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X.   Customer Inquiries

A. Introduction

This document addresses Customer inquiries with either the Supplier or the Utility and the responsibilities of the party receiving the inquiry.  Customer inquiries include all forms of Customer communication including electronic mail, telephonic, U.S. Mail, or face-to-face.  These practices apply when a Retail Access Customer contacts either the Utility or the Supplier with an inquiry.  Inquiries may result in Complaints as defined in the glossary.  The process for handling Complaints is not addressed in this section.  

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 Inquiry practices are identified below, along with implementation issues that were not resolved by the participants.  Regulators and other policymakers are encouraged to examine these issues before, or in conjunction with, considering the recommended business practices for a particular jurisdiction:

1. Whether performance standards should be established for responding to Customer inquiries, and if so, how they would be applied to Utilities and Suppliers.

2. What specific steps, if any, need to be taken in the event the Customer contacts market participants other than the Utility in an emergency situation.

C. General

1. Utilities and Suppliers should strive for consistent, fair, and favorable treatment to Customers regardless of the initial point of contact and adhere to performance standards for Customer service, if any, established by the Applicable Regulatory Authority.

2. Utilities and Suppliers should ensure that processes and procedures are in place to resolve Customer inquiries in a nondiscriminatory and efficient fashion.  These processes and procedures should strive to minimize the amount of time needed to respond to an inquiry and minimize the number of hand-offs experienced by the Customer.

3. All Customers should have easy, no-cost access to Utility and Supplier Customer-handling functions to address inquiries and Complaints.

4. Regardless of which party receives the inquiry, the Customer Service Representative (CSR) should initially collect information from the Customer to verify the account.  Once verification has been made, the CSR should determine the nature of the inquiry, and based on this determination, decide which party (the Utility or Supplier) should handle the inquiry.

5. If the inquiry belongs to the receiving party, the CSR will follow its company’s normal procedures for handling the inquiry.  If the inquiry is specific to the other party, the CSR will do at least one of the following:

a. Forward the inquiry to the applicable party.

b. Direct the Customer to contact the other party.

c. Contact the other party to resolve the matter and reply to the Customer in a timely fashion.

6. Utilities and Suppliers should have designated positions for their respective organizations that coordinate with each other in handling Customer inquiries.  Suppliers and Utilities should communicate information about these inquiries to each other in an agreed upon fashion. 


D. Specific Requests For Information

In an attempt to minimize the number of contacts a Customer must make, to the extent possible, each party will answer Customer inquiries based on the information provided by the Customer.  This would include inquiries for public information that either party can reasonably access, such as contact information for consumer advocates or regulatory authorities, and specific questions about the Customer's bill that are generic to both the Supplier or Utility.

E. Inquiries Regarding Switching or Customer Moves

Customer inquiries about the status of a switching transaction can be answered by either the Supplier or the Utility, based on the information each has on hand as a result of the notifications received from the Registration Agent recording the Switch transaction.  Uniform business processes regarding notification to Customers when they have requested a Switch to a Supplier, or when a Customer moves within a Utility’s service territory, have been established in the Customer Enrollment and Switching section of this document and will not be addressed in this section. 

F. Inquiries Regarding Billing

1. Inquiries about Billed Charges

Each party (both the biller and the non-biller) is responsible for responding to Customer inquiries about their own charges and/or bill messages appearing on the consolidated bill.  The Customer should contact each party, as appropriate, to resolve inquiries related to each party’s specific charges or messages on the bill.
 Each party will be responsible for their bill, whether in part or in whole, depending on the bill being separate or consolidated. Should the Customer contact the incorrect party to resolve the inquiry, that party shall follow the procedures specified in C.5., above, to have the appropriate party resolve the Customer’s inquiry.  If the question or inquiry is not resolved, the problem becomes a Complaint.  

2. General Customer Information Changes

A Customer requesting a change to Customer-specific information (such as billing address, Customer name, etc.) must contact the billing party(ies).  If appropriate, the billing party shall forward such updates to the non-billing party via a Uniform Electronic Transaction.  Should the Customer contact a non-billing party for such changes, the non-billing party shall direct the Customer to contact the billing party. 

3. Usage Related Inquiries

Customer inquiries related to usage should be resolved by the party with access to the Customer’s usage history and with responsibility for the accuracy of meter readings.

4. Inquiries about Special Billing Services

The appropriate method of handling inquiries about special billing situations (such as payment arrangements, Budget Billing, tax exemption status change, etc.) depends largely upon the specific implementation of billing options and practices in a given jurisdiction or in the specific agreements between the Supplier and the Utility as identified in the Master Service Agreement.

G. Emergency Requests


Interaction procedures and division of responsibilities between Suppliers and Utilities cannot diminish emergency response. In the event that a Customer contacts a Supplier concerning an emergency situation related to the distribution system (e.g., smell gas, natural disaster, line contact, fire) the Supplier CSR shall provide the Customer with the Utility contact information and direct the Customer to contact the Utility.  There should be continuing Customer education directing Customers to call the Utility for emergency situations.

� This model for handling Customer billing inquiries does not preclude the ability for the billing party to provide additional Customer services – including billing inquiry resolution – to the non-biller through an appropriate service agreement or contract. 


� See Exhibit X (1) for a discussion of Customer Account Maintenance.





Section X:  Customer Inquiries

Page 80

