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III. Customer Information
A. Introduction


The competitive market relies on accurate and timely Customer information.  The necessary data include current Customer account information and historic consumption information, which may pertain to individual accounts or be aggregated to reflect classes of Customers or market segments.   This section describes recommended practices for release of Customer information by Utilities (or their functional equivalent responsible for maintaining Customer information) to Suppliers and other authorized parties, as well as specifications for the information to be released.  Key assumptions that apply generally to practices throughout this section include the following:

a. Information should be easily accessible by all properly authorized market stakeholders. 

b. Customer information-sharing practices that involve the release of Customers’ account information should require proper authorization as determined by the Applicable Regulatory Authority or legislature.

c. Utilities and Suppliers demonstrating good faith efforts should be indemnified against claims relating to inadvertent release of data or data errors.

d. The proper processing systems are in place to handle data transactions.

B. Regulatory Policy Issues

As described more fully in the Preface, there are a number of regulatory policy issues that affect the business practices addressed in this document.  The key policy issues impacting Customer information practices are identified below, along with implementation issues that were not resolved by the participants.  Regulators are encouraged to consider these issues before, or in conjunction with, considering the recommended business practices.

1. Confidentiality policy for Customer information, including form of Customer consent to provide access to Customer information.

2. Mass Customer lists – should a list be provided; what information should be included, for example, telephone number, Customer account number, usage data; method for Customers to authorize their inclusion on, or exclusion from the list; frequency of updating the list; sunset date for provision of the list; responsible party for soliciting Customer authorization and maintaining the list.  

3. Whether the benefits of providing Validation and/or Customer lists outweigh the risks of providing Suppliers with those data elements needed to Switch a Customer.

4. The mandatory use of State Do-Not-Call lists for telemarketing of energy services.

5. Customer Information Use – how Customer information may be used, once obtained.

6. Customer Education – Proactive Customer education is acknowledged to be critical to avoid Customer confusion, inform Customers of the specific implications of their choices, and achieve high levels of Customer acceptance of the authorization process.  The Customer education effort should therefore be synchronized with any efforts to obtain authorization for information releases.

C. Customer Authorization Process

1. Key Elements

Recommended practices for consideration in any Customer authorization approach being adopted by the Applicable Regulatory Authority or legislation should include the following:

a. Specify the information to be released;

b. Identify parties to whom the information is to be made available;

c. Describe the reasons the Customer might desire to release data to Suppliers and other authorized parties and describe the implications of authorizing such data release;

d. Describe the time frame for which the authorization will remain in effect, absent Customer cancellation.

e. Describe how the information will be made available, e.g., via password-protected Internet site;

f. State the limitations on how the data may be used; 

g. Provide instructions on how to report suspected violations of applicable rules and how to contact the responsible enforcement agency;

h. The method(s) of solicitation and obtaining needed authorizations should utilize the most cost-effective manner, e.g., advertising, bill messages, toll-free hotline, Internet sites, voice response units, etc.  The method(s) utilized must also conform to all consumer protection rules adopted by the Applicable Regulatory Authority; and

i. Customers should be presented with methods which minimize the number of contacts required to authorize information release, or retract an existing authorization.

2. Transactional Information Requests



A Transactional Information Request is a request for information about a specific Customer by a party who has been specifically authorized by that Customer to receive the information.  Customer authorization requirements for release of information in response to a valid pre-Switch Information Request or a valid Switch Request should be consistent and follow the practices described in this section.

a. The Supplier or other authorized party is responsible for obtaining written or other verifiable Customer authorization for release of information, using one or more of the methods specified in Customer Switching Section IV.C.8;

b. The Supplier or other authorized party should be responsible for retaining verifiable proof of each Customer’s authorization to release information for a minimum of two (2) years. Verification records may be requested of the Supplier or other authorized party by the Applicable Regulatory Authority upon reasonable notice.  The physical location of the verification records shall be at the discretion of the Supplier or other authorized party but such verification must be provided to the Applicable Regulatory Authority within five (5) business days of the request.

D. Pre-enrollment
 

1. Customer-specific Transactions  



This section provides the recommended practices for handling individual Information Requests submitted by a Supplier or other authorized party via Uniform Electronic Transaction, where the Customer whose account information is to be released is not being switched at the same time.

a. Handling of Information Requests

(1) A properly authorized, and validated pre-Switch Customer Information Request submitted via a Uniform Electronic Transaction will receive in response the Customer Contact Information Set and the Billing Determinant Information Set (as defined below). 

(2) The Utility will normally process an Information Request within three (3) business days of the receipt of the Request and will transmit a valid Information Response to the Supplier or other authorized party.  Final disposition of exceptions may take up to five (5) business days.

(3) If, for any reason, the submitted Information Request is not valid, the Utility must send a Rejection of the Information Request, along with the reason for the rejection, to the Supplier or other authorized party via the appropriate Uniform Electronic Transaction.  The Utility may reject an Information Request when the validation elements provided are incorrect, incomplete, or inactive.  

b. Validation Elements  

The Validation elements for an Information Request should be the same as those for validating a Customer Switch as contained in Section IV.F.  In the future, as the industry continues to evolve, a unique service point and/or Customer identifier may be developed and could become the primary validation element.

c. Customer Contact Information Set

The following “Customer Contact Information Set” of data elements should be released to a Supplier or other authorized party assuming proper Customer authorization from the Customer or the Customer’s agent:

(1) Name;

(2) Service address;

(3) Billing address;

(4) Service delivery point identifier, if available;

(5) Universal identifier, if available;

(6) Utility account identifier;

(7) Electric or Gas account;

(8) Metering reading date or cycle;

(9) Wholesale delivery point, if available, for example interstate or intrastate pipeline from which Customer is served. 
d. Billing Determinant Information Set




The following “Billing Determinant Information Set” of data elements should be released to a Supplier or other authorized party assuming proper Customer authorization from the Customer or the Customer’s agent:

(1) Rate class and subclass or rider, as applicable;

(2) Load profile reference category, if not based on rate class;

(3) Twelve (12) months of historic energy usage and demand information, if available.  Where interval load data are available for a Customer account, twelve months of historical hourly (or other pre-determined time interval) usage data will also be provided in response to a properly authorized request via a Uniform Electronic Transaction for such data, unless the Supplier specifically requests not to receive such data.  Either the most recently completed calendar year data, or the most recent rolling twelve months of data, may be supplied, at the Utility’s option.  These data may be provided through a secured Web site or via other electronic means.

(4) Budget billing indicator (“Y”/”N”)
; and 

(5) Current sales tax exemption indicator (“Y”/”N”).  Yes indicates a full or partial sales tax exemption. 




Other data elements may be specified locally where necessary to enable bill calculations (e.g., “Settlement Zone”). To the extent that such additional elements can be incorporated into Uniform Electronic Transactions, they should be incorporated. 

2. Customer Lists


It is recognized that the practice of compiling a “mass list” of Customers, each of whom has authorized the inclusion of certain Customer-specific information, is a practice that has been implemented in some jurisdictions for the purpose of “jump-starting” the marketing efforts of Suppliers. This issue has been controversial for many reasons including cost and how Customers authorize release of information; what kind of information is released; and how such information would be used. It is also recognized that the practice of providing a “validation list” could be used for the purpose of reducing data processing errors in the switching process that can sometimes delay the successful processing of a Switch Request. There was no consensus on whether the benefits of such practices warrant the costs or risks, and whether such practices should even be considered.  Rather, the issue of whether such lists should be implemented was considered a public policy issue that must be addressed by the Applicable Regulatory Authority.  The key policy decisions related to these mass lists are identified in the “Regulatory Policy Issues” section.  In the event that the Applicable Regulatory Authority decides that either a “mass list” or a “mass validation list” should be implemented, this section provides recommended guidelines for implementation practices.

a. Mass Customer Lists




In the event that the Applicable Regulatory Authority decides that a mass Customer information listing should be implemented, then recommended practices relating to Customer authorization include the following:

(1) An educational program should be implemented which explains the implications to Customers of inclusion in the list, including full disclosure of the potential uses of the data;

(2) Customers may not authorize release of a subset of the defined information elements nor customize their individual listings (this does not preclude a Customer being on a “Do-Not-Call” list);

(3) Customers should not be required to periodically reauthorize release of their data and should be periodically reminded of their right to authorize or right to rescind, as applicable, via bill messages and other appropriate communication channels;

(4) Data should be posted via the most efficient electronic means.  For example, an Internet-based approach which enables download of electronic data may be the most efficient means for mass data distribution, depending upon the size of the Customer base, allowing wide access by licensed Suppliers and other authorized parties.  Other electronic means such as CD-ROM are acceptable by mutual agreement;

(5) An entity should be designated by the Applicable Regulatory Authority for administering the Customer authorization process and maintaining the listing;

(6) Customer account information to be released via the mass Customer information listing should include at a minimum the Customer Contact Information Set.  Also, a mass Customer information listing could include data elements from the Billing Determinant Information Set. 

b. Validation Lists




In the event that the Applicable Regulatory Authority decides that a validation list should be implemented, the validation list should be provided solely for the purpose of pre-validation of Switch Requests and should contain only the primary and secondary validation elements described in Switching Validation, Section IV.F.  Provision of such a list should be exempt from Customer authorization requirements.




Access to the data should be restricted to licensed Suppliers and other market participants authorized by the Applicable Regulatory Authority;

E. Switch–Related Information

1. General Practices                        



All Switch-related information requests are “Transactional Information Requests” as defined in Section III.C.2 above.  The information requirements and processing of information releases associated with an initial Switch from the Utility to a different Supplier and a Supplier-to-Supplier Switch should be the same.

2. Standard Customer Information Elements for Switching Purposes



The standard data elements, which should be provided upon receipt of a valid Switch Request, shall include the Customer Contact Information Set and the Billing Determinant Information Set as defined in Section III.D.1.c and D.1.d, and the Account Characteristics Information Set defined below.  Both Information Sets should be processed with the Switch request as described in Section IV.H.4.

3. Account Characteristics Information Set



The following “Account Characteristics Information Set” of data elements should be included, if available, in the information released to the Supplier upon receipt of a valid Switch Request. 
a. Meter type, e.g., cumulative kWh register, diaphragm, rotary, orifice, and turbine;

b. Meter constant, if applicable;

c. Current monthly meter reading data and information;

d. Interval data recorder (IDR) indicator, i.e., “Y” or “N” except where the IDR is installed for load survey purposes, if applicable.; and

e. Automated meter reading (AMR) device indicator, i.e., “Y” or “N” and time interval setting (e.g., 15 minutes), if applicable.

4. Switch-related Information Handling Procedures

a. Procedures for handling the information release associated with valid, properly authorized, individual Customer Switch Requests should be consistent with those outlined for pre-Switch purposes above in Section III.D.1.a.

b. Receipt of a valid Switch Request from a Supplier via electronic transaction constitutes the Customer’s authorization to release to the Supplier both information sets described herein, and authorizes the Supplier to receive ongoing usage data for the Customer’s account until the Customer/Supplier relationship is ended.

5. Transmission



Transmission of Information Sets upon validation of Switch Requests should be via Uniform Electronic Transactions.

6. Special Conditions



When Account Characteristics Information Set is provided, the presence of an interval data recorder (IDR) or automated meter reading (AMR) device which is installed by the Utility for load research purposes will not be identified, unless the IDR or AMR interval meter data are also used for billing purposes.

F. Post-Customer Switch


A post-Switch Customer information list, which is Supplier-specific, may be requested by either Utility or Supplier of the other for the purpose of maintaining synchronization of Customer account information between the parties.  Any question regarding the list supplied should be raised within 30 days of the issuance of the list. 
G. Unauthorized Information Release   


The Applicable Regulatory Authority should mandate a process to deal with instances in which unauthorized information requests are submitted, or Customer Information is released, used, transferred, or sold without proper authorization from the Customer.  This process should include defined penalties for unauthorized information requests.  


In compliance with applicable codes of conduct and laws, Suppliers and other authorized parties may not sell, disclose or otherwise provide Customer information provided by the Utility in accordance with this section, to others, including Affiliates, except as required to facilitate energy service to the Customer, unless specifically authorized by the Customer. 








































































� Including pre-market opening


� The purpose of obtaining this information is to respond to the requirement by some Applicable Regulatory Authorities that Suppliers must offer Budget Billing, or to allow a Supplier to offer this option where not required.  In addition, this indicator is limited to 12-month levelized payment plans and does not include other payment plans.
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