company were new and novel arguments and that we could not have had an opportunity to review PGW’s call center performance three months ago when we issued the August 9, 2001 Final Order. Although the recent call center performance as represented by PGW was encouraging, we still expressed concerns over call center access when the weather turns cold and the volume of calls increase.  Ultimately, we took a “wait and see” approach with PGW’s Petition for Reconsideration finding that we have not had the opportunity to review PGW’s performance during weather sensitive peak periods.  We ordered that PGW seek rescission of the Commission’s August 9, 2001 Final Order by March 15, 2002, or complete the outsourcing process.  On March 15, 2002, the Philadelphia Gas Works’ Petition to Rescind the Commission’s August 9, 2001 Order was filed.


In support of its Petition, PGW lists a number of performance benchmarks that the Company has achieved in improving customer service and its Call Center.  According to PGW, the improvement in these functions began prior to August 9, 2001 with its Customer Service Initiative and the implementation of a number of changes including increases in personnel, a change in the Call Center hours, and reorganization in the Call Center based on functional expertise and splits.  PGW submits that the Company immediately experienced an improvement in performance in September, 2001 by answering 86% of all non-emergency calls within 30 seconds and reducing significantly the percentage of calls abandoned in comparison to the previous year.  PGW Petition, Attachment A.  PGW cited four-month trends beginning July 2001 to October 2001 indicating improvement in grade of service, declines in the percentage of calls abandoned, increases in the number of calls answered, and increases in the availability of customer service representatives.  According to PGW, an increased level of staffing and the workforce flexibility attained by the new collective bargaining agreement have had a positive impact during high call volume days.


PGW submits that it has maintained its level of improvement into the winter 2001 to 2002 period with its grade of service averaging 85% in November, 89% in December, 88% in January, and 90% in February, and also exceeded the industry standard of 5% for abandoned calls with 3% in November, 2% in December, and 1% for both January and February.  PGW Petition, Attachment B.


Although the Company acknowledges that this winter was warmer than last year, PGW explains that given its ability to significantly reduce abandoned calls, any increase in call volumes occasioned by colder weather will be “marginalized by answering the call in a timely manner and eliminate the need for a caller to abandon the call.”  Given the direct correlation between answering a call quickly and reducing the abandonment rate, PGW believes there has been a steady line of improvement.  PGW Petition, Attachment C.  Finally, PGW contends that its improvement in customer service is also reflected in the positive perceptions of PGW’s customers as indicated in its February, 2002 customer survey.  


PGW submits that the improved performance of its Call Center conclusively demonstrates that outsourcing is no longer necessary, and that based on this evidence , which was not previously available, PGW requests that the Commission reconsider and rescind that portion of its August 9, 2001 Order that requires PGW to outsource its call center function. Duick v. Pennsylvania Gas & Water Company, 56 Pa. P.U.C. 553, 588-89 (1982).  According to PGW, the Company has satisfied the 80/30 and abandonment standard this past winter.  Citing our December 20, 2001 Order, PGW states that it improved performance warrants reconsideration of the August 9, 2001 Order.


The Answer of  CLS was filed on March 25, 2002.  Therein, CLS acknowledges that PGW has improved service in the Call Center and that it would no longer be cost justified to require the Company to outsource a portion of the call center operation.  However, relying on PGW’s Attachment C, CLS contends that the level of calls which the Company has been required to answer during the warm winter months has been lower than during the fall.  Moreover, PGW believes that the Call Center should anticipate an increase in the level of calls as a result of PGW’s increased collection activity and the billing adjustments to be made to over 30,000 low income customers.  Therefore, CLS believes this docket should remain open, with continued monitoring by BCS and the parties through November 30, 2002.


Similarly, the OCA, who also filed an answer on March 25, 2002, does not oppose the recission of the August 9, 2001 Commission Order’s outsourcing requirement.  However, the OCA submits that monitoring by the BCS, meetings between PGW, BCS and the parties, as well as progress reports, such as the posting of statistics on PGW’s website, should continue.  Moreover, the OCA expressed the same concerns that certain factors will increase the level of calls coming into the Call Center. 

Discussion


In our December 20, 2001 Order at this docket (page 6), we ordered PGW to seek rescission of the Commission’s August 9, 2001 Final Order by March 15, 2002, or complete the outsourcing process.  BCS was ordered to continue to monitor PGW’s call center performance during this period.  Clearly, we anticipated that PGW would seek rescission of the outsourcing requirement.  In our November 9, 2001 Order (page 6), we recognized PGW’s improvement and first acknowledged that “if PGW’s performance continues to improve such that the Commission’s order that requires outsourcing of the Call Center function is not longer necessary, it may file a petition to rescind the substantive requirements of the August 9, 2001 Order.”  The statistics put forward by PGW indicate steady improvement and the other parties to this proceeding, CLS and the OCA, do not oppose rescinding the August 9, 2001 Order to the extent that it requires outsourcing.


We agree with the parties on this particular matter and shall reconsider and rescind the August 9, 2001 Order which imposed upon PGW the obligation 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.  However, while we agree with the parties on this matter, we shall decline, as requested by CLS and the OCA, to hold the docket open for continued call center monitoring by Commission Staff and the parties.  We believe that sufficient safeguards are in place to track PGW’s call center performance and provide notice to the Commission and its Staff.  As indicated in the pleadings, call center statistics regarding the number of calls received, number of calls answered, and the average wait time are posted on PGW’s website.  Finally, Commission Staff monitors call center activity pursuant to the Memorandum of Understanding (paragraph 9) executed July 18, 2000 between PGW and the Commission, which requires PGW to address customer access problems; THEREFORE,

IT IS ORDERED:


1.  That the Philadelphia Gas Works’ Petition to Rescind the Commission’s August 9, 2001 Order is granted.

2.  That the outsourcing requirement imposed on Philadelphia Gas Works is rescinded.


3.  That the docket is marked closed.


BY THE COMMISSION



James J. McNulty


Secretary

(SEAL)

ORDER ADOPTED:  June 13, 2002

ORDER ENTERED:   June 13, 2002
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