Customer Service in Tough Times:  Working with Customers and Utilities
Consumer Education – highlights 
We have several outreach campaigns/programs aimed at assisting NY’s utility consumers, particularly vulnerable populations like low income residents and the elderly:

A.  Winter Outreach - HeatSmartNY 
· Governor’s collaborative - multiple agencies worked together, leveraging existing programs and infrastructures, to help consumer prepare for 2008-09 winter heating season.  
· One-stop shopping for information on reducing energy bills and service organizations/assistance programs available to consumers
· The campaign included:
· bi-lingual television, radio, print advertising campaign
· Internet banner ads
· HeatSmartNY.com Web site

· HeatSmartNY hotline
· plain language publications in Spanish and English
· exhibits at public events, workshops and presentations to community groups
· partnerships with intermediary organizations
· participation in utility-led training sessions for consumer advocacy organizations
· mailing of outreach materials to over 3,300 social service agencies, community organizations and local government offices consumer leaders across NYS
· features on the Department’s AskPSC.com consumer Website and the Ask-PSC1 toll-free information line
· coordination with utilities stress the importance of making customer outreach a priority
· oversight of utility outreach campaigns to ensure our respective programs are complementary and proactive  

B.  Summer Outreach – Energy Efficiency:  Use less energy. Save more green. 
· A statewide, consumer education programs designed to make consumers aware of New York’s electric supply and demand outlook, and provide them with the information to use energy wisely and efficiently during the summer peak demand period.  
· O&E campaign included:
· development of an Energy Efficiency “one-stop shopping” Web site for consumers interested in information on energy efficiency programs and services, how to get the most out of their energy dollar, energy-related tax credits, and low-income energy efficiency and financial assistance programs
· bi-lingual radio, outdoor and print advertising campaign
· Internet banner ads
· promotion of energy efficiency at minor league baseball teams, including signage at ballparks and, in some cases, media advertising
· plain language publications 
· exhibits at public events, workshops and presentations to community groups
· partnerships with intermediary organizations
· mailing of outreach materials to over 4,000 consumer leaders across NYS
· features on the Department’s AskPSC.com consumer Website and the Ask-PSC1 toll-free information line
· oversight of utility outreach campaigns to ensure our respective programs are complementary and proactive
C.  Consumer Rights and Protections 
· The economic downturn created a group of customers who, for the first time, were facing problems paying their bills.

· In April, 2009, Governor Paterson tasked the PSC with initiating a statewide outreach effort to remind New York residents who are struggling to pay utility bills of their rights and protections regarding service termination and reconnection of utility services. 
· O&E campaign included:

· outreach to utility chairmen and CEOs seeking cooperation in ensuring their customers understand their rights and protections, as well as potential payment assistance programs.
· mailing of letter to consumer leaders with highlights of consumer rights and special protections available to residential customers 

· web pages on www.AskPSC.com and www.dps.state.ny.us dedicated to rights and protections information for residential consumers and businesses
· presentations to intermediary organizations, including a panel discussion at nine regional meetings of the Low Income Forum on Energy (LIFE) organization held across the state
· exhibit materials developed for outreach events, including the New York State Fair
Consumer Advocacy – highlights

A.  Utility Company Highlights
Consumer Assistance – highlights
A.  Call Center

· At the start of the cold weather period, Staff put additional procedures in place to ensure customers are protected 

· streamlined Interactive Voice response System so that customers are connected to a representative with minimal delay

· initiated special review of complaints from customers facing potential disconnection to ensure utilities are offering every possible assistance
B.  Working with Utilities 

· Staff worked closely with the major utilities to encourage them to go above and beyond their normal measures to assist payment troubled customers

· make sure utilities take into account the customers individual circumstances leading to potential or actual termination
· ask utilities to offer additional repayment opportunities to payment troubled customers

· ask utilities of voluntarily offer additional protections to at risk customers (elderly, disabled)

· ask utilities to offer new payment agreements to all HEAP beneficiaries

· when a credit related complaint for an energy customer is received by the PSC we have a supervisor review every such complaint upon resolution to make certain that  the customers individual circumstances were taken into account and that all required and voluntary offers we provided to the customer.

ATTACHMENTS
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:
April 8, 2009 

GOVERNOR PATERSON ANNOUNCES UTILITY CONSUMER OUTREACH EFFORT 

Urges Consumers to Know Their Rights and Protections
Governor David A. Paterson today announced that the Department of Public Service will begin a major consumer outreach effort to remind New York residents who are struggling to pay utility bills of their rights and protections regarding service termination and reconnection of utility services. 

"During these difficult economic times, paying utility bills has become another financial challenge that New Yorkers must face, especially after such a long and cold winter,” said Governor Paterson. “New York is fortunate to have one of the strongest protections for utility customers in the nation. To ensure that all consumers know their rights, I have asked the Department of Public Service to immediately begin working with the major electricity and natural gas utilities and community groups to identify customers struggling to make their payments and let them know there is help available.”

Chairman of the Department of Public Service Garry Brown said: “It is critically important for consumers to understand their rights and protections concerning termination and reconnection of utility service. Those consumers who have received a termination notice should contact their utility to establish a payment plan, and call the Department if reasonable payment arrangements cannot be made. There are also protections applicable to non-residential customers.”

Chairperson and Executive Director of the Consumer Protection Board Mindy A. Bockstein said: “The Consumer Protection Board staff assists people who are experiencing business-related problems daily, and has been successful in restoring utility services and negotiate deferred payment agreements in numerous cases through voluntary mediation with utility companies statewide. In our capacity as the sole consumer Agency before the Public Service Commission, we advocate for the interests of New York ratepayers to advance consumer protections and service quality.”

Some key protections concerning termination and reconnection of electric and natural gas utility service for residential customers include: 

· Residential customers who fail to pay overdue bills may not have their utility service turned off unless the utility has provided notice in writing that it plans to shut off service and has waited 15 days to allow the customer an opportunity to pay the overdue bill or establish a payment agreement on the overdue amount, known as deferred payment agreement. 

· Deferred payment agreements are available to eligible customers for the payment of outstanding charges on an account. A utility must negotiate an agreement that is fair and equitable considering the customer’s financial circumstances, and may require the customer to complete a form showing assets, income and expenses. 

· Residential customers can apply for budget billing or levelized payments for the charges billed to their account. This option is designed to reduce fluctuations in a customer’s bill due to seasonal patterns of consumption. 

· Special protections are provided to customers who are identified to the utility as being elderly, blind, or disabled. 

· No utility shall terminate, disconnect, suspend or refuse to restore service when a medical emergency, as certified by a medical doctor or local board of health, exists. Certification of a medical condition must be renewed and the customer must demonstrate inability to pay charges for service. Where the medical condition requires utility service to operate a life-sustaining device, certification of the medical condition shall remain effective until terminated by the commission or its designee, provided that the residential customer demonstrates an inability to pay charges for service billed. 

· Special protections are afforded to customers who reside in multiple or two-family dwellings where the owner has failed to pay utility bills. 

· Any residential customer can designate a third party to receive all notifications relating to termination, disconnection or suspension of service sent to such residential customer, provided that the designated third party agrees in writing to receive such notices. This protection may be helpful for consumers who are ill, elderly or live alone. 

· Where service has been shut off for non-payment, the utility must turn service back on within 24 hours, where possible, after the amount due has been paid or a payment agreement has been signed and a down payment made, if required. 


Previously, the Governor announced that the State has worked on a number of fronts to improve energy efficiency and provide additional bill assistance to help low energy bills, including:

· An increase in federal Home Energy Assistance Program (HEAP) funding provides a family of four earning as much as $56,635 could be eligible for emergency HEAP benefits. An additional $100 supplemental benefit was issued to current HEAP recipients, increasing the maximum regular HEAP benefit from $800 to $900. 

· Also, assistance is available through a $32 million increase in the amount of low-income funding, approved by the Public Service Commission, for programs provided by local utilities and the New York State Research and Development Authority (NYSERDA) to improve the energy efficiency of homes. 

· Customers served by municipal electric systems throughout Upstate New York could avail themselves of “do-it-yourself” kits through the New York Power Authority’s $5 million weatherization program. The Long Island Power Authority provided $10 million in direct bill payment assistance to its low-income senior customers. 

· Low-income households were also assisted through $18.8 million for energy efficiency in the Con Edison and National Grid service territories to help reduce natural gas bills. 


New York residents and businesses requiring additional information or assistance should contact the Public Service Commission at www.ASKPSC.com or call with inquiries regarding utility billing or service at PSC HELPLINE at 1-800-342-3377 (8:30 AM to 4:00 PM, Monday through Friday). Or if a residential customer’s electric or gas service is about to be shut off, customers can call the PSC HOTLINE at 1-800-342-3355 (7:30 AM to 7:30 PM, Monday through Friday). 

New Yorkers requiring assistance may also contact the Consumer Protection Board through their Consumer Assistance Hotline at 1-800-697-1220 (8:30 AM – 4:30 PM, Monday through Friday except holidays), or may file complaints using the online form available at http://www.nysconsumer.gov/complaint.htm. Numerous resources related to utility services are available at www.nysconsumer.gov.
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Commissioners
 April 9, 2009

Dear Community Leader:

Governor David A. Paterson has asked that the New York State Department of Public Service seek assistance in reminding utility customers of their rights and protections regarding termination and reconnection of electric and natural gas utility service. 

As a result of difficult economic conditions, thousands of New Yorkers are faced with trouble paying their utility bills, including many who have not previously had such hardship. It is critically important that customers facing possible termination of utility service fully understand their rights and protections. 

Consumers who are unable to pay their entire utility bill or have received a Final Termination Notice should contact their utility to make a payment and/or establish a payment plan, and call the Department of Public Service if a reasonable payment arrangement cannot be made. New York State law and Public Service Commission regulations provide numerous protections regarding termination and reconnection of electric and natural gas utility service for residential customers in New York. Certain protections are also applicable to non-residential customers. The following is a brief summary of some of the key provisions for residential customers:

· Customers who fail to pay overdue bills may not have their utility service turned off unless the utility has provided notice in writing that it plans to shut off service and has waited 15 days to allow the customer an opportunity to pay the overdue bill or establish a payment agreement on the overdue amount, known as a deferred payment agreement. 

· Deferred payment agreements are available to eligible customers for the payment of outstanding charges on an account.  A utility must negotiate an agreement that is fair and equitable considering the customer’s financial circumstances, and may require the customer to complete a form showing assets, income and expenses.

· Residential customers can apply for budget billing or levelized payments for the charges billed to their account.  This option is designed to reduce fluctuations in a customer's bill due to seasonal patterns of consumption.  

· Special protections are provided to customers who are identified to the utility as being elderly, blind, or disabled.
· No utility shall terminate, disconnect, suspend or refuse to restore service when a medical emergency, as certified by a medical doctor or local board of health, exists. Certification of a medical condition must be renewed and the customer must demonstrate inability to pay charges for service. Where the medical condition requires utility service to operate a life-sustaining device, certification of the medical condition shall remain effective until terminated by the commission or its designee, provided that the residential customer demonstrates an inability to pay charges for service billed.

· Special protections are afforded to customers who reside in multiple or two-family dwellings where the owner has failed to pay utility bills.   

· Any residential customer can designate a third party to receive all notifications relating to termination, disconnection or suspension of service sent to such residential customer, provided that the designated third party agrees in writing to receive such notices.  This protection may be helpful for consumers who are ill, elderly or live alone.

· Where service has been shut off for non-payment, the utility must turn service back on within 24 hours, where possible, after the amount due has been paid or a payment agreement signed and a down payment made, if required.

Detailed descriptions of the consumer protections regarding service termination for non-payment, deferred payments and service reconnection, for residential and non-residential customers can be found on the Public Service Commission’s website at www.ASKPSC.com. 
I appreciate your assistance in making people aware of this important information. Feel free to send this notice to your colleagues, contact groups and constituents, and advise them to contact the Department of Public Service at www.ASKPSC.com or call our HELPLINE 1-800-342-3377 for more information.  









Sincerely,









Garry Brown









Chairman
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