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Before us for consideration is the complaint filed by Ms. Merceda Evakich requesting that Aqua Pennsylvania (“Aqua”) coordinate her water and wastewater bills. She is requesting that the wastewater and water bills arrive at the same time and that Aqua change its billing cycle to the beginning of each month to coordinate with the arrival of the Social Security Administration check she and her husband receive on the third of each month.  In the Initial Decision, Administrative Law Judge John H. Corbett, Jr. found Aqua’s billing practices to be in accordance with the Commission’s rules and regulations.  ALJ Corbett denied the complaint on the grounds that a utility cannot accede to the wishes of every customer and that the lost efficiencies that will occur will ultimately result in increasing other customers’ costs.  

I agree with the ALJ that Aqua has not violated any Commission rules or regulations related to its billing practices and I agree, in general, with the ALJ’s conclusion.  Nonetheless, I would like to offer a solution that could be palatable to both customer and utility alike.  I would encourage Aqua to consider extending Ms. Evakich’s due date by ten days, if not unduly burdensome under the current billing practices in place.   


As a summary of Aqua’s billing practices in this case, the wastewater bill arrives separately, prior to arrival of the water bill, even though the former is calculated on the latter.  While the City of Sharon provides wastewater service, Aqua prepares the wastewater bills, acting as its agent.  The City of Sharon informed Aqua that wastewater bills must be mailed separately from the water bills, in order to avoid customer confusion.


The record shows that water meter readings usually occur at the end of the month or during the first week of the next month.  Meter readings are organized based on geographic regions for purposes of efficiency. The water consumption data is then forwarded to Aqua’s vendor, Work Flow One, located in Philadelphia, which then processes the data and prepares the bills.  Two to three days after the meter readings, the bills are then mailed from a facility in Norfolk, Virginia.   The wastewater bills are prepared by Aqua at its facilities and then mailed from there.  The due dates are “anywhere from 26 to 33 days thereafter.”
 Ms. Evakich claims that the water and wastewater bills never arrive at the same time during the month and that they arrive several days apart.  

Ms. Evakich claims that she is given very little time in which to pay her bill until it is due.  Essentially, Ms. Evakich would like the water and wastewater bills to arrive on the same day, at the beginning of the month.  It must be pointed out that Ms. Evakich’s account was current as of this proceeding and that she has never incurred a late-payment fee or penalty.  Ms. Evakich has lived at her present address for 48 years.  


To its credit, Aqua offered three alternatives for Ms. Evakich’s consideration.  The alternatives were for Ms Evakich to: 


a) Pay the water bill when it is received, rather than when it is due; 


b) Pay an average amount each month, rather than the actual bill bimonthly; or

c) Allow the water company to direct debit her checking account when it issues a bill.
  
All of the alternatives appear helpful, yet none of the options were accepted by Ms. Evakich.


The current computerized billing practices in use today presumably provide the technological flexibility that should be helpful in this case and in similar situations.  Accordingly, in the spirit of encouraging utilities to utilize a flexible approach to assist with customer bill payment, where practical, I offer another alternative to assist Ms. Evakich.  I encourage the company to consider extending the due date of her bimonthly water and wastewater bills by ten days.  In that way, she will routinely have an extra cushion of time (in addition to Aqua’s allowance of a five-day grace period after the actual due date).  The flexible approach I am encouraging Aqua to take here, if not overly burdensome, serves to recognize the plight of senior citizens on fixed incomes who remain committed to paying their utility bills on time.  Timely bill payments benefit all customers while, in turn, help keep the overall level of uncollectibles as low as possible.  
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