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I.
Background

A.
Request to Review Service Initiation Processes for Customer Choice

In the Commission’s Direct Access Implementation Plan, Decision D.97-10-087, the Rule 22 Tariff Review Group was directed to review the feasibility of allowing a new customer to sign up for Direct Access (DA) service at the time the customer established utility distribution service:

In addition to reviewing the tariffs and making recommendations, this working group should look into the feasibility of allowing new customers, when they initiate service, to call the UDC directly and have the UDC arrange to have the ESP of the customer’s choice provide direct access service on the start date.  As mentioned earlier, new telephone customers go through this process when they select their local and long distance carrier when they initiate telephone service.  (D.97-10-087, mimeo, p. 70)

To accomplish this task, the Rule 22 Tariff Review Group established a working group (hereafter “Working Group”) comprised of market participants at its regular business meeting on August 1, 2000 to address this directive.  This report addresses the request as outlined in D.97-10-087 to review the tariffs and identify the feasibility of allowing a new customer, when they initiate service, to call the UDC and have the UDC arrange to have the ESP of the customer’s choice provide direct access service on the start date.   

The Working Group met in an attempt to reach agreement on the protocols and policies needed to implement a process to accommodate a customer’s request for direct access at the time of establishing service with the UDC.  In addition, the Rule 22 Tariff Review Group requested that the Working Group review a similar process, which has been established for the telecommunications industry, whereby a new telephone customer can select their incumbent local exchange carrier (ILEC) when they initiate telephone services. 

The Working Group has conducted several meetings to discuss the feasibility and ways that customers could establish Direct Access service simultaneously with their utility distribution service.  As a starting point, the Working Group was provided with an overview and experiences of the telecommunications industry for managing new customer selection of a local long distance carrier.  The purpose of this discussion was to identify any potential options that may be applied to the electric industry.

Telecommunications Industry – The telecommunications industry protocols for selecting a local long distance carrier and long distance carrier when establishing new telephone service incorporate the following key business processes as defined in D.97-04-083:  (1) customer is informed that he/she has a choice of providers for his/her local long distance and long distance carriers at the time of establishing new telephone service,  (2) representatives can provide a list of three carriers via a random “lottery list”,  (3) it is the provider’s responsibility to complete mandatory third party voice verification at the time customer establishes services,  (4) providers are not obligated to serve consumers with negative credit histories,  (5) customer is not allowed to switch providers until his/her account is brought current,  (6) the current competitive local carrier (CLC) has the discretion to interrupt a switch to a competitor in the event the customer is behind payment, and  (7) upon initiation of local service, the customer’s first CLC selection bears no charge; customer allowed one additional selection without incurring charges; all subsequent changes to the CLC will incur costs based on company policies.

In follow up discussions, the Working Group reviewed the feasibility of duplicating the telecommunications model for electric service.  It was determined that although there were some similarities between the industries, there were several key differences that prevented the electric industry from using the Telecom model, including the following:

1. In the small customer segments, ESPs are required to meet certain consumer protection requirements such as their section 394.5 noticing and third party verification.  These actions require specific timing sequences before signing up a customer.  The timing for these actions is inconsistent with customers’ practices of contacting the utility only days before service is needed. 

2. In the large customer segments, the pricing terms and metering service arrangements create a more complex environment where ESP contractual arrangements with customers do not allow for the utility to sign up a customer for the ESP.

3. In all segments, ESPs must plan for the purchasing and forecasting of energy, which requires advance notice of their customer’s load.  ESPs, especially those serving larger customers, would not find it reasonable to schedule customer load through a process such as the telecom model.

II.
Objectives

The Working Group established the following objectives for itself.

A.
 To Enable Customers to Make a Single Call to the UDC to Begin DA Service on Their Start Date. 

As part of this objective, the Working Group had the following sub-objectives: 

 (1) provide an opportunity for a new customer to make one call to initiate electric utility services and identify an Energy Service provider of their choice thus eliminating the need for multiple calls;  (2) establish one process that meets the needs of ESPs serving both residential and commercial customers; (3) provide a process that ensures that ESPs can maintain high level of consumer protection and can respond to customer requests in a timely manner.  

B.
To Enable Market Participants to Provide As Efficiently As Possible 

The consensus of the Working Group was to establish a flexible process to minimize costs to market participants relative to settlement issues, system enhancements and associated operational and incremental costs.   Market participants shall identify the cost to provide these services, and if applicable, much like the telecommunications industry, define any potential service fees.  These recommendations should also take into consideration the existing UDC operational requirements regarding call handle time standards thereby minimizing the impact to any customer requesting UDC services or information. Market participants will address whether the Direct Access sign-up notification process should be used in the situation where an existing DA  customer requests to switch Energy Service Providers at the time of establishing service for a new location.  
III.
Recommendation - Customer Choice Selection Notification

The Working Group was in agreement that a “notification” process could meet the needs of the market at this time.  In addition, this simplified approach will facilitate a more expedient implementation.  The Customer Choice Selection Notification process will contain the following key activities:

1. At the time the customer contacts the utility to establish service, the utility will inform the customer that there are choices in energy suppliers and ask if the customer has a preferred energy supplier at this time.  If the customer indicates a specific supplier, the utility will inform the customer that it will notify the selected ESP of their choice to retain the customer’s services, that it  will give certain account information to the ESP, and that the ESP should be in contact with the customer within the time frame as defined and agreed to by all market participants. 

2. The utility will send to the ESP, in an agreed upon electronic form, the customer’s information which will be limited to  the customer’s name, service address, phone number, utility account number and utility meter number (which may be optional depending on scenario and/or UDC) within the time frame as defined and agreed to by all market participants after taking the customer’s service request.  


The Working Group recognizes that several Commission decisions, including D.90-12-121, D.91-01-036 and D.97-10-031, require that utilities release customer information only after the utility receives written authorization from the customer.  As noted above, in the typical sign-up procedure, a customer does not communicate in writing with the utility, and as a consequence, the utility would not have  the means to obtain a customer’s written authorization to release customer information to an ESP selected by the customer.  Thus, if the Commission wishes to implement the procedures set forth in this section, the Commission would have to make a finding that to implement these procedures, a utility may release limited customer information to ESPs selected by customers signing up for electric service without the utility first receiving written authorization from the customer.  The Commission must find that the release of limited customer information as described herein is an exception to the general requirements of decisions D.90-12-121, D.97-10-031, and similar decisions.  Without a specific authorization of this nature, the Working Group sees no way that a utility could implement these procedures without violating Commission precedent.  This finding must make it clear that the utility is free to implement this process and need not file a petition to modify the language of prior decisions because of the limited nature of the information being released. 

3.
The ESP will respond to the customer within the time frame as defined and agreed to by all market participants to complete the service arrangements with the customer.  Although the ESP is not obligated to serve all customer requests that are delivered to the ESP, it is important that the customer receives closure of its request.  ESPs wishing to accept the customer’s request for service will be responsible for completing all contractual and consumer protection obligations and meeting the necessary Direct Access Service Requests (DASR) requirements to establish the customer’s Direct Access service.

4.
Upon receiving an ESP’s DASR, the utility will process the request using  current DA processes and rules If the ESP’s DASR is received after the move-in date, and no meter installation is required, the switch to DA service will occur on the next applicable meter read date as outlined in the existing DA rules.  
IV.
Summary

The procedures discussed above will enable a customer to make one call to initiate service with the utility and to initiate direct access services with the ESP of their choice.  UDCs will process the request for new service under existing guidelines and will generate an electronic notification for Direct Access services to the ESP selected by the customer.  The electronic notification will include the information required to allow the ESP to submit a DASR, resulting in decreased marketing costs for the ESPs. The electronic notification and release of customer information shall be limited to the following information, unless written customer consent is obtained in advance:  customer name, contact phone number, address, account number and meter number (optional based on scenario and UDC) for the new location.  The ESP then becomes responsible for all subsequent DA transactions and communications with the customer, which preserves all consumer protection rules and processes established by the Commission.  The Direct DA Sign-up notification requirements shall also include the following recommendations:  (1) ESPs wishing to participate in the program shall be required to confirm participation in writing  annually to each UDC;  (2) ESPs will be responsible for notifying the UDCs in writing of their  request to be removed from this program;  (3) UDCs will not be required to identify areas or customers served or not served by an ESP;  (4) the ESP sign-up procedures will apply only when customers specify their desired ESP; and  (5) UDCs will be prepared to send a list of ESPs to customers who are interested in direct access but are unsure which ESP they want. 

 In support of these recommendations, an additional working group should be formed to define and develop any operational and technical requirements as well as implementation time frames for an electronic notification of a customer’s request for Direct Access services.  This working group shall also be responsible for identifying methods of cost recovery as a result of incremental cost increases to the UDCs.  UDCs will define any UDC offsetting service fees in support of this program. 

The Working Group recommends, as part of this effort, that no other work or activities with respect to this proposed program be done until further Commission review of this program.  If the Commission approves this program, the Working Group respectfully requests that the Commission specifically find that to implement the direct access sign-up procedures described herein,  a utility may release limited customer information to an ESP of a customer’s choice at the time a customer initiates electric service without having to obtain that customer’s written authorization.

This Report is submitted on behalf of the following market participants who have contributed to and are in support of the recommendations outlined in this report:  PG&E, SCE, SDG&E, New West Energy, Commonwealth Energy Corporation, Green Mountain Energy Company, NewEnergy, Inc, The New Power Company, Chevron Energy Solutions, and CSC.  
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