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Comments of the Office of Ratepayer Advocates


On the Customer Information Database Workshop Report





Pursuant to the California Public Utilities Commission’s (CPUC) Decision 97-05-040, the Office of Ratepayer Advocates (ORA) offers these comments on the customer information database workshop report submitted by Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E), San Diego Gas and Electric Company (SDG&E), and Southern California Edison Company (Edison) (collectively, “the utilities” or UDCs) on August 14, 1997.





1.	The Commission has appropriately decided a number of issues in past decisions in ways that will produce a vibrant market setting starting January 1, 1998.  Most recently, D.97-08-056 (issued August 1, 1997) ensured that transparent price signals will be available to customers, by calculation of CTC via a class average residual determination.  In order to ensure that this vibrant market will in fact develop, there is also a pressing need to release a broad range of customer data and information.  Indeed, Enron, in the comments for the draft customer information database report, recommends the immediate release of data in order to avoid any potential advantages being realized by the UDCs as they market and provide bundled services to customers.  ORA seconds Enron’s recommendation and agrees that the scope of the data to be released should include both load research sample data and DSM survey data.  This includes all available interval load data (i.e., load research sample data) by rate schedule.  ORA has supported the release of this data and believes that confidentiality concerns can be addressed with minimal effort.





2.	In Section I.B.4 of the report, there is discussion of how the UDCs oppose the release of survey data.  The report states that “[e]ven where no explicit assurance of confidentiality was provided, customers were certainly not notified that the detailed data collected on their facilities and internal processes would be made public.”  ORA believes that, for now, simple aggregation techniques could be used to present tables or survey data sets that protect customer confidentiality yet would still be useful to Energy Service Providers (ESPs).





3.	ORA supports the CEC in recommending a universal customer notification process, where customers check-off a release form which provides blanket release of their confidential data to all registered ESPs or some subset of ESPs selected by the customer.  ORA believes that a customer who desires to know all providers will be unlikely to do so unless the customer is contacted by all providers.  Moreover, all providers cannot contact the customer without knowledge of the customer’s confidential information.  This logically requires a universal customer notification process to solicit customers willing to participate in a mass release database involving customers’ confidential information.  As ORA recommended in its workshop proposal, including release forms in the consumer education materials that will be distributed starting in the fall of 1997 can help to accomplish this process cost-effectively.  In addition, a universal customer notification process could be a topic to be included in the Consumer Education Program being conducted by the UDCs and DDB Needham.  The education program could provide unbiased consumer education about the value of a universal notification process as well as about customer rights both to have and to restrict access to their confidential data.





4.	In Section II.C, the workshop report discusses methodology to preserve confidentiality.  The fourth paragraph states that “all workshop participants, including the UDCs, appeared to support the screening method of providing data for non-residential customers using three digit zip code, two digit SIC, and to use the additional screening criteria proposed by CMA (15/15 rule).” However, ORA believes that this one-day workshop did not in fact provide an adequate forum for discussing screening methods or specific rules (as discussed above) to be developed.  To the contrary, there is good reason to think that the methods and the “15/15 rule” discussed in the workshop are likely to be too restrictive and could unnecessarily hamper the release of a non-confidential database.  Attached to these comments is a table showing disclosure limitation techniques used by Federal agencies, including the U.S. Bureau of the Census.  While the attached table applies to aggregated tabular data and microdata sets, it does suggest alternatives for developing disclosure limitation rules for the customer information database.  There is no reason to select overly restrictive disclosure limitation techniques such as the proposed 3-digit level zip code, 2-digit level SIC code, and 15/15 rule.  In order to deal with confidentiality issues, ORA recommends a one-day workshop led by a federal Census Bureau or other expert on statistical disclosure limitation techniques.  The objectives of this workshop would be to arrive at the most appropriate non-disclosure rules for the NCDB, while simultaneously raising the level of knowledge of disclosure limitation techniques for all parties.  This workshop should be held as soon as possible after a Commission decision on workshop issues.





5.	In Section II.C, there was also a discussion as to how the non-confidential data should be further screened if it violates the “15 customers or 15 percent rule”.  Setting aside the appropriateness of this rule, one option was to aggregate the data into a wider geographical area – for example, by removing an additional zip code digit.  However, it was deemed that this would create a signal that the data contains unique information which might reveal the customer’s identity through usage patterns or quantity.  The second option was to drop those customers from the database, which would “prevent identification of a customer.”  However, it was not pointed out that dropping a customer from a database could also send a signal about that customer.  ORA favors aggregating the data into a higher group in these cases.  However, ORA sees no reason to be overly restrictive in determining zip code and SIC code levels at which to release data.





6.	Section II.E of the report states that the non-confidential database (NCDB) will be released within two months following a final CPUC decision to allow time for the screening process to ensure confidentiality.  ORA believes that the UDCs should not wait as long as two months, but should be working now with the goal of releasing the NCDB within one month of a final CPUC decision.





7.	In Section II.F, the workshop report discusses methodology for the mechanism of data release.  The second paragraph states that “ORA supported using a CD-ROM, but also recommended putting data on a server so it could be accessed from the Internet.”  While there was no discussion of this issue at the workshop, ORA believes that using a secure server (such as a computer system utilizing encryption and public and private key password authentication) would also be a reasonable option as a mechanism for delivery of the data release.  The setup costs associated with pursuing this alternative are unknown at this time.  In general, these secure server systems tend to be “front-loaded” as far as costs are concerned, with a one-time fixed cost associated with setting up the server and authentication processes.  The overall cost per customer tends to drop dramatically as these costs are spread out among more customers.





8.	In Section III.B, the report noted that participants supported the scope of the data listed in the UDCs’ proposal, and that they also requested the DSM survey data if the customer participated in the survey.  ORA believes that a customer should be able to request the DSM survey data.  Furthermore, if the customer gives written authorization to release the DSM survey data, then it should be incumbent upon the UDC to release this data.  The burden should be on the UDC to demonstrate why the data should not, or cannot, be released.  ORA believes that virtually all of the residential survey data, and most of the commercial survey data, can be released without concern about violating any customer’s confidentiality.  The burden should also be on the UDC to release the data in a timely manner, with any utility charges limited to incremental cost.





9.	In Section III.C of the report, there is a discussion about the issue of customer consent:


	a)	First, the report states that SCE requires a signed consent form to be submitted, while PG&E and SDG&E require a signed consent form or a request on customer letterhead.  Moreover, both PG&E and SDG&E propose to offer facsimile authorization from customers as satisfying the requirement for signed, written customer authorization.  ORA believes that if a facsimile authorization or a request on customer letterhead are acceptable to PG&E and SDG&E, then these types of customer consent should also be acceptable to SCE.  


	b)	Second, the report states that the UDCs would treat a DASR submitted by an ESP as authorization for the UDC to release customer information to the ESP.  ORA believes that this release procedure should be automatic.
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