
SECTION 7

CONSUMER SERVICES DIVISION
The Consumer Services Division assists the Commission in developing and enforcing consumer protection rules in all regulated industries.  The Division facilitates consumer awareness in competitive markets by providing information and education consumers need to make informed choices regarding competing service providers, and alerts the Commission to consumer problems it needs to prevent or address. 

Within the Consumer Services Division, the Consumer Affairs Branch answers general questions about utility services and helps consumers resolve informal complaints about utility service or unfair utility practices, and oversees consumer education programs.  The Enforcement Branch investigates utility practices for compliance with applicable tariffs, rules, and statutes, provides advocacy support on a selective basis for consumers filing formal complaints, and reports trends in consumer issues and complaints to the Commission for possible action.   The Utilities Safety Branch oversees the safety of electric, propane, and natural gas systems. 
Two To Three Year Outlook
Developing competition in many traditionally-monopolistic utility markets will place pressure on service providers to keep prices low and service quality high, but also will require regulatory vigilance to ensure: firms are able to compete meaningfully and effectively, and to provide consumers with the information, analysis, conflict resolution, and advocacy services necessary to make intelligent decisions about utility purchases.

As part of the Vision 2000 process, the Commission plans to consolidate and intensify its efforts to serve the interests of individual customers, and undertake actions to address broader consumer interests through two divisions.  The Public Advisor’s Office will continue to assist parties who seek to participate directly in Commission proceedings.  To address consumer complaints and conflicts with utilities and service providers, the Consumer Services Division (CSD) will concentrate on serving consumers and addressing consumer issues. CSD also will represent the needs of selected individual consumers in formal and informal proceedings and enforcement actions.  

CSD will help consumers make informed choices by developing and implementing a consumer education program, and monitoring education and marketing practices for emerging competitive telecommunications, gas, and electric industries.  In addition, CSD will encourage formal Commission enforcement proceedings when warranted. 

1998 Objectives For CONSUMER AFFAIRS

Objective A:  Provide a Simple, Effective Program for Receiving and 

                     Resolving Consumer Concerns and Complaints

The Commission is a resource for consumers when problems or conflicts with service providers occur.  Consumers call, write, or visit the Commission to get information, voice dissatisfaction with Commission policies or practices, participate in Commission cases to raise a specific point of view, complain about service or a bill, seek help in resolving a dispute between the customer and a utility, or report an unfair utility practice. 

When a consumer contacts the Commission, a Consumer Affairs Branch (CAB) representative may: serve as a conduit of opinion from the customer to the Commission; provide information and/or advice; evaluate the merits of a customer’s complaint; serve as a mediator, helping the customer and utility resolve a dispute; or serve as an arbitrator, deciding how a dispute should be resolved.   To ensure consumers who contact the Commission receive clear, efficient service, we will improve coordination of functions related to serving customers.

Strategy 1 
Intake: 

· End reliance on the voice-mail system during regular business hours and instead respond to each customer through either a voice response system, or a “live voice” contact when requested.   

                                                                                               (1st Quarter 1998)

· Install a new telephone system to both reduce the number of callers waiting in the queue and direct calls efficiently. 

                                                                                                (1st Quarter 1998)

· Expand the hours when callers can reach an intake person, and shorten the amount of time it takes to resolve written complaints.   

                                                                                                (1st Quarter 1998)

· Improve interactions with the utilities by instituting 

                     electronic exchange of information.                    (4th Quarter 1998)                    

Strategy 2
Consumer Opinions:   A designated CSD representative will 

handle calls from customers who express support or criticism for an existing utility practice or Commission policy.  The representative will explain that callers’ opinions are reported to the Commissioners, ask questions to fully understand a caller’s comments, and express appreciation for the comments. CSD will regularly report to the Commission on the concerns callers raise and suggest solutions to those concerns.                        (Ongoing)

Strategy 3   Dispute Evaluation:  Sometimes parties find it easier to agree on

resolution of a dispute after a neutral third party evaluates the relative strength of their positions.  The evaluator needs to be perceived by them as impartial and credible as an expert.  When a customer and a utility representative jointly request such an evaluation, CSD will provide it, however the opinion of the evaluator will not be binding nor will it  be reported to others.   To eliminate any perception of bias, the CSD evaluator will not handle any other aspect of the case.                                (Ongoing)

Strategy 4  
Dispute Resolution/Mediation:   All parties to a settlement

discussion must request a mediator before one can be assigned.  When parties request a mediator, the Director of Consumer Services or the Chief Administrative Law Judge will assign the matter to one of the Commission’s trained mediators.  If mediation does not resolve the dispute, and the customer chooses to file a formal complaint, the mediator must protect the confidentiality of the settlement discussion, and will not participate in the subsequent decision-making process.                             (Ongoing)

Strategy 5  
Binding Arbitration:  Short of pursuing a formal complaint, the 

parties could agree to ask someone else to decide the matter for them.  The use of an arbitrator may require less time than the submission of pleadings, adjudicating and deciding a formal complaint.  Arbitration cannot be used without the consent of all affected parties, and parties must understand that the arbitrator’s decision is binding.  

       To the extent that staffing within CSD or the ALJ Division allows, the Commission may agree to provide an arbitrator.  The arbitrator will not have been, or be, involved in the dispute in any other capacity.                                                                 (Ongoing)                                                           

Objective B:   Provide Timely Response to Consumer Inquiries and 

                     Complaints
Strategy 1
Measurement and Goals:  CSD will give consumers an estimate

of response time to their complaint or inquiry whenever they  request it.  To help identify adequacy of CSD resources to handle incoming complaints, we will measure the average response time and establish appropriate productivity goals.  These measurements, and recommendations for improvement when necessary, will be reported regularly to the Commission.    

                                                                                      (Quarterly)

Strategy 2    Provide ongoing training to Consumer Affairs personnel, including 

training in the SB 960 ex parte rules. Increase the multilingual capabilities of Consumer Affairs staff. 

Strategy 3   Install new telephone system which connects San Francisco and 

Los Angeles CPUC offices, and provides improved efficiencies and call reports.                                                                (March 1998)                   

Strategy 4   The form for filing an informal complaint about utility service is 

available on the CPUC web site, as is a form, in compliance with AB 206, to register a concern about the CPUC.

Objective C:  Provide Advocacy Support For Consumer Complaints When 

                     Informal Means Fail                                             High Priority 
Strategy    The Public Advisor’s Office assists customers in preparing formal

complaints. CSD will participate in selected formal complaints giving consumers technical information, support, and witnesses to ensure that individuals’  formal complaints and concerns are quickly and efficiently addressed.                                      (Ongoing)

1998  OBJECTIVES For CSD ENFORCEMENT

Objective A:  Develop an Investigation and Enforcement Plan Based On 

                    Trends                                                                  High Priority
Strategy 1   Working with the Executive Director and Coordinating

Commissioner, the Director of CSD will develop for Commission approval internal guidelines for investigative staff to include protocols on opening, prosecuting, closing and commenting on investigations.  These guidelines will reflect the roles of investigative staff, the Director of CSD, the Executive Director, and Commissioners.                                                    (April 1998)

Strategy 2   Develop an investigative plan, and report to the Commission and 

other divisions on the results of citations and enforcement actions and proceedings.                                                           (Quarterly)                                                        

Objective B:  Undertake Investigations 

Through the efforts of CSD staff and legislation requiring independent third party verification for changes in subscribers’ long distance service providers, telephone slamming (the unauthorized change of a subscribers’ telephone service provider) in the residential long distance market has declined. 

 This year, CSD will focus on cramming (the addition of unauthorized charges on a consumer’s local telephone bill), local telephone service slamming, and problems which may arise with opening of the electric generation market to competition. 

Strategy 1   Develop and implement industry-specific strategies for selectively 

investigating the practices of service providers when evidence suggests they are acting in a manner inconsistent with applicable rules, tariffs or statutes.                                                  (Ongoing)

Strategy 2   Randomly investigate the practices of service providers.  (Ongoing) 

Objective C:  Provide Evidence to Initiate Enforcement Proceedings

Strategy   Prepare investigative reports, including an assessment of the 

existence of any failure to comply with rules, tariffs or statutes to furnish the Commission with information it may need to open a formal investigation or other enforcement proceeding.   When necessary, CSD will provide expert witnesses to present investigative reports at evidentiary hearings.                                           (Ongoing)

Objective D:  Analyze Complaint Trends to Inform and Advise  

                     Commissioners and Industry Divisions
Strategy 1   Industry Trends / Complaint Analysis:  Consumer complaints 

may be unique or multiple, more or less serious, preventable or inevitable, and fall into a number of different categories.   Some complaints may indicate problems, inefficiencies, or inconsistencies in new market participants’ behavior, or with new rules or policies of the Commission. 

Use information on industry trends, communications with other state regulators, and incoming consumer complaints to identify, analyze, and evaluate emerging problems/concerns requiring Commission attention.  The goal of CSD is to be an early warning system identifying emerging developments likely to raise consumer concerns before significant consumer harm occurs, and to identify areas where additional consumer education is needed.  

                                                                              (Ongoing)

Strategy 2   Track and regularly report to the Commission on the

                    nature of complaints and inquiries, and complaint trends.   

                                                                                      (Quarterly)

Strategy 3
Continue to build the cooperative relationships developed with

utilities in the Regulatory Complaint Resolution (RCR) Forum - a joint stakeholder/CPUC staff effort to resolve complaints.  Negotiate a mutually acceptable definition for consumer complaints registered with CAB in order to more accurately reflect the numbers of valid consumer complaints that the Commission is receiving.                                                                      (Ongoing)

Strategy 4   Staff from the industry divisions will rotate in and out of CSD to 

                    remain in touch with consumer issues.                            (Ongoing)

Strategy 5
Develop the “Don’t Call Me” list for electric industry restructuring 

                     required by SB 477.                                               (February 1998)

Strategy 6   The CPUC Office of Governmental Affairs will assist staff in  

                    drafting legislation when it is required to address a problem.  

                                                                                       (Ongoing)

Strategy 7   The Public Advisor will advise on significant complaint issues 

                    and work with CSD to resolve them.                                 (Ongoing)

1998 OBJECTIVES For UTILITIES SAFETY

Consumer Services is charged with assuring that utilities continue to maintain a reasonable level of safety to protect the health and safety of their employees and the general public, and to prevent or minimize property damage.  

Objective A:  Develop a System Safety Oversight Plan

Strategy       Prioritize all CPUC safety-related activities.       (2nd Quarter 1998) 

Objective B:   Determine Compliance With CPUC Safety Requirements  

                                                                                                High  Priority

Strategy 1    Audit utility maintenance records and conduct spot field 

inspections to determine whether major gas utilities are maintaining their distribution systems according to General Order (GO) 112E.  This program is a high priority because gas incidents have the greatest potential for widespread death, injury, or property damage.                                                             (Ongoing)

Strategy 2    Audit maintenance records and conduct field inspections to 

ensure utilities maintain the overhead and underground electric distribution system in accordance with GO 95, 128, and 165.   Electrical incidents also have a high potential for death, injury, and property damage.                                                      (Ongoing)

Strategy 3    Investigate serious incidents and accident involving natural gas 

                     or electric distribution systems.                                      (Ongoing)

Strategy 4   Ensure utility compliance with the Commission’s recent  tougher 

tree trimming standards.  This project is high priority because of its short duration (utilities have two years to meet full compliance) and the high potential for property damage caused by fires resulting from tree/line contacts.                                    (Ongoing)

Strategy  5  Use a combination of record review and facility inspection to 

ensure compliance by operators of the 2900 master metered mobilehome parks and 2000 jurisdictional propane master tank systems with GO 112E.                                                   (Ongoing)

Objective C:   Other Safety Concerns

Strategy      Investigate matters related to: seismic safety (gas, electric and 

telecommunications), power plant safety in the event of major incidents which bring about injuries, fatalities, major property damage or toxic releases; electromagnetic field technical issues; and other safety issues the Commission assigns.            (Ongoing)

Objective D:   Upgrade PCs and Provide Training  

· Upgrade PCs to allow engineers to communicate with the Local Area Network from the field.                                                       (July 1998)  

· Train new staff  in use of CSD safety software and introduce each to all safety programs.                                                   (December 1998)  

OBJECTIVES For CONSUMER Information and Education
Objective A:  Educate the Public About Commission Policies and Public   

                     Service and Safety Issues                                     High Priority

Strategy 1
General Consumer Information:   Along with industry divisions,

assess, revise, and with the help of the Information Services Division, make available to consumers information to help ensure they have, or have ready access to, upon their request, accurate and understandable information necessary to make informed decisions about utility services.  This information will include:

· a list of firms providing each type of utility service. 

· a report on the number and types of recent valid consumer complaints and other matters involving a specific service provider.                                                         (December 1998)

Strategy 2
Consumer Education:   Develop and implement a consumer 

information campaign to address the most important consumer issues.  CSD will issue consumer alerts as necessary.  CSD will help disseminate the ORA restructuring pamphlets.       (Ongoing) 

Strategy 3
Electric Restructuring Education/Outreach:  
· Continue working with the Consumer Education Plan (CEP) and the Electric Education Call Center (EECC).  

· Serve as outreach liaison with the Electric Education Trust (EET), as well as provide administrative support for the EET during 1998. 

· Continue to operate a Speaker’s Bureau to handle requests from consumer organizations for information about electric industry restructuring. 

· Continue operating the CPUC electric industry restructuring hotline to answer consumer inquiries about changes in the electric industry                                                              (Ongoing)                     

CONSUMER SERVICES Key Performance Indicators 

Consumer Affairs:

· Record the number of incoming calls, calls receiving a busy signal, and hits on the voice response system.

· Record the number of days it takes to resolve the average written complaint, types of complaints received by industry category and the number of those complaints, complaints about service to stakeholders.

· Track cases mediated and cases assisted by an advocate.  

· Survey consumers who have used CSD services to determine the degree of their satisfaction with CSD services.

      (Data for each key performance indicator to be reflected in CSD quarterly

       report)

enforcement
· Identify complaint trends during weekly meetings with Consumer Affairs Branch staff.  

· Communicate consumer concerns and seek information in monthly meetings with Divisions, Office of Ratepayer Advocates, and Office of Governmental Affairs. 

· Deliver quarterly trend reports to industry managers, who are expected to use that information to coordinate on a quarterly basis with Commissioners at public meetings on strategies to address trends.                                                              

· Report to the Commissioners regularly on complaint and issue trends, and update the Commission on enforcement actions.  

· Meet with utilities monthly to identify trends and issues.

· Provide timely consumer information by regularly updating the Consumer Services Division web page. 

· Create a “consumer coordinating forum” where consumers can find out about issues and trends and voice their opinions and general concerns.

· The recently-appointed Chief of Litigation and Resolution Group oversees all CSD litigation efforts, consumer resolution actions, and prosecutions.  In conjunction with stakeholders, including the regulated industries and consumer groups, CSD enforcement staff will produce enforcement and litigation protocols on new areas of regulatory concern such as cramming and marketing abuses within the restructured electricity market. 

utilities safety

· Report the number of gas and propane inspections and incidents to the federal government and the Commission.                               (Annually) 

· Report to the Commission on electric safety inspections and incidents.  

                                                                                                    (Annually)

· Report to the Commission and the Legislature on mobile home park inspections and safety compliance.                                        (Annually)

· Report consumer-related enforcement activity (including OIIs, citations' decisions, resolutions, civil and criminal proceedings) to the Commission and stakeholders.                                             (Quarterly)

consumer education
· Prepare and issue a report on the measurement and evaluation of the CEP.                                                                     (by June 30, 1998) 

· Develop and present a recommendation to the Commission on the post-CEP continuation of the EECC.                               (January 30, 1998)

· Report to the Commission on the number and nature of calls handled by the CPUC electric restructuring hotline.                               (Quarterly)

RESOURCES         (Staffing in PYs)

Objective
Authorized
   Filled
Vacancies






Consumer Affairs




A - Provide a Simple, Effective 

     Program for Receiving and 

     Resolving Consumer Concerns

     and Complaints
      32
     23
        9






B - Provide Timely Response to 

     Consumer Inquiries and 

     Complaints
  








C - Provide Advocacy Support for 

     Consumer Complaints When 

     Informal Means Fail









Enforcement




A - Develop an Investigation and 

     Enforcement Plan Based on 

     Trends
       25
        23
        2






B - Undertake Investigations









C - Provide Evidence to Initiate 

     Enforcement Proceedings









D - Analyze Complaint Trends to 

      Inform and Advise 

      Commissioners and Industry 

      Divisions









Utilities Safety




A - Develop a System Safety 

      Oversight Plan
      33
        25
        8






B - Determine Compliance With 

     CPUC Safety Requirements









C - Other Safety Concerns









Consumer Information and Education









Educate the Public About Commission Policies and Public Service and Safety Issues 
       5
        5







                  Totals
      95
       76
     19

Impacts    

· The recent loss of six experienced safety engineers will have a significant affect on safety audits of lower priority programs.  

· The reduction in GO 112E work will result in reduced federal funding of the CSD safety program for fiscal year 1998-1999.  

Addressing Resource Constraints

· Recruit to the salary savings level by July 31, 1998.  

· Minimize the impact of loss of personnel by upgrading computer hardware and software to enable engineers to accomplish more work with the same effort.

· To improve the current response time to written complaints, fill existing nine vacancies in Consumer Affairs Representative/Supervisor/ Manager/ Support Staff classifications.  

· Reclassify Consumer Affairs positions.  
· Replace the current MAPPER database program used for collecting complaint data with new database software that utilizes a user-friendly interface (Windows 95).

1998 CPUC Business Plan                                            Consumer Services  Division  13 


