BRITISH COLUMBIA
UTILITIES COMMISSION
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FACSIMILE: (604) 660-1102
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IN THE MATTER OF
the Utilities Commission Act, R.S.B.C. 1996, Chapter 473

and

a Customer Complaint filed by M.H.
against
British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority

BEFORE: L.F. Kelsey, Commissioner
C.A. Brown, Commissioner May 9, 2011
N.E. MacMurchy, Commissioner
D. Morton, Commissioner

ORDER
WHEREAS:

A. On February 23, 2010, a customer (M.H.) of the British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority (BC Hydro) filed
a complaint with the British Columbia Utilities Commission (the Commission) concerning adjusted billing
received fora period through 2008 and 2009 where actual meterreadings were not obtained by BCHydro
and as a result, under-billing occurred;

B. The nature of the complaint, in part, was that the customer’s last actual meterreading occurred on October
10, 2008 and the following scheduled meterreadings (December 2008, February 2009, April 2009, June
2009, and August 2009) did not occur; through those months, the account was coded “meter cannot be
located.” Inaddition, the customerservice issues raised throughout the review of the matterformthe
additional concernsraised by the customer;

C. OnSeptember5, 2009, eleven months afterthe lastactual meterreading occurred, M.H.’s account was
escalated by BC Hydro’s billing system forinvestigation as five non-routine estimated readings were
generated. Since the reading subsequent to the escalation was scheduled to be a standard estimated
reading, noaction was taken. The account was escalated againin October 2009, and on October 14, twelve
months afterthe last actual reading occurred, a meterreaderobtained an actual readingand an adjusted
invoice wasissuedtothe customer;

D. On November9, 2009 afterreceiving the adjusted invoice in October, M.H. contacted BCHydro expressing

concernoverthe adjustmentthat was reflected; the adjustment represented $3,672.72 for consumption —
approximately 150 percent higherthan consumptioninthe previousyear;
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Through the review of the complaint, BCHydro, in an effortto resolve the matter, offered to apply section
5.8 of its back-billing tariff (Appendix 1to the Reasons for Decision) in this case, although it suggested that
the circumstances did not necessarily warrant this. M.H. declined the original offer made by BC Hydro
statingthat he remained “...convinced that [he] did not knowingly or accidentally use the electrical power
that BC Hydro claims and will not pay the disputed amount unless ordered todo so by a court.” M.H.
furtherstated thatit was not his “fault that BC Hydro could not find the meterand did not read it for 12
months” and that “...BC Hydro should not expect [him] to pay forthe error of theirmeter-reading
contractor”;

Commission staff requested that BC Hydro submit the meterto Measurement Canadaforan independent
testof accuracy at BC Hydro’s expense; the certificate from Measurement Canada states that “The
unexpectedly high consumption cannot be attributed to measurementerror”;

G. The Commission hasreviewed the information provided by both partiesin this matter.

NOW THEREFORE, pursuantto sections 23, 63, and 83 of the Utilities Commission Act, and in accordance with
BC Hydro’s Electric Tariff, the Commission orders the following:

1

BC Hydro isto apply section 5.8 of its Electric Tariff and reinstate the offerto M.H. accordingly. M.H. must
be provided areasonable amount of time to consider the offerand, if accepted, terms of repayment must
be reasonable.

BC Hydro isrequired tofile areport with the Commission within 90 days from the date of this Orderto
outline what reviews and action, if any, are taken on the processes identified as contributing to the matter
between BCHydroand M.H. If no reviews oraction are taken, the report must outline BCHydro’sviews on
the appropriateness of the policies.

DATED at the City of Vancouver, in the Province of British Columbia, this 9" day of May 2011.

BY ORDER
Original signed by:

L.F. Kelsey
Commissioner

Attachments

Orders/G-83-11-Customer M.H. —complaint against BC Hydro - Reasons
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IN THE MATTER OF

a Customer Complaint filed by M.H.
against
British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority

REASONS FOR DECISION

May 9, 2011

Before:

L.F. Kelsey, Commissioner
C.A. Brown, Commissioner
N.E. MacMurchy, Commissioner
D. Morton, Commissioner
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1.0 SUMMARY

The British Columbia Utilities Commission received acomplaint from M.H., a customer of the British Columbia
Hydro and Power Authority (BCHydro) on February 23, 2010. M.H.’s complaint was concerning adjusted billing
received fora periodthrough 2008 to 2009 where actual meterreadings were not obtained by BCHydro and as
aresult, under-billing occurred. Anadjusted invoice correctingthe under-billing was said to representan
increase in consumption of approximately 150 percent between the previous and currentyear’s usage. The
customerdisputesthe number of estimated readings allowed and the alleged increase in consumption as a

result.

The nature of the complaint, in part, was that M.H.’s last actual meterreading occurred on October 10, 2008
and the following scheduled meterreadings (December 2008, February 2009, April 2009, June 2009, and August
2009) did not occur; through those months, the account was coded “meter cannotbe located.” In addition, the
customerservice issues raised throughout the review of the matter form the additional concerns raised by the

customer.

Through these Reasons, the Commission provides an outline of events leading to the customer’s complaintand
the Commission’s conclusion that BC Hydro must apply section 5.8 of its Electric Tariff and re-offerthe customer
reduced billing accordingly. Inaddition, we explorethe customerservice mishandlings that contributed to the
filing of the complaint with the Commission and address certain procedural errors where BC Hydro di d not meet
the standards of the customer, norits own. It isrecommended that BCHydro considerareview of the processes
contributing to the errors and mishandlings of this complaint. Areport mustbe filed which addresses BC

Hydro’s views on this matterand outlines process reviews and action (if any) taken.

2.0 BACKGROUND

One of fourmetersonthe property belongingto M.H. is the subject of the complaint; that meterisidentified as
number 2790073 and isthe meterreferredtothroughoutthese Reasons. M.H. has beenresponsible forthe
metersince 2001 and it isscheduled for bi-monthly readings each yearin February, April, June, August, October,
and December. Because M.H. participatesin BCHydro’s Equal Payment Plan program (EPP), during the months

not listed above, BCHydro’s system triggers an estimated meterreading and issues aninvoice accordingly.

Customer M.H.-complaint against BC Hydro
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Therefore, M.H., like other EPP customers, receives an invoice from BCHydro every month. (BC Hydro,

March 26, 2010 letter)

On October 10, 2008 an actual meterreading was obtained from the meter; the scheduled meter readings
following October (December 2008, February 2009, April 2009, June 2009, and August 2009) did not occur;

through those months, M.H.’s account was coded “meter cannot be located.”

On September5, 2009, eleven months afterthe lastactual meterreading occurred, M.H.’s account was
escalated by BC Hydro’s billing system forinvestigation as five non-routine estimated readings were generated.
Since the reading subsequenttothe escalation was scheduled to be astandard estimated reading, no action was
taken. The account was escalated againin October 2009, and on October 14, twelve months afterthe last actual
reading occurred, a meterreader obtained an actual reading and an adjusted invoice wasissued to the

customer. (BCHydro, March 26, 2010 letter)

On November9, 2009 after receiving the adjusted invoice in October, M.H. contacted BC Hydro expressing
concern overthe adjustmentthat was reflected; the adjustment represented $3,672.72 for consumption —
approximately 150 percent higherthan consumptioninthe previousyear. It wasduringthis communication
with BC Hydro that M.H. requested certain historical accountinformation for which he was advised to submit
Customer Account Information Request (CAIR)forms. M.H. submitted the CAIRforms and followed up with BC
Hydro several times through January and February 2010 because he did notreceive aresponse. (BC Hydro,

March 26, 2010 letter)

It was at this point that M.H. filed acomplaint on February 23, 2010 and advised that “In Oct 2009 | received a
hydro bill for $4,042.74 afterbeingon an equal payment plan with $186.00 per month payments. Asthiswasan
extraordinaryincrease | arranged with Hydro customer service to withhold payment until | could getan
explanationforthe large bill. Hydro had not read the meterbetween Oct 2008 and Oct 2009 and had sent bills
for the whole period with estimates. Afterreadingthe meterin Oct 2009 they reestimated [sic] the meter
readings for each of the previous 12 months to justify the Oct 2009 bill.” M.H. also stated that in light of the
adjustment he checked his electrical system forleaks and consumption rates of all majorappliances but

everythingappeared normal. (M.H., February 23,2010 email)

Customer M.H.-complaint against BC Hydro
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BC Hydro provided itsformal responseto the complainton March 26, 2010 in which it outlines certain
information about M.H.’s property, referred toasa “...large rural land parcel.” BC Hydro furtherdescribed the

property as follows:

“There are tworesidential premises onthe property: Thefirst, asingle residence,isamoderate
distance from 232" Streetand is accessed by a driveway in direct line from 232" Street; the
second, which BCHydro understands may be two buildings butis coded asa ‘duplex’in BC
Hydro’s records, is much fartheraway nearthe back of the property, andis accessed by
followingthe driveway (past the first residence) asit curves up a steep hill through atreed area
and descends down the otherside to eventuallyreach the second residence. Whilethe second
residenceisinanopenarea,itisnot visible fromthe first residence andin factis notvisible until
one descends out of the trees and on the back side of the steep hill.”

(BC Hydro, March 26, 2010 letter)

M.H. responded to BC Hydro’s implications of this complex description of his property by confirming that,

regardless of the layout, the meter has not been moved and the driveway has not been changed since the meter
was originallyinstalled in 2001. M.H. also states that the high voltage overhead wire feedingthe meterisvisible
from the driveway to where the meterislocated (M.H., March 27, 2010 letter). No historical issues of obtaining

actual meterreadings were identified by either party.

Through the review of the complaint, BCHydro, in an effort to resolve the matter, offered to apply section 5.8 of
its back-billing tariff (Appendix 1to these Reasons) in this case, although it suggested that the circumstances did
not necessarily warrant this. M.H. declined the original offer made by BC Hydro stating that he remained
“...convinced that [he] did not knowingly or accidentally use the electrical power that BC Hydro claims and will
not pay the disputed amount unless ordered to do so by a court.” M.H. furtherstated thatit was not his “fault
that BC Hydro could not findthe meterand did notread it for 12 months” and that “...BCHydro should not

expect [him] to pay for the error of their meter-reading contractor.” (M.H., July 30, 2010 email)

In light of the continued debate overthe consumption and the resulting billing, Commission staff requested that
BC Hydro submit the meterto Measurement Canadaforan independent test of accuracy, at BC Hydro’s expense
(Commission staff email, August 24, 2010). On September 3, 2010 BC Hydro complied with this request. After
following up, Commission staff learned that the certificate from Measurement Canada (dated October 6, 2010)
had beenreceived; upon request, the Commission was finally provided the ce rtificate on November 30, 2010.

The cause of the delay orneglectto promptly provide the certificate to the Commissionis unknown.

Customer M.H.-complaint against BC Hydro
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The certificate from Measurement Canada states that “The unexpectedly high consumption cannot be

attributed to measurement error.” (Certificate of Measurement, Measurement Canada, October 6, 2010)

3.0 DETERMINIATIONS and REASONS

Pursuantto sections 23, 63, and 83 of the Utilities Commission Act, and in accordance with BC Hydro's Electric

Tariff, the Commission makes the following determinations.

3.1 Apply Section 5.8 of the Electric Tariff

The Commission directs BC Hydro to apply section 5.8 of its Electric Tariff and reinstate the offer to M.H.
accordingly. M.H. must be provided a reasonable amount of time to considerthe offerand, if accepted, terms

of repayment must be reasonable.

M.H. declined the original offer of back-billing in accordance with section 5.8 of the Tariff made by BC Hydro on
the basis that it was not his “fault that BC Hydro could notfind the meterand did notread itfor 12 months.”
M.H.’s considerations were also that asthe meter has not been moved, nor has the driveway changed since the
meterwas originallyinstalled in 2001. In addition, M.H. states that the high voltage overhead wire feeding the
meterisvisible from the driveway to where the meterislocated, i mplying that visual wires should have assisted

the meterreaderinlocatingthe meter. (M.H. March 27, 2010 letter)

We consider M.H.’s remarks valid regarding the nature of the property and that there were noissues priortoor
afterthe matter was escalated in obtainingactual readings. Inaddition, the lack of contact by BC Hydro
indicates noserious attempts were made to locate the meter or communicate the challenges with the customer.
However, to address the financial responsibility of the registe red consumption, we cannot reasonably establish
the actual cause of the increase in consumption identified, thus, the Commission is relying on the accuracy of

the meteras tested and confirmed by Measurement Canada which states that the meteris working properly.

M.H. stated that he “checked his electrical system for leaks and consumption rates of all majorappliances but
everythingis normal” (M.H. February 23, 2010 email); however, as no professional report was provided, the

Commission has putlittle weight on this evidence. Based onthe October6, 2010 Certificate of Measurement
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from Measurement Canada, the Commission finds that the registered consumption was consumed on M.H.’s

property.

Section 63 of the Utilities Commission Act states that the utility must charge toa customer compensation thatis
the amountspecifiedinrate schedules forthe regulated service. Section 5.8 of BC Hydro’s Electric Tariff
provides consentto the utility to waive a portion of those charges in certain situations where back-billing has
occurred due to under-billing of the account. Thisadjustmentrepresents consistency with section 5.8 of BC
Hydro’s Electric Tariff which states that in the case of a missing meter now found, BCHydro will back-bill forthe

shorterof eitherthe duration of the error or six months for residential customers.

In its early review of the matter, BCHydro argued that the “back-billing policy does notapply in this situation as
it does not comply with any of the causes of billing errors noted inltem 1 of section 5.8. The meterhad not
beenread duringthe five bi-monthly billing periods and estimated invoices had beenissued. Thisallowsfora

correction of those estimations when actual readings are obtained.” (BC Hydro, May 26, 2010 letter)

It would appearthatthe basis of BC Hydro’s argument not to apply section 5.8 of the Tariff is due to the
statementinthe Tariff: “In the case of a minoradjustmenttoa Customer's bill, such as an estimated bill ora

Monthly Equal Payment billing, such adjustments do not require back-billing treatmentto be applied.”

The Commission Panel fundamentally disagrees with BCHydro’s position on this matter. As BC Hydro noted
throughoutits correspondence inthis matterthatthe meterreaders could not locate the meter, and that the
message on the account indicated the meterin question could not be located; we apply (c) “missing meter now

found” of Item 1 of section 5.8 of the Electric Tariff.

While BCHydro’s focusis that an estimated billora Monthly Equal Payment billing does not require back-billing
to be applied, we find that the spiritand intent of the statementin the Tariff isto address regular or standard
estimated billings, ormonthly equal payment billings. These instances may be deemed minorasthe
adjustments are made within no more than a two-month timeframe. In the case of M.H., regardless of the
estimated invoices being produced as well as the equal payments being applied, the adjustment overthe 12
month period was neither minorin duration norin dollaramountand BC Hydro’s customerservice efforts to

promptly resolve the issues are less than satisfactory by the standards of the customer, and the Commission.
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3.2 Review and Reporton Customer Communication and Internal Processes

A number of factors contributed to the issues faced by the customerin dealing with this matter, mainly and
most notably: the lack of communication concerning BCHydro’s inability to locate his meter; the de -escalation
of M.H.’saccount due to it beingascheduled estimated reading; the duration of allowed estimated invoices for
five consecutive billing periods; and the misplacement and lack of promptfollow up regarding M.H.’s CAIR forms

requesting historical data.

The Commission finds BCHydro’s handling of this matterfails to meet astandard that isreasonable. Asmall
amount of outward and proactive communication could have eliminated the complaint of the customerto BC
Hydro, as well asthe need forthe escalated complaintto the Commission. The opportunity for communication
with the customerwhen the matter was escalated in September 2009 was dismissed by a staff persondue to it
beinga regularly scheduled estimated reading month; whether or not BC Hydro considers this areasonable
practice is unknown, nonetheless, it represents another missed opportunity to bring the matterto the attention

of the customer.

The Commission’s view is thatit would be prudent for BC Hydro to evaluate and consider many of the customer
service policies that contributed to M.H.’s situation, but more specifically the two noted below which should be
reviewed in consideration of industry best practices. Asthese are policies thataffect BCHydro’s billingand that
BC Hydro is most familiar with, the Commissionis not ordering any specific mandatory review; however,
pursuantto section 23 of the Utilities Commission Act, BC Hydro is required to file a report with the
Commission within 90 days from the date of Order G-83-11 to outline what reviews and action, if any, are
taken on the processesidentified as contributing to the matter between BC Hydro and M.H. If no reviewsor

actions are taken, the report must outline BC Hydro’s views on the appropriateness of the policies.

3.2.1 Meter cannot be located

BC Hydro’s processis, when a metercannot be located oraccess to a meteris unavailable, meterreadersare
instructed to make every attempt to contact customers to obtain access or to get direction on the location of
the meter. Telephone calls should be made to the customerora note should be left at the premises requesting

the customer contact BC Hydro to discuss the location of the meter.
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While estimated invoices wereissued, no contact was made by BC Hydro to advise the customerthatthe meter
could not be located, orto ask for assistance inlocatingit. The invoices provided to M.H. monthlyinclude a
statement “Your bill shows an estimate” as well as the status of his EPP costs versus payments made. Asno
actual readings were occurring, the cost comparison portion of the invoices was not providing accurate

information for M.H. to monitor the potential adjustment that would occur.

BC Hydro statesthat itis reviewingthe insertion of a “can’t locate meter” code intoits billing system so thata
message would be produced on acustomer’sinvoice to request the customer contact BC Hydro to provide a
meterlocation (BC Hydro, May 26, 2010 letter). While thisappearsto be a necessary initiative, the Commission
encourages BCHydro to consider policy actions that would require outbound communication to customers

when an actual reading cannot be obtained fora period of time.

3.2.2 Five Consecutive Estimated Billings

BC Hydro seesitreasonable to allow five consecutive monthly billing periods to elapse before acustomer’s
account isrejected by the billing system to be manually reviewed and investigated by a billingagent. BCHydro
suggests thatemployees will make every effort during the five bi-monthly billing periods to investigatewhy a

meter cannot be read and to remedy the situation as quickly as possible. (BC Hydro, May 26, 2010)

In M.H.’s case, notonly were no measures taken to investigate or remedy the matter duringthe five bi-monthly
billings, when his account was escalated at the fifth estimated invoice, it was de-escalated due to its next
reading beingscheduled for estimatingin accordance with his EPP schedule. It was again escalated foraroutine

actual reading, which was obtained at that time.

BC Hydro recognized thatif greater persistence had been showninlocatingthe meterin the first part of 2009,
the increased consumption would have been broughtto M.H.’s attention sooner, with corrective action perhaps

beingtaken at thattime. (BC Hydro, August 5, 2010)

The practice of allowingfive consecutive (non-routine) estimated billings provides for a potential duration of 10
months, andin M.H.’s case, evenlonger; while this duration may be acceptable in some cases due to low

consumption, in cases where consumption s high, the account holders are unable to rectify potential issues
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promptly. Itis the Commission’s viewthat BCHydro’s policy of allowing five consecutive estimated readings

may not meetreasonable expectations of the consumer.

4.0 SUMMARY OF DETERMINATIONS

1. BC Hydro is to apply section 5.8 of its Electric Tariff and reinstate the offerto M.H. accordingly. M.H. must
be provided a reasonable amount of time to considerthe offerand, if accepted, terms of repayment must

be reasonable.

2. BCHydro is required to file a report with the Commission within 90 days from the date of Order G-83-11
to outline what reviews and action, if any, are taken on the processesidentified as contributing to the
matter between BC Hydro and M.H. If no reviews or action are taken, the report must outline BC Hydro’s

views on the appropriateness of the policies.
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Utilities Commission Act

Section 23 (1) (in part): The commission has general supervision of all publicutilities and may make orders
about
(f) reporting, and
(g) other mattersit considers necessary oradvisablefor
(i) the safety, convenience orservice of the public, or
(ii) the propercarrying out of this Act or of a contract, charter or franchise involving use of public
property or rights.

Section 63: A publicutility must not, without the consent of the commission, directly orindirectly, in any way
charge, demand, collect orreceive from any personfora regulated service provided by it, or to be provided by
it, compensation thatis greaterthan, less than or other than that specified in the subsisting schedules of the
utility applicable to that service and filed under this Act.

Section83: “If a complaintis made tothe commission, the commission has powersto determine whethera
hearingorinquiryistobe had, and generally whetherany actiononits part isoris notto be taken.”
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BC Hydro’s Electric Tariff, Section 5.8 (in part)

Pursuantto the Utilities Commission Act, this Tariff constitutes the consent of the Commission to allow BC
Hydro, in the circumstances specified herein, to charge, demand, collect orreceive fromits Customersinrespect
of aregulated service rendered agreateror lesser compensation than that specified in the subsisting schedules
of BC Hydro applicable to thatservice.

In the case of a minoradjustmentto a Customer's bill, such as an estimated bill ora Monthly Equal Payment
billing, such adjustments do not require back-billingtreatment to be applied.

1

Back-billing meansthe re-billing by BCHydro for services rendered to a Customer because the original
billings werediscovered to be eithertoo high (over-billed) ortoo low (under-billed). The discovery may
be made by eitherthe CustomerorBC Hydro, and may result fromthe conduct of an inspection under
provisions of the federal statute, the Electricity and Gas Inspection Act ("EGI Act"). The cause of the
billingerrormayinclude any of the following non-exhaustive reasons or combination thereof:

(...) (c) missing meter now found

In every case of under-billing or over-billing, the cause of the error will be remedied without delay, and
the Customer will be promptly notified of the errorand of the effect uponthe Customer's ongoing bill.

Subjecttoitem4 above, in every case of under-billing, BC Hydro will back-bill the Customer forthe
shorter of:

(a) the duration of the error; or

(b) six monthsforresidential, small General Service (commercial) orirrigation; and

(c) oneyear for all other Customers oras setout ina special orindividually negotiated contract
with BC Hydro.

Subjecttoitem4 above, if a Customerdisputes a portion of a back-billing due to under-billing based
upon either consumption, demand or duration of the error, BC Hydro will not threaten or cause the
discontinuance of service forthe Customer's failure to pay that portion of the back-billing, unless there
are no reasonable grounds forthe Customerto dispute that portion of the back-billing. The undisputed
portion of the bill shall be paid by the Customer and BC Hydro may threaten or cause the discontinuance
of service if such undisputed portion of the bill is not paid.
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