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HISTORY OF THE PROCEEDING


This decision dismisses a complaint which Kent Kretzler filed against The Peoples Natural Gas Company, d/b/a Dominion Peoples (Peoples) on April 25, 2003.  Mr. Kretzler’s complaint is that Peoples should have meter readers available on weekends and evenings to read the meters of customers not home during the normal work week.  On June 18, 2003, Peoples answered the complaint.



The hearing scheduled for November 18, 2003 was rescheduled at the request of counsel for Peoples.  The rescheduled hearing was held on January 9, 2004.  Mr. Kretzler appeared pro se.  Horace P. Payne, Jr., Esquire represented Peoples.  Mr. Kretzler testified on his own behalf.  Deborah Gardner, from Peoples’ customer relations department, testified for Peoples.  The record, which consists of a transcription of the notes of testimony, closed at the conclusion of the hearing.
  The parties did not file briefs.

FINDINGS OF FACT
1. Mr. Kretzler resides at 547 Somerville Drive, Pittsburgh, PA 15243 where he receives residential natural gas service from Peoples.  Mr. Kretzler.
2.  On January 22, 2003, Peoples sent Mr. Kretzler a notice that it had been 11 months since it had obtained an actual meter reading at his residence and that an actual reading had to be taken within a month.  Ms. Gardner.
3.  On February 20, 2003, Peoples sent Mr. Kretzler a non-access termination notice because it had not obtained an actual meter reading in the past 12 months.  Peoples did not terminate Mr. Kretzler’s gas service.  Ms. Gardner.
4. Mr. Kretzler called Peoples to arrange an actual meter reading at his residence, but did not accept Peoples’ position that it could only schedule the reading within a 4‑hour block of time.  Mr. Kretzler arranged with Peoples to be available between 8:00 a.m. and 9:00 a.m. Monday through Friday.  Five appointments were made, but each time the meter reader could not reach Mr. Kretzler’s residence during that hour, and each time the meter reader left a “sorry we missed you” notice at Mr. Kretzler’s residence.  On May 16, 2003, a Peoples meter reader came to Mr. Kretzler’s residence between 8:00 a.m. and 9:00 a.m. and obtained an actual meter reading.  Mr. Kretzler and Ms. Gardner.
5. Mr. Kretzler is an excellent customer, always paying his bills on time.  Ms. Gardner.
6.  Peoples’ meter reading policy is to attempt an actual reading every other month.  A meter reader not gaining access leaves a door hanger which explains how the customer can call a reading in to the Company.  Ms. Gardner. 
7.  If a customer supplies a meter reading, Peoples does not have to obtain an actual reading for another six months.  Ms. Gardner.
8. If Peoples obtains only estimated readings for 11 months, it will issue a letter alerting the customer that an actual reading, not a customer reading, must be obtained in the next month or a termination notice will be issued.  If an actual reading is not obtained in the twelfth month, Peoples issues a termination notice to the customer.  Ms. Gardner.
9.  Most of the residences in Peoples’ territory are old and the gas meters are inside the residence.  When a residence with a meter located inside experiences a gas leak requiring repairs, Peoples requires that the meter be moved to an outside location.  New homes are required to have the meter located outside the residence.  Ms. Gardner.
10.  A customer can have a remote meter reading device installed at a cost of about $80.00 to $100.00.  The customer must be at home while the device is installed.  If a customer has a remote meter reading device, Peoples has to obtain an actual reading every five years,
 but it still attempts to take actual readings every other month.  The drawback to a remote meter reading device is that if an inspection reveals that the device is out of synch with the meter, Peoples will bill the customer for any unbilled amounts of gas consumed.  Ms. Gardner.
11. When Peoples has difficulty reading a customer’s meter because it is located inside, it tries to accommodate the customer by calling the customer 20-30 minutes before the meter reader reaches the residence or by scheduling a morning or afternoon appointment.  Peoples can not schedule a specific time or hour within the four-hour morning or afternoon appointment because emergencies take precedence over meter reading.  Peoples rarely schedules night meter reading appointments because only one meter reader covers its territory in the evening and because Peoples cannot guarantee when the meter reader will arrive because of possible emergencies which take precedence over meter readings.  Saturday meter readings are not offered because it is an overtime day and the person on duty is likely to be responding to an emergency.  However, meter readings occasionally take place on Saturdays depending on the particular service area and the policy of the area’s supervisor.  Ms. Gardner.
12.  Peoples offered Mr. Kretzler the option of leaving a key to his residence with a neighbor or of sending a key to the Company.  This was not satisfactory to him.  Mr. Kretzler.
13. Mr. Kretzler has no problem with the option of Peoples calling him when the meter reader is about 20 minutes away from his residence, but he cannot always get away from his employment on such short notice.  Mr. Kretzler. 
DISCUSSION
As the party seeking relief from the Commission, Mr. Kretzler has the burden of proof in this proceeding.

Section 701 of the Code
 allows any person, having an interest in the subject matter, to file a formal complaint in writing with the Commission setting forth any act or thing done or omitted to be done by any public utility in violation, or claimed violation, of any law which the Commission has jurisdiction to administer or of any regulation or order of the Commission.
  



Mr. Kretzler has not met his burden of proof.  He has not shown that Peoples violated the Public Utility Code.
  He has not demonstrated that Peoples has violated any Commission regulation or order.  


The Commission’s regulations governing the obtaining of meter readings are found at 52 Pa. Code §56.12 (regarding meter reading; estimated billing; ratepayer readings) and 52 Pa. Code §56.81 (regarding authorized termination of service).
Section 56.12(4) reads as follows:
§56.12.  Meter reading; estimated billing; ratepayer readings.

Except as provided in this section, a utility shall render bills based on actual meter readings by utility personnel.

(4)  Estimates when utility personnel are unable to gain access. A utility may estimate the bill of a ratepayer if utility personnel are unable to gain access to obtain an actual meter reading, as long as the following apply: 

     (i)   The utility has undertaken reasonable alternative measures to obtain a meter reading, including, but not limited to, the provision of preaddressed postcards upon which the ratepayer may note the reading or the telephone reporting of the reading. 

     (ii)   The utility, at least every 6 months, or every four billing periods for utilities permitted to bill for periods in excess of 1 month, obtains an actual meter reading or ratepayer supplied reading to verify the accuracy of the estimated readings. 

     (iii)   The utility, at least once every 12 months, obtains an actual meter reading to verify the accuracy of the readings, either estimated or ratepayer read. 

Section 56.81(3) reads as follows:
§56.81.  Authorized termination of service.
Utility service to a dwelling may be terminated for one or more of the following reasons:
(3)  Unreasonable refusal to permit access to meters, service connections and other property of the utility for the purpose of maintenance, repair or meter reading.


Peoples complied with Section 56.12(4) because it undertook reasonable alternate measures to obtain a meter reading from Mr. Kretzler.  Ms. Gardner testified that Peoples’ meter readers left door hanger cards when they could not gain access for an actual reading.  Finding of Fact No. 4.  Mr. Kretzler testified that he does not have a door handle, so he would find the notices on the ground.  After a year without a meter reading, Peoples no longer had to estimate Mr. Kretzler’s usage and, under Section 56.81(3) could seek to terminate his service.  Although it issued a termination notice, Peoples worked with Mr. Kretzler to arrange a time to read his meter.  It offered morning or afternoon meter reading appointments and, when Mr. Kretzler declined these four-hour appointments, arranged to come to his residence between 8:00 a.m. and 9:00 a.m.  After five tries this worked and Peoples obtained an actual reading.  Finding of Fact No. 4.  That this occurred more than three months after Peoples issued the non-access termination notice corroborates Ms. Gardner’s testimony that Peoples does wish to terminate service to a customer if an actual reading is not obtained and will work with the customer if it sees that the customer is trying to cooperate.


Mr. Kretzler seeks a change to Peoples’ policy of offering four-hour appointments, that is, from 8:00 a.m. to noon or from noon to 4:00 p.m.  He seeks the change because he believes that working people cannot afford to take a half day off work.  He believes Peoples should offer one-hour appointments and should read meters in the evenings and on Saturdays for the working public because Peoples should serve the public rather than the public serving Peoples in this respect.  Mr. Kretzler believes that Peoples should make these changes so that its service is more oriented to its customers, especially with so many households consisting of two working adults.


Peoples did offer Mr. Kretzler a one-hour appointment and, as Ms. Gardner testified, this worked after a few tries.  Ms. Gardner testified that Peoples cannot pinpoint a meter reader’s arrival at a residence during a specific hour because a meter reader must always attend to emergencies and, therefore, cannot guarantee an arrival time.  This is the reason Peoples sets up four-hour morning or afternoon appointments.  It does not schedule evening or Saturday appointments because its meter readers do not work during those times.  This is inconvenient to customers with jobs, but the alternative, Peoples hiring many more meter readers, would be inconvenient to Peoples customers because the additional costs would have to be passed through to all customers by way of a rate increase.  Peoples must be able to manage the time of its employees efficiently and its employees must address emergencies immediately.  


Peoples’ use of four-hour appointments rather than one-hour appointments is reasonable.  It balances the Company’s need to manage its employees and facilities efficiently and to obtain actual meter readings with the needs of its customers.  Using consecutive one-hour appointments until one finally results in an actual meter reading, as it did in Mr. Kretzler’s case, is not an efficient use of time for Peoples or its customers.  Peoples’ failure to include regular meter reading on Saturdays and evenings is also reasonable.  Meter readings occasionally take place then, but they are the exception rather than the rule because meter readers do not work those hours and the main responsibility of the sole meter reader on duty during those times is to respond to emergencies.


Peoples has complied with the Commission’s regulations and had not violated the Public Utility Code.  Mr. Kretzler has not demonstrated that Peoples’ manner of scheduling appointments to obtain actual meter readings is unreasonable.  Accordingly, Mr. Kretzler’s complaint will be denied.
CONCLUSIONS OF LAW


1.
The Commission has jurisdiction over the parties to and the subject matter of this proceeding.



2.
Mr. Kretzler has not met his burden of proving that the manner by which Peoples obtains actual meter readings from its customers is unreasonable.



3.
Mr. Kretzler has not demonstrated that Peoples has violated any law which the Commission has jurisdiction to administer or any regulation or order of the Commission.



4.
Mr. Kretzler’s complaint should be denied for failure to meet the burden of proof.

ORDER



THEREFORE;



IT IS ORDERED:



That the complaint of Kent Kretzler against The Peoples Natural Gas Company, d/b/a Dominion Peoples at Docket No. C-20030154 is denied for failure to meet the burden of proof.

Dated:  January 12, 2004




______________________________








Larry Gesoff









Administrative Law Judge

	�	This decision is written before receipt of the transcript. 





	�	52 Pa. Code §56.12(5) provides that a gas utility may render a bill based on readings from a remote meter reading device as long as it obtains an actual meter reading at least once every five years to verify the accuracy of the meter reading device. 





	�  	Section 332(a) of the Public Utility Code, 66 Pa. C.S. §332(a).





� 	See, 66 Pa. C.S. §701.





� 	See also, 52 Pa. Code §5.21(a).





	�	66 Pa. C.S. §101 et seq.	 
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