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In this chapter, PG&E describes the activities required to provide metering, billing and related services, and explains how these activities will change as competing retail energy service providers (ESPs) offer revenue cycle services.  


For the purposes of this filing, PG&E identifies all metering, billing and related activities associated with the revenue cycle function.  For metering and billing, the revenue cycle activities include those activities needed to collect data and render a bill each month.  PG&E does not include here any metering and billing activities that are not part of the retail revenue cycle function.  An example is load research, the collection of detailed customer data for the purposes of load forecasting and demand-side management.  This specialized activity is not part of the standard monthly revenue cycle function.  Similarly, PG&E includes customer inquiry activities associated with the customer’s metering, but does not include inquiries about distribution service, outages or emergencies.


This chapter describes all activities associated with the revenue cycle services.  A number of these activities will not be avoided if ESPs offer the same services.  One example of an unavoidable activity is a meter reader walking the route of a group of combined gas and electric commodity customers.  If the ESP provides electric meter reading services for customers on the route, PG&E must still walk the route to retrieve the gas meter reads.  Thus, the walk time is not avoided; the only avoided activity is the time spent actually reading the electric meters.  Another example is bill calculations.  If the ESP takes on the function of calculating the energy portion of the bill, and the bill printing, mailing and collection, PG&E will still perform the calculations for the PG&E charges that appear on that consolidated bill.


The following is a description of the activities required for each revenue cycle service.  


Metering


PG&E uses different meter technologies depending on the type of customer being served.  Most residential customers have single-phase, kWh meters that measure the volume of electricity consumed.  Commercial customers often have three�phase meters necessary for higher voltages, and many have meters that separate the volume measurement into time�of�use periods (TOU).  Larger commercial and industrial customers have the most sophisticated metering, designed for high voltage service with measurement for TOU demand and consumption.  Larger customers also require current limiting and voltage limiting devices along with the meter.�  Many large commercial and industrial customers have interval meters which record usage in five�minute increments.  These interval meter installations include dedicated phone lines and modems for automated data retrieval.  


PG&E maintains an inventory of meters to install for its residential, commercial, agricultural and industrial customers.  PG&E ensures that meters meet industry standards, purchases meters from approved vendors, tests meters, ships the meters to the division meter shops, and maintains the meter inventory and recordkeeping.


PG&E includes meter maintenance as part of the metering function.  Meter maintenance activities cover both planned maintenance and corrective maintenance necessary to keep a meter in good operating condition.  Planned maintenance activities include travel to the customer’s premise, scheduled meter tests and maintenance, reprogramming of TOU meters, and replacement of meters if necessary.  Corrective maintenance activities include travel time, review of problems with the customer, troubleshooting and fixing the trouble, meter tests and replacement of damaged or malfunctioning meters.  For customers with interval meters, the meter maintenance activities also include troubleshooting and correcting any problems with the modem and phone line communications, working with the phone company as necessary.


Meter Reading


Meter reading activities are those activities required to measure and retrieve usage data from the meter and send that data to the computer system for validation, billing and storage.  Meter reading activities are divided into two groups:  manual meter reads, for which a meter reader reads or retrieves data at a customer’s site and uploads the data to the billing system; and interval data meter reads, in which hourly (or sub�hourly) load information is obtained remotely or read electronically at the customer site more frequently and then sent to the billing system.  Manual meter reading is used to collect electric usage data for billing the vast majority of PG&E’s customers.  The interval data meter reading process is used to collect billing usage for a small number of large commercial, industrial and agricultural customers.  Interval data reads are performed for an additional cross-section of customers for the purposes of load research.  These load research reads are not part of PG&E’s revenue cycle activities (the load research data is not used for billing), and thus are not affected by revenue cycle unbundling.


Manual meter reading activities include travel time to the route, walking the route, reading meters, customer contact, data upload and data storage.  Each meter reader walks a specified route each working day, or 21 routes per month.  PG&E’s meter readers cover approximately 14,000 routes each month.  These routes are designed to read each of the standard meters once a month.  Two�thirds of PG&E’s customers have both gas and electric meters which PG&E reads in the same route.  As the meter reader walks the route, he or she enters the meter reads into an ITRON hand�held device which stores the data for each customer and performs a rudimentary error check of the read.  If the meter reader notices any abnormal conditions, such as a broken meter or unusually high or low consumption, those conditions are also coded into the ITRON device.  At the end of each day, the meter reader returns to the local office and turns in the ITRON device.  Data from the ITRON device is downloaded into a personal computer at the office.  Once the day’s information is collected, the data from the personal computer is then uploaded that same day to the primary Customer Information System (CIS) for use by the billing process.  Any information on abnormal conditions is passed on to the appropriate field department for follow-up.  For instance, notice of a broken meter would result in a field visit to repair or replace the meter.  


Exception activities are also included in meter reading, such as customer site revisits in cases where the meter reader is not able to access the meter, or where the initial read appears to be in error.  Also included are “change of party” reads, which are special meter reads done when a customer moves out of an existing premise or moves into a new premise.


Interval reading normally takes place five times each month for each electric customer, and retrieves data in five�minute increments.  Interval meter reading activities include both phone-based reads and on-site reads.  The majority of interval data reads occur by remote, phone-based retrieval.  For those cases, the meter reading activities include the account setup in PG&E’s MV 90 data retrieval system, phone line costs, the actual data retrieval, and error checking and resolution.  If the interval read cannot be done by phone, due to phone communication problems or other difficulties, then an on-site read must be performed.  These reads represent about one percent of PG&E’s interval reads.  On-site interval read activities include travel time, data retrieval, and data upload into the billing system.


Billing


For the purpose of this filing, PG&E defines billing as those steps from receiving the meter reads and other billing data to the mailing of the bill.  


PG&E bills most of its customers with a “core” billing process.  The core billing process is used for straightforward billing:  receiving meter reading data, updating tariff data, conducting billing data quality control, performing bill calculations and review accounting, and printing and mailing the bill.  A “non-core” billing process is used for customers with more sophisticated billing requirements, such as customers with standby or non-firm rates, customers with special contracts, and customers with multiple-meter configurations.  In the non-core billing process, an additional series of steps takes place.


Core Billing


The core billing process starts with an account setup in PG&E’s primary CIS.  This account is then used for all interactions with the customer, including interactions not associated with revenue cycle activities.  Each billing cycle, the CIS is used to apply each customer’s rate schedule to the meter reads, to calculate a bill and to account for the revenue.  The calculated bill is then sent to the bill printing system for issuance of the invoice, along with any notices and bill inserts.  The revenue accounting is sent to PG&E’s Corporate Accounting Department for monthly, quarterly and annual income reports and regulatory reports.  The invoice, notices and bill inserts are stuffed into envelopes and sealed, and the bills are then taken to the post office and mailed.  PG&E prints its bills in a postal sequence designed to achieve the lowest possible postage rate.  For instance, in densely populated areas, bills can be sorted and sequenced to exactly match the postal carrier’s route and thus qualify for a 23.1 cent postage rate on each bill.  PG&E’s mail sequencing results in an average postage rate of 24.3 cents.  If bills could not be sequenced in this fashion, higher postage rates would apply.  


PG&E also has a growing number of customers who receive the billing invoice via electronic data interchange (EDI) in lieu of the mailing process.


Non-Core Billing


Complex bill calculations, accounting and printing are handled by a specialized billing process.  For instance, this process is a step in billing PG&E’s E�19 and E�20 standby customers, who are billed on the basis of the customer’s standby operations during the month.  PG&E’s Advanced Billing System (ABS) calculates these bills, and then transfers the bill total to the primary CIS for revenue accounting and for standard bill printing.  Additional detailed billing information may be requested by the customer and can be printed out by the ABS and mailed to the customer in a separate envelope.


Summary Bills


PG&E makes available a summary billing process for its business customers.  The summary bills combine the billing information for those business customers who have multiple accounts and have a need to examine a rollup of all their PG&E bills.  Summary bills can include billing information from both the specialized and core billing processes.


Billing Exceptions


Another function of PG&E’s primary CIS is to validate the billing data before calculating the energy charges.  If billing data cannot be validated, it is flagged for what is termed “invalid conditions.”  Invalid conditions will result in error reports that are manually reviewed and processed to correct the problem.  Invalid conditions include:


meter number on customer’s account does not match the number of the meter which was read;


days covered by the meter read exceed the appropriate TOU billing period; and


billing data is not consistent with the customer’s rate schedule.


Most invalid conditions, like those described above, will result in an unbillable account until corrected.  PG&E’s experience is that the more data streams feeding the primary CIS, the greater chance of error conditions.


COLLECTIONS


Collections activities include the receipt and processing of payments.


Mail-In Payments


The bulk of PG&E’s customers’ payments are mailed in.  PG&E picks up payments at the Post Office five times each work day.  Mail received in the standard PG&E-supplied envelope is mechanically sorted and opened.  Mail received in other envelopes must be opened by a more labor-intensive method.


Mail that contains more than one check, is missing the payment “stub,” or is otherwise not the standard one�bill/one�stub payment must be processed manually.  About 28 percent of the payments PG&E receives must be manually processed.


The standard one�bill/one�stub payments are sent through a high�speed optical imaging transport machine which captures the image of the check and the payment stub on microfilm, and attempts to make a match between the amount due on the bill and the amount written on the check.  About 55 percent of the time, this automatic process is able to make a positive match.  For the other 45 percent of the payments where an automatic match is not made, the microfilm is examined by billing clerks who are able to visually match all but about one percent of the payments.  PG&E maintains a billing research function to handle those payments that do not match the amount due, and other payment problems such as checks mailed in without a payment stub.


Once the payment is verified, the checks are encoded and deposited, and the primary CIS updates the customer’s account to show the payment.


Office Payments


PG&E also maintains counters at local offices and paystations where customers can walk in and make payments by cash or check.  This is a more expensive payment process to maintain, but about 20 percent of PG&E’s customers choose to pay their bills in person.  At this time, PG&E does not plan to close local offices as a result of unbundling of revenue cycle services, so local office costs are not included in PG&E’s calculations of available cost credits.  Payments received at paystations are considered to be available as a cost credit.


Other Payment Methods


PG&E also supports other forms of payment.  These include an automatic payment service (APS), in which customers authorize PG&E to automatically deduct funds from a checking account each month; electronic funds transfer (EFT), in which payment is made by wire; and pay�by�phone, in which the customer calls in and arranges payment by a credit card.


Uncollectibles


PG&E has an “open account follow�up” process to collect from customers who are delinquent in making their payments.  This process begins with a late notice being sent to the customer, and can ultimately lead to the shut�off of the customer’s electric service if the bill remains unpaid.  For residential customers, when the bill is past due, CPUC rules specify that PG&E first send a 15�day notice, meaning that service may be shut off if the bill is not paid in 15 days.  If necessary, this notice is followed by a 48�hour notice, followed by a phone call at least 24 hours prior to shut�off.  CPUC rules specify a 7�day notice for non�residential customers.  


Customer Inquiry


The Commission correctly distinguishes between customer inquiries related to the bill, and customer inquiries related to distribution service:


It is appropriate to consider whether the utilities will realize net cost savings if some customer inquiries are handled by other energy suppliers.  We recognize that utility customer service representatives respond to many types of inquiries and we do not intend to take any action that will reduce the utilities’ ability to respond to outages and other emergencies.  Accordingly, the utilities should separately identify net customer service inquiry savings to be used to reduce customer charges in those situations where an energy supplier chooses to handle customer service inquiries.  (D.97�05�039, at pp. 18�19)


PG&E staffs a call center to respond to customers’ questions and needs.  The call center is staffed to answer customer inquiries in English, Vietnamese, Spanish, Mandarin and Cantonese, and is open 24 hours every day, 365 days a year.  The majority of customer inquiries are made via the call center.


About 60 percent of the calls PG&E receives are revenue cycle related calls.  However, it is the non�revenue cycle calls, in particular calls to report outages during winter storms, that determine the call capacities of the call center.  PG&E may be limited in its ability to reduce call center staffing if its revenue cycle customer inquiry workload is reduced, because of the need to maintain emergency response capability.  PG&E currently maintains the call capacity to meet CPUC�mandated monthly standards of:  (1) a 20�second Average Speed of Answer; (2) no more than one percent of calls met by a busy signal in normal conditions; and (3) and no more than three percent of calls met by a busy signal in emergency conditions.


For the purposes of this filing, PG&E defines customer inquiries as those activities involved with listening to the customer, answering questions and issuing dispatch orders to service personnel.  Any service personnel activities that result from a customer inquiry are not included in customer inquiries, but may be included in other revenue cycle categories if appropriate.  For instance, a customer may call to report that he is moving and needs to have a closing bill.  The customer service representative will dispatch a field service person to do a final meter read at the customer’s premise.  The activities by the customer service representative would qualify as customer inquiries activities; the activities of the field service person reading the meter would qualify as meter reading.  


Customers who call the PG&E call center may choose to be directed to a customer service representative who is able to access information about the customer’s account via a computer linked to PG&E’s Customer Information Database.  The customer service representative first listens to the customer to understand the inquiry.  Many times, the representative can resolve the issue immediately.  The call center has a Help Desk staffed by personnel who can respond to more detailed or specialized inquiries.  Some calls require service at the customer’s premise (for instance, a call reporting a broken meter or a call requesting a special meter read), and the customer service representative will electronically issue a dispatch order to the local service center which will send a field service person to respond to the on-site need.  Specialized inquiries, such as requests for rate analysis or billing history, may also be referred to the local PG&E office for action.  


PG&E has included customer inquiry cost savings in credits for metering and meter reading, but has concluded that there are no cost savings for customer inquires about billing.  PG&E does not expect a reduction in customer inquiries about billing, even if the bill is issued by the ESP.  PG&E’s phone number will appear on the consolidated bill, and PG&E expects customers will continue to call PG&E if they have questions on UDC charges.  


changes due to unbundling


With the unbundling of revenue cycle functions, ESPs will be able to provide revenue cycle services to direct access customers and PG&E therefore will be able to avoid certain services to those customers.  In Table 2�1, PG&E describes those activities which would be avoided in the event an ESP provides:  (1) electric revenue cycle services to a single commodity, electric-only customer; and (2) electric revenue cycle services to a dual commodity gas and electric customer who continues to receive gas revenue cycle services from PG&E.


As Table 2�1 illustrates, PG&E’s status as a dual electric and gas utility requires that it still provide a number of revenue cycle services to gas and electric customers, where it can avoid providing those services to electric�only customers choosing another provider.  At this time, PG&E has not been ordered to unbundle gas revenue cycle functions.  PG&E recognizes that there are costs that are avoidable if an ESP provides revenue cycle services for both electric and gas commodities.  For instance, an ESP could avoid PG&E’s postage on a bill if the ESP provided consolidated billing for both electric and gas.  However, because the shared cost of postage and other activities such as meter reading walk time is not avoided for dual commodity customers when only the electric service is provided by an ESP, PG&E does not believe that it is appropriate to allocate these shared gas and electric costs to electric rates in this proceeding.  For this reason, the avoidable activities shown for dual commodity gas and electric customers are more limited than those shown for single commodity electric customers.


�
pacific gas and electric company�Table 2-1�avoidable revenue cycle activities


�
�Category�
�Avoidable Activities Resulting from Electric Revenue Cycle Unbundling�
�
Line�No.�
�
�Electric-Only Customer�
�
�Electric and Gas Customer�
Line�No.�
�
1�
Metering�
Meter Ownership�
�
Meter Ownership�
1�
�
2�
�
Scheduled O&M�
�
Scheduled O&M�
2�
�
3�
�
Corrective O&M�
�
Corrective O&M�
3�
�
4�
�
Service Shut-Off or Turn-On�
�
�
4�
�
5�
�
Customer Inquiry�
�
�
5�
�
6�
�
Customer Contact�
�
�
6�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
7�8�9�
Meter Reading�Standard Monthly Reads�
Electric Meter Read Time�Walk to Premise�Access Premise for Read�
�
Electric Meter Read Time�
7�8�9�
�
10�
�
Special (off-schedule) Meter Reads�
�
�
10�
�
11�
�
Customer Inquiry�
�
�
11�
�
12�
�
Customer Contact�
�
�
12�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
13�
Billing�
Paper for Bill and Bill Inserts�
�
�
13�
�
14�
�
Envelope�
�
�
14�
�
15�
�
Postage�
�
�
15�
�
16�
�
Microfilm�
�
�
16�
�
17�
�
Labor for Mailing and Special 	Handling�
�
�
17�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
18�
Payment Processing�
Sorting, Opening and Imaging 	Machines’ Operations Labor�
�
�
18�
�
19�
�
Manual Processing of Non�Standard 	Payments�
�
�
19�
�
20�
�
Research for Payment Troubleshooting�
�
�
20�
�
21�
�
Customer Inquiry�
�
�
21�
�
22�
�
Paystation Fees�
�
�
22�
�



�	In the Direct Access proceeding, the Commission has determined that these Current Transformers and Potential Transformers should be grouped with Distribution facilities.
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