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Access Mechanism for EGSs – 
PECO Energy Company
ORDER

BY THE COMMISSION:


Before the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission (Commission) is a recommendation from the Commission’s Office of Competitive Market Oversight (OCMO) regarding the proposal of PECO Energy Company (PECO) to implement procedures facilitating Electric Generation Suppliers’ (EGS) access to the PECO customer account numbers in instances where the account number is not available from either the customer or the Eligible Customer List (ECL).  Specifically, OCMO recommends the approval of PECO’s account number access mechanism plan and the extension of the deadline for its implementation from May 2014 to no later than November 1, 2014, in order to ensure sufficient timing for accurate implementation.  While we recommend extending the deadline for implementation, we strongly encourage PECO to provide, if possible, the account number access mechanism to EGSs as soon as possible.
History of the Proceeding

On January 9, 2009, the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission announced the formation of OCMO to oversee the development and functioning of the competitive retail natural gas supply market.
  Since then, OCMO has been handling issues under the leadership of the Executive Director with the assistance of a group of legal, technical and policy staff members from various Commission bureaus and offices.  


Pursuant to a Secretarial Letter issued on December 10, 2009, the Commission expanded the role of OCMO to serve as the Commission’s electric retail choice ombudsman, as described in the Default Service and Retail Electric Markets Policy Statement at 52 Pa. Code §69.1817.
  Specifically, OCMO was given responsibility for responding to questions from EGSs and other market participants, monitoring competitive market complaints and facilitating informal dispute resolution between the EDCs and EGSs.  In performing these functions, OCMO generally assumes advisory and informal mediation roles.


In the course of a meeting held by OCMO through the Committee Handling Activities for Retail Growth in Electricity (CHARGE) on July 26, 2012, an issue was raised by participants regarding access to customer account numbers.  Specifically, EGS participants sought a method for EGSs enrolling a customer to obtain that customer’s account number from an EDC in instances when the customer’s information is not on the ECL and the customer is not able to provide the account number.
  EGSs reported that this is not an uncommon occurrence, especially in the context of enrolling customers in public locations and community events, such as shopping malls and trade shows.  Customers rarely, if ever, have their EDC account number with them in such places.  EGSs currently have the option of querying the ECL, which includes account numbers and is made available by every EDC.  However, since customers can opt-out of having their information included on the ECL,
 EGSs report that they experience significant “failure rates” when attempting to obtain the account number by an ECL query.


Completing the electronic data interchange (EDI) transaction necessary to enroll and switch the customer’s generation service requires a customer’s account number.  Thus, without account numbers, EGSs are unable to complete the application process at these public locations and community events.  To complete the enrollment, the customer and the EGS must take one of several additional steps, including having the customer retrieve a utility bill and then contacting the EGS at another time or location, or by the customer contacting the EDC directly and then informing the EGS.  EGSs believe these additional steps create a barrier to efficient customer enrollment, effectively decreasing participation and enrollment and increasing costs.  

The Commission agreed that the inability to obtain customer account numbers in the context of marketing at public venues is a serious impediment to customer shopping.  Therefore, OCMO requested that those EGSs interested in this issue work with EDCs to explore what could be done and at what cost.  A few of the interested stakeholders also developed and distributed informal position papers on the issues.
  The EGSs and EDCs participating in these efforts provided reports to CHARGE and OCMO as to the progress of their efforts.  OCMO directly intervened on occasion by hosting conference calls with various stakeholders.  OCMO also had informal discussions with individual EGSs and EDCs when necessary.  

Following these informal discussions, OCMO provided its recommendation to the Commission, which was tentatively adopted on April 18, 2013, at the above-referenced Docket.  In the Tentative Order, the Commission invited interested parties to file comments on the issues related to EDCs providing EGSs with a mechanism to facilitate access to customer account numbers when that number is unavailable at the time of an in-person customer enrollment request.
 

The following sixteen parties filed comments in response to the Tentative Order:  Citizens' Electric Company and Wellsboro Electric Company (Citizens’ and Wellsboro); Duquesne Light Company (Duquesne); Energy Association of Pennsylvania (EAP); FirstEnergy Solutions Corporation (FES); Green Mountain Energy Company, Energy Plus Holdings LLC and Reliant Energy Northeast LLC (collectively, NRG); Industrial Energy Consumers of Pennsylvania, Duquesne Industrial Intervenors, Met-Ed Industrial Users Group, Penelec Industrial Customer Alliance, Penn Power Users Group, Philadelphia Area Industrial Energy Users Group, PP&L Industrial Customer Alliance and West Penn Power Industrial Intervenors (collectively, Industrials); Metropolitan Edison Company, Pennsylvania Electric Company, Pennsylvania Power Company and West Penn Power Company (collectively, FirstEnergy); National Energy Marketers Association (NEM); Office of Consumer Advocate (OCA); Pennsylvania Energy Marketers Coalition (PEMC); Pennsylvania Coalition Against Domestic Violence (PCADV); PECO; Pike County Light and Power Company (PCL&P); PPL Electric Utilities Corporation (PPL); Public Utility Law Project (PULP); and Retail Energy Supply Association (RESA).


Following a review of the comments, the Commission adopted, at its July 16, 2013 Public Meeting, a Final Order outlining recommendations for the implementation of account number access mechanisms.
  Specifically, we directed the EDCs to submit, within six months of the entry date of the Final Order, for the Commission’s review and approval, a plan for developing a passcode-protected secure website portal that provides EGSs access to customer account numbers.  This portal was to provide feedback upon the entrance of a customer’s name, service street address and zip code.  In addition, the mechanism was also to require an EGS attestation that the query was being performed as a result of marketing in a public venue, that the customer signed a Letter of Authorization (LOA) and that a government-issued or alternative photo identification (ID) was provided in order to confirm the customer’s identity, with the form of ID documented in the portal.  Upon the entrance of this information, the portal was to provide one of three responses: “NO HIT,” “MULTIPLE HITS” or the customer’s account number.  If a response of “NO HIT” or “MULTIPLE HITS” was provided, the portal was to identify the field(s) causing the failure.  Additionally, the EDCs were to consider the use of “wildcard” and drop-down box capabilities for certain types of information.  Finally, the EDCs were directed to include the expected costs and a proposed cost recovery mechanism in their plans.  

Citizens’ and Wellsboro were exempted from this requirement until at least 25% of their customers were obtaining generation service from an EGS.  Additionally, PCL&P was free to use an existing mechanism or to develop a new mechanism that uses technology that differs from what was specified in the Commission’s Final Order.  However, the Commission directed that any such mechanism must provide for the same levels of customer confidentiality and information security discussed within the Final Order.

On December 18, 2013, PECO submitted to the Commission its plan detailing its procedure for developing the account number access mechanism.  Dominion Retail, Inc. (Dominion) provided, on January 8, 2014, an Answer to PECO’s plan.
I.
PECO’s Proposed Account Number Access Mechanism

A.
Secure Log-in


PECO proposes that its account number access mechanism be provided via an enhancement to its existing Supplier Customer Choice Energy Systems Solution (SUCCESS) website.  This website is currently available for EGSs and requires organization-specific credentials to log into and utilize the service.  PECO states that, for security purposes, the distribution of credentials is limited to a specific number of individuals within the EGS’s organization who are then responsible for the management of the credentials.  Accordingly, users of the account number access mechanism would continue to coordinate with the credentialing managers in their respective organizations.


B.
Customer Information Inputs

PECO proposes that EGSs provide inputs for the following information fields:

· Customer’s full name; 
· Service street address;

· Service postal zip code;

· Checkbox attesting to having secured and retained a signed LOA;

· Checkbox attesting to the enrollment occurring in a public location; 

· Checkbox confirming customer provision of photo ID; and
· Type of ID provided.

Additionally, PECO’s mechanism will include optional fields for the provision of a second service street address or an additional customer name.  PECO states that such information may improve the likelihood of locating a match on the customer account.


PECO’s proposed mechanism does not provide for the usage of wildcards.  It states that the inclusion of wildcards for a customer’s name or address information may increase the risk of false returns, which it avers compromises system security and customer privacy.  Additionally, PECO notes that its systems do not separate the street address elements (e.g. house number, street, etc.) and it cannot separate those fields in the mechanism used to query its system.  Lastly, PECO believes that, if it were to allow EGSs to use wildcards in the address field, the EGS would have the ability to enter only the wildcard character in this field, leaving the entire address a wildcard.  This would increase the risk of false positives and also increase the likelihood that a precise match will not be made or that the mechanism will provide an account number for a different customer.


C.
Outputs of Mechanism and Resubmission of Inputs

PECO’s proposal includes the three resulting outputs designated by the Commission, specifically “NO HIT,” “MULTIPLE HIT” or the customer account number.  Additionally, PECO’s account number access mechanism display an “INVALID REQUEST” response if the mechanism is unable to interpret the information inputted; a “MISSING DATA” response if the EGS does not enter information into a required field or multiple required fields; and an “ON ECL” response if the mechanism finds the precise match but also finds that the customer’s information is available on the ECL.
  PECO does not propose a limit on the number of times an EGS can attempt to correct and resubmit a customer’s information, but notes that the website will not permit the submission of additional or amended requests until the results on the earlier request have been delivered.


To result in an exact match, the EGS must input the exact customer full name, address line 1, address line 2 (if applicable) and the five-digit postal code.  PECO states that any variances, except upper versus lower case lettering, will result in a mismatch in order to protect customer privacy.


If a search displays a “NO HIT” response, the account number access mechanism will not provide feedback as to why the search failed.  PECO states that it would be a search for null information, meaning the search was conducted using information for which there is no known record.  In that event, the mechanism would not be able to determine the intended result.


D.
Record Retention

PECO will retain, for no less than three years, records of all data provided, including each request, the response from the account number access mechanism, the organization submitting the request and when the request was made.  PECO will have the capability to provide a subset of this information to the Commission upon request.


E.
Costs and Cost Recovery

PECO will incur both start-up and annual maintenance costs for implementing and maintaining its account number access mechanism.  Its total implementation cost for the mechanism is estimated to be $300,000, with an annual maintenance cost of $4,000.


PECO states that it considered the user-fee recovery methodology proposed in the Commission’s Final Order, but it believes that such a mechanism would prove difficult to implement.  Due to a lack of information upon which to base such a fee and the limited interest expressed by EGSs for the account number access mechanism, it has concerns that it would not be able to fully recover its costs for developing and maintaining the mechanism.  PECO proposes to recover fifty percent (50%) of its costs through its Purchase of Receivables (POR) discount, with the other 50% recovered through its Generation Supply Adjustment (GSA) charge.  PECO will make adjustments to its GSA tariff rate to include 50% of the total costs amortized over a one-year period with the remaining 50% of project costs recovered through the POR discount.  Upon approval of its plan, PECO will submit modifications to its supplier tariff to adjust the POR discount, as necessary, and begin to flow project costs through its GSA mechanism.

II.
Answer of Dominion

As previously noted, on January 8, 2014, Dominion submitted to the Commission its Answer to PECO’s plan.  In its Answer, Dominion notes language from the Commission’s Final Order recommending that the EDCs consider a user-fee-based cost recovery mechanism in order to recover a portion of the account number access mechanism implementation costs from EGSs.
  Dominion states that, while it does not disagree with the notion that EGSs should pay for some portion of these costs, it strongly disagrees with the notion that all EGSs should pay for these costs via PECO’s proposed POR discount cost recovery mechanism.  Dominion avers that it is anti-competitive to assess a marketer for the costs of a program in which it does not participate as it unreasonably increases that marketer’s costs and conversely lowers the costs for those users of the service.  Dominion believes that this creates a subsidy for the account number access mechanism.  It also states that the use of the POR discount disproportionately assesses those EGSs with existing customer bases instead of seeking to allocate the costs to those EGSs actually utilizing the mechanism.  For these reasons, Dominion believes that a user-fee cost recovery mechanism could be developed that would provide adequate assurance of cost recovery to PECO and not effectuate a subsidy structure.  Dominion requests that the cost recovery portion of PECO’s proposed plan be rejected and that the matter be set for further proceedings to determine an appropriate and fair user-fee structure.

III.
Disposition

The Commission finds that PECO’s proposed mechanism will provide the information necessary for a customer to participate in the competitive retail market even if that customer may not have his or her account number on hand at the time of an in-person customer enrollment request.  On that basis, we approve PECO’s account number access mechanism.  

We agree that the enhancement of PECO’s existing SUCCESS website for the account number access mechanism, already a tool with which EGSs are familiar and which has a password-protected entry, is appropriate and will provide adequate customer information safeguards.  This allows for easier implementation while maintaining necessary customer protections. 


We recognize PECO’s comments regarding the use of wildcard inputs for certain types of information.  While the Commission will not reject PECO’s plan based on a lack of wildcard options, we expect PECO to monitor the usage of its account number access mechanism to determine whether or not EGSs are attaining positive responses (i.e. a return of the customer’s account number) from the mechanism.  If it appears that the mechanism, as developed based on PECO’s approved plan, is not helpful to those EGSs querying it at public locations or community events, we expect PECO to determine ways to improve the mechanism, including the allowance of wildcard inputs.  We also expect any EGSs who believe the mechanism is difficult to utilize or may not meet those requirements as outlined in this Order and the Commission’s Final Order on the account number access mechanism to present their concerns to PECO and OCMO for consideration.  


While the Commission, in its Final Order, agreed with FES that, in the case of “NO HIT” or “MULTIPLE HITS” responses, the mechanism should identify the field(s) causing the failed search, we are persuaded by PECO and by arguments provided by FirstEnergy in its plan
 that this is not feasible as the EDC cannot identify the correct customer without correct and complete customer information.  However, we agree with PECO’s proposal for the provision, in lieu of a determination as to why a search failed, of the additional possible responses of “INVALID REQUEST,” “MISSING DATA” and “ON ECL.”  This information may help an EGS clarify the data entered, resulting in an affirmative match.  It will also remind EGSs that a query of the ECL should be performed before utilizing the account number access mechanism.

PECO proposes the recovery of its costs for the implementation of the account number access mechanism through the use of its existing POR discount and GSA charge.  Specifically, PECO proposes to recover, from EGSs, 50% of its account number access mechanism costs through its POR discount.  The other 50% of the costs would be recovered through PECO’s existing GSA charge.  

Dominion disagrees with this proposal and requests hearings to determine a user-fee based cost recovery mechanism.  We reject Dominion’s request to deny PECO’s proposed cost recovery mechanism and to send this matter to hearing.  While Dominion asserts that PECO’s allocation of half the costs to the POR is anti-competitive by providing a subsidy to those EGSs that use this marketing tool, it fails to acknowledge that this tool will be available to all EGSs.  We note that not all residential and small commercial customers are taking service from an EGS.
  Accordingly, both EGSs with existing customers and new entrants can compete for and solicit customers using this mechanism as well as other marketing tools.  Furthermore, the retail electric market is not static and there is nothing preventing existing EGS customers from switching to another existing supplier who competes for and solicits customers using this mechanism.  Finally, we find it significant that no other EGS objected to PECO’s cost recovery proposal, let alone raised any anti-competitive concerns.


While the Commission proposed that EDCs’ consider implementing a user-fee based cost recovery mechanism, this is not the only reasonable method to recover these costs.  Upon review, we agree with PECO’s assertion that, at present and without adequate usage history, such a mechanism may not guarantee full recovery of costs as there is too much uncertainty as to how often the account lookup mechanism will be used.
  Given these circumstances, we agree with PECO’s proposal to have a portion of its costs recovered from EGSs operating in its service territory as it is the only method currently demonstrated to allow PECO to fully recover its costs for the account lookup mechanism and assign a portion of the costs to EGSs who will benefit from it.  Accordingly, we will approve PECO’s proposed cost recovery mechanism.  

The Commission recognizes that it directed the EDCs to provide plans with an intended implementation date of May 2014.  However, the timing of our approval of PECO’s plan will not enable an implementation deadline of May 2014.  Therefore, we direct PECO to have its account number access mechanism in place no later than November 1, 2014.  We strongly encourage PECO to provide this mechanism as soon as possible.  
Conclusion
The Commission finds that the EDC implementation of an account number access mechanism will provide customers with additional opportunities to participate in Pennsylvania’s competitive retail electricity market.  Specifically, the ability of a customer to enroll with an EGS at a public location or community event, such as a shopping mall or organization meeting, allows that customer to interact one-on-one with a sales agent in an environment in which many customers feel comfortable.  Additionally, it allows EGSs to focus on specific customer groups with products and services in which those groups may be interested.  

We find that PECO’s proposed mechanism meets the Commission’s goals of allowing customers and EGSs to more easily interact and participate in the competitive market while maintaining necessary customer protections.  As such, we approve PECO’s account number access mechanism plan.
THEREFORE,

IT IS ORDERED:  

1.  That PECO Energy Company develop and implement, no later than November 1, 2014, the account number access mechanism as approved by this Order.
2.  That PECO Energy Company maintain records of those parties accessing the account number access mechanism, when the access occurred and the data obtained for a period of three years.

3.  That the PECO Energy Company notify, as soon as possible, the Commission’s Office of Competitive Market Oversight of any complaints or information provided by customers or EGSs regarding any instances where the account number access mechanism was used inappropriately.
4.  That this Order shall be served on PECO Energy Company, all licensed Electric Generation Suppliers, the Bureau of Investigation and Enforcement, the Office of Consumer Advocate, the Office of Small Business Advocate, and the Energy Association of Pennsylvania.    
5.  That the contact person for technical issues related to this Order is 

Megan Good, Bureau of Technical Utility Services, 717-425-7583 or megagood@pa.gov.  That the contact person for legal issues related to this Order is Kriss Brown, Law Bureau, 717-787-4518 or kribrown@pa.gov.  

BY THE COMMISSION,
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Rosemary Chiavetta






Secretary

(SEAL)

ORDER ADOPTED:  May 22, 2014
ORDER ENTERED:  May 23, 2014
� See Office of Competitive Market Oversight Secretarial Letter, at Docket No. M-2009-2082042, served January 9, 2009.


� See Office of Competitive Market Oversight Secretarial Letter, at Docket No. M-2009-2082042, served December 10, 2009.


� Recaps of these discussions are available on the Commission’s website at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.puc.pa.gov/utility_industry/electricity/electric_competitive_market_oversight.aspx" �http://www.puc.pa.gov/utility_industry/electricity/electric_competitive_market_oversight.aspx�. 


� See Interim Guidelines for Eligible Customer Lists Final Order on Reconsideration, at Docket No. M-2010-2183412, entered November 15, 2011.


� These documents are available among the CHARGE recaps on OCMO’s webpage at � HYPERLINK "http://www.puc.pa.gov/utility_industry/electricity/electric_competitive_market_oversight.aspx" �http://www.puc.pa.gov/utility_industry/electricity/electric_competitive_market_oversight.aspx�.


� See EDC Customer Account Number Access Mechanism for EGSs Tentative Order, at Docket No. M-2013-2355751, entered April 18, 2013.


� See EDC Customer Account Number Access Mechanism for EGSs Final Order, at Docket No. M-2013-2355751, entered July 17, 2013.


� PECO Plan at page 4.
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� Id. at 8.


� Id. at 9.


� Id. at 9.


� Id. at 9 and 10.


� See 29 and 30 of the Final Order.


� Dominion Answer at pages 2 – 4.  


� See Compliance Filing of Metropolitan Edison Company, Pennsylvania Electric Company, Pennsylvania Power Company and West Penn Power Company regarding Customer Account Number Access Mechanism for EGSs, submitted November 21, 2013, at Docket No. M-2013-2355751, at page 5.


� As of May 7, 2014, only 32% of PECO residential customers are taking service from an EGS.  Retail electric shopping statistics are provided on the Commission’s PAPowerSwitch website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.papowerswitch.com/" �http://www.papowerswitch.com/�. 


� Dominion has not provided any information or data nor any suggested method to obtain this information or data needed to establish a user-fee that reasonably ensures that PECO will recover its costs for this mechanism.  We note that in the future, if Dominion obtains such relevant usage information, it is free to present that information to OCMO, file a complaint or both, and request that PECO implement an EGS user-fee cost recovery mechanism. 
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