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Petition of PPL Electric Utilities Corporation			P-2012-2327036
for Waiver of 52 Pa. Code § 56.97(a) to Allow 
Customers to Establish Payment Agreements 
Online or Through an Automated Interactive 
Voice Response System


ORDER

BY THE COMMISSION:
	On September 28, 2012, PPL Electric Utilities Corporation (PPL Electric or the Company) filed a Petition for Permanent Waiver of 52 Pa. Code § 56.97(a) (Petition).  After agreement with the Office of Consumer Advocate (OCA), PPL Electric amended its request on November 5, 2012, for a temporary waiver of this section.  PPL Electric is requesting that we issue an order granting it a temporary exemption to section 56.97(a) (Procedures upon customer or occupant contact prior to termination).  PPL Electric requests this exemption be granted so it may continue offering customers the opportunity to establish payment agreements through its website and interactive voice capabilities (IVR).  For the reasons set forth below, we approve the petition as amended by PPL Electric’s subsequent letter.   


Background
	PPL Electric provides electric distribution, transmission, and last resort services to approximately 1.4 million customers in Pennsylvania.  Petition, p. 2.  PPL Electric petitions, pursuant to 52 Pa. Code section 5.43(a) and section 56.222, to request a temporary exemption from the notification requirements at 52 Pa. Code § 56.97(a).  Id. at 4.  On April 7, 2010, PPL Electric filed a petition for a two-year waiver of this section, and the Commission granted this temporary waiver on September 24, 2010.  Petition of PPL Electric Utilities Corporation for a Declaratory Order Regarding a Pilot to Expand Website and Interactive Voice Response Capabilities to Allow  Customers the Option of Setting Up Payment Agreements, or in the Alternative, a Two-Year Waiver of 52 Pa. Code § 56.97(a), Docket No. P-2010-2168786, Order entered September 24, 2010. 

The two-year exemption granted on September 24, 2010 allowed PPL Electric to implement a pilot program to expand its website and IVR to enable customers to set up payment agreements to avoid termination.  Petition, p. 3.  PPL Electric states that the two-year pilot provided helpful and timely options for customers to respond to termination notices, while still allowing the ability for customers to speak directly to a customer service representative.  Id.  PPL Electric concludes that the pilot was highly successful.  Id.

On September 28, 2012, PPL Electric requested permanent waiver of section 56.97(a) to enable it to continue this program.  Petition, p.1.  OCA filed an Answer in opposition to PPL Electric’s request on October 23, 2012.  On November 5, 2012, PPL Electric filed a letter stating that PPL Electric and OCA had reached an agreement.  In this letter, PPL Electric changed its request for a permanent waiver to a four-year waiver.  November 5 Letter, p. 2.  In addition, PPL Electric agreed to the following conditions:  PPL Electric will inform the Commission’s Bureau of Consumer Services (BCS), OCA, and other interested parties at least 30 days in advance of making any substantive changes to the website or IVR systems regarding establishing payment agreements; PPL Electric will submit an annual statistical report to BCS and OCA by February 15th of every year; PPL Electric will submit a comprehensive report to the Commission and OCA 60 days prior to the expiration of the four-year waiver for the website and IVR systems; and PPL Electric may request a permanent waiver for the website and IVR systems at the end of the four-year period.  Id.  With these conditions, PPL Electric states OCA no longer objects to the Commission granting PPL Electric a four-year waiver of 52 Pa. Code § 56.97(a).  Id.

	PPL Electric’s Petition and letter were served on the Pennsylvania Utility Law Project, the Office of Small Business Advocate, the OCA and the Commission’s Bureau of Investigation and Enforcement.  No party has filed comments with respect to the November 5th Letter.

Discussion
The issue before us is whether PPL Electric has shown that the technological advance of implementing its website and IVR systems permits an enhanced level of customer service and thus warrants exemption from 52 Pa. Code § 56.97(a).  Section 56.222 provides that “If . . . a technological advance permits an enhanced level of customer service, application may be made to the Commission for modification of the section or for temporary exemption from its requirements.”  The section 56.97(a) standard requires fixed residential utilities service providers who are contacted by a customer or occupant, after an initial termination of service notice and before actual termination, to fully explain: 

(1) The reasons for the proposed termination.
(2) All available methods for avoiding a termination, including the following:
(i) Tendering payment in full or otherwise eliminating the ground for termination.
	(ii) Entering a settlement or payment agreement.
(iii) Paying what is past-due on the most recent previous company negotiated or Commission payment agreement.
(iv) Enrolling the public utility’s customer assistance program or its equivalent, if the public utility has these programs and the customers eligible for the program.
(3) The medical emergency procedures.

52 Pa. Code § 56.97(a).  Thus, we must determine whether PPL Electric has shown that its website and IVR systems permit an enhanced level of customer service, and therefore warrant temporary exemption from the standard.  

	PPL Electric states that the pilot website and IVR program have been successful.  Petition, pp. 12-15.  PPL Electric explains that the key objectives of the pilot were to: determine if customers with overdue balances would use the self-serve payment options; identify system or process issues impeding participation in the pilot; offer customers more payment options and control; provide customers with the flexibility to communicate with PPL Electric beyond normal business hours; and reduce service termination for payment troubled customers.  Petition, p. 12.  During the first twenty months of the pilot, there were 756,351 transactions through the pilot program; 48.5% of the transactions were website transactions while 51.5% of the transactions were IVR transactions.  Id.  From April 2011 to July 2012, customers used the website and IVR systems to set up payment agreement options, effectively cancelling 8,166 service termination orders.  Petition, p. 13.  PPL Electric states that avoiding just one-third of these terminations saved $377,300 in shut-off costs, showing a favorable cost-benefit ratio associated with pilot.  Id.  

PPL Electric states that the pilot program was not the primary basis of any customer complaints during the first twenty-month period.  Petition, p. 14.  In addition, customer survey results showed: most customers perceived the system as easy to use and convenient; nearly 90% of customers were satisfied with the website transaction systems and 80% would use the systems again to complete transactions; online payment agreement customers were more satisfied with PPL Electric than the general residential population; and customers had a high level of confidence about the successful completion of their online transactions.  Id.  PPL Electric’s pilot program also won the Chartwell, Inc. Best Practices Award for Customer Service in 2012, which is based on innovation, quality, operational efficiency results, and measured results.  Petition, p. 15.  

In its answer, the OCA agreed that the pilot program provided important benefits to customers and that the pilot should be continued.  OCA Answer, pp. 2, 4.  However, the OCA argued that a permanent waiver was unwarranted, and that another temporary waiver should be granted with continuing reporting requirements.  Id.  PPL Electric and OCA now agree that a four-year waiver with continued reporting conditions is appropriate.  November 5th Letter, p.2.  

In granting PPL Electric the original two-year waiver of section 56.97(a), the Commission found that PPL Electric made a strong showing of the merits of its pilot and that implementation of the program would be in the public interest.  September 2010 Order at 12.  We described this as an innovative and creative solution to improve customer service.  Id.  We also noted that customers would still be able to speak to a customer service representative, so personal contact would not be completely replaced by an automated system.  Id.  Now, based on PPL Electric’s demonstrated success with this program over the past two years in both customer use and satisfaction, we find that PPL Electric has shown that customer assistance has been enhanced, and thus further waiver of section 56.97(a) is warranted.  

In our judgment, the four-year waiver and conditions agreed to by PPL Electric and OCA will allow PPL Electric to continue to enhance customer assistance while ensuring oversight over the program so that customers are not negatively affected.  Accordingly, we will grant PPL Electric’s Petition for a temporary exemption for 52 Pa. Code § 56.97(a) consistent with the agreement reached with the OCA so that it may continue its Website and IVR programs and further enhance customer assistance; THEREFORE,


	IT IS ORDERED:

	1.  	That PPL Electric Utility Corporation’s Petition for a waiver of 52 Pa. Code § 56.97(a) is granted effective December 1, 2012 and ending December 31, 2016 for the limited purpose of continuing the website and IVR systems.

	2. 	That PPL Electric will inform the Commission’s Bureau of Consumer Services, the Office of Consumer Advocate and other interested parties at least thirty (30) days in advance if it intends to make any substantive changes to the website or IVR systems regarding establishing payment agreements.

	3.	That PPL Electric will submit an annual statistical report detailing customer usage of the program to the Commission’s Bureau of Consumer Services and the Office of Consumer Advocate by February 15th of every year of the waiver beginning in 2014.

	4.	That PPL Electric will submit a comprehensive report to the Commission’s Bureau of Consumer Services and the Office of Consumer Advocate sixty (60) days prior to the expiration of the four-year waiver granted by this Order.  This report should evaluate the overall effectiveness of the program and include information such as any problems encountered with the original implementation and program availability, the frequency of and percentage of customer usage, the number of complaints stemming from use of the program, and the number of service terminations prevented from use of the program.  PPL Electric should also include any information and data that it believes will allow the Commission to fully evaluate the program’s effectiveness.

	5.	That PPL Electric may request a permanent waiver of 52 Pa. Code Section 56.97(a) for the website and IVR systems before the expiration of the waiver granted by this Order.

	6.  	That a copy of this Order be served on PPL Electric, the Pennsylvania Public Utility Law Project, the Office of Small Business Advocate, the Office of Consumer Advocate, and the Commission’s Bureaus of Investigation and Enforcement and Consumer Services.

	7.  	That this docket be marked closed.  
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BY THE COMMISSION



Rosemary Chiavetta
Secretary


(SEAL)

ORDER ADOPTED:  January 24, 2013
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