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STATE SENATE CONFIRMS APPOINTMENT
OF REGINA BIRDSELL TO DIRECTOR
OF OFFICE OF RATEPAYER ADVOCATES 

The California Senate today confirmed Governor Gray Davis’ appointment of Regina Birdsell to Director of the Office of Ratepayer Advocates (ORA), an independent arm of the California Public Utilities Commission (PUC).

The Office represents the interests of California’s ratepayers in proceedings before the PUC in order to obtain fair and affordable rates, safe and reliable service, and a healthy environment in energy, telephone, and water matters statewide.  ORA’s staff includes engineers, accountants, economists, analysts, and lawyers who investigate a broad range of regulatory issues so that California consumers are treated fairly by the utilities regulated by the Commission.

Governor Davis appointed Ms. Birdsell in March 2001 at the height of the energy crisis.  Since her appointment, she has overseen ORA efforts to provide better services for utility customers, with significant savings where possible.  Proceedings in which ORA contributed over the past year include:

· Pacific Bell Deceptive Marketing Practices: ORA’s ability to present evidence of actual Pacific Bell sales staff conversations with customers was key to the PUC determining that Pacific Bell used deceptive marketing practices.  The PUC ordered Pacific Bell to cease the unlawful activity and imposed a $25.5 million fine. 

· San Diego Gas and Electric Company (SDG&E) Electric Contracts: ORA reviewed SDG&E’s electric contracts and found that the utility had failed to adequately manage risk.  ORA and SDG&E have reached a settlement that would disallow $100 million in SDG&E's procurement costs.

· Prompted Repeat Dialing:  ORA charged Pacific Bell with violating state laws, Commission orders, and Pacific Bell’s own tariff in deploying prompted repeat dialing on the lines of its residential customers to interrupt busy signals with an advertisement. The Commission ordered Pacific Bell to remove the service or obtain customer permission to continue to play the prompt. 

· Repair Service Intervals:  ORA charged Pacific Bell with violating state laws and Commission orders based on the deterioration of Pacific Bell’s residential repair service.  Since the merger of SBC Inc. and Pacific Bell, Pacific Bell’s residential customers have experienced longer periods without a dial tone waiting for Pacific Bell to make repairs.  A pending PUC decision would partially grant ORA’s complaint in part.  

Ms. Birdsell stated that “Consumers want bills that they can understand, fair terms and reliable service.  We will continue to monitor telecommunications service standards and utilities’ practices dealing with low-income consumers.”

ORA will also continue to play an important role in California’s energy market.  “Our role is to advance recommendations to achieve reliable service, with power and transmission at costs that are fair.  Well-intended proposals for resources-at-any-price need a reality check. Unfortunately California consumers pay extremely high electricity rates compared to the rest of the nation and our mission is to reduce rates and secure reliable service,” says Ms. Birdsell.

Prior to her appointment, Ms. Birdsell was an instructor and consultant with the University of Southern California’s Center on Philanthropy and Public Policy.  She has held a variety of positions in regional business and philanthropic issues, including the Los Angeles Marketing Partnership, Children’s Hospital Los Angeles, the California Attorney General’s Office and KABC TV.  She lives in Glendale, California.

For more information on ORA, please visit http://www.ora.ca.gov/.
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