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Qualification of below responses – the responses are provided in regards to investor owned water utilities (IOWU “s”) and do not represent a response of public water utilities.

GENERAL CONCERNS RAISED BY LOW-INCOME CUSTOMERS
Statement 1:
A list of shut-offs in affected low-income communities is needed and should be provided by the utility/water providers to get more accurate numbers of low-income customers affected.

Response 1:
Because of confidentiality concerns, only the numbers of shut-offs of low-income customers can presently be provided.  In this regard – it may or may not be possible for any particular utility to provide this information.  Only if a low-income customer is enrolled in a LIRA program and only if the utility has a program in its billing system to track such an occurrence, could the number of shut-offs be provided.  I believe that if the last two conditions are met, the IOWU’s would be willing to work with the Commission in providing the actual number of its low-income customers that were shut-off.

Statement 2:
Sharp increases in utilities/water shut-offs among low-income customers (partially due to the mortgage/loan crisis) on Section 8* immediate action and assistance is needed.

Response 2:
If this is the case – the IOWU’s would first need to verify that there was a sharp increase.  I do not believe California American Water has at present seen such an increase.  If this were the case – then the Commission may want to investigate to determine how best to assist these customers.  This all should be part of a generic low income proceeding that needs to be opened.  A comparison of current to past periods could possibly be a starting point of any investigation.

Statement 3:
High Cost of gas/transportation is contributing to delinquencies and shut-offs.

Response 3:
See Response 2 above.

Statement 4:
Again *IMMEDIATE assistance in needed for those being affected.

Response 4:
All IOWU’s have certain Rules that they must follow.  In the case of customer assistance, IOWU’s have Rule 11 which states in part:

B.1.e - 
Service to a residential water customer will not be discontinued for nonpayment when the customer has previously established to the satisfaction of the utility that: 

(i) The customer is elderly (age 62 or over) or handicapped*, or upon certification of a licensed physician or surgeon that to discontinue water will be life threatening to the customer; and 

(ii) The customer is temporarily unable to pay for such service in accordance with the provisions of the utility’s tariffs; and

(iii) The customer is willing to arrange installment payments satisfactory to the utility, over a period not to exceed 12 months, including arrangements for prompt payment of subsequent bills.


Customer may also call the Consumers Affairs Branch of the Commission immediately upon receipt of a 10-day shut-off notice and attempt to have the Commission intervene to arrange a payment plan.

Statement 5:
Uniform policies needed between utility/water providers and assistance programs.

Response 5:
Agreed – but for this to occur – I believe – the State would have to change the Water Code to so require that ALL water utilities would be required to follow a specific set of guidelines.  I am not sure that this will be an easy sell.  Most public water utilities like the unanimity of their existence and prefer to set their own rules based on their believed needs.  Uniform policies for IOWU’s could be established (with some flexibility) in a Low-Income OIR.

Statement 6:
Low-income customers reported getting conflicting information between providers and assistance providers resulting in delays in getting timely assistance

Response 6:
This would need to be investigated in order to determine why it is occurring and to what extent.  The best way for this to be, at least partially remedied, is for more open lines of two-way communication between the utility and the public (?) assistance programs.  In many cases – I doubt that utilities even have a reasonable understanding of what assistance programs operate in their particular service area.  All IOWU’s are required to have up-to-date web pages containing all pertinent Company information.  This should be the source for assistance programs to get proper information on Company information.

Statement 7:
Low-income customers are more trusting and willing to share their concerns and information with their local community organizations or groups as opposed to utilities/water service providers.

Response 7:
I believe that many of the IOWU’s already work closely with CBO’s – but as with any working relationship – more possibly could be done.  The trust issues have to be overcome on both sides.  Again – if trust is an issue – CBO’s or the customers themselves can go to Company websites for more information.

Statement 8:
The programs are too PG&E controlled.  Decisions design and control should be shared with other stakeholders assisting low-income (customers)

Response 8:
I do not believe this to be the case for water – at least not at the moment.  Water programs for IOWU’s are for the most part just underway – and again with proper Commission guidance – programs can be established that more closely align with water customer needs.

Statement 9:
The needs of low-income communities varies depending on region

Response 9:
Agreed.  At the moment, all IOWU’s LIRA programs are pretty much area specific – which is good and bad.  Programs really need to be very general and more consistent – with special community needs handled on a case-by-case need.

Statement 10:
Issues raised in Northern California differ from those in Central, southern or rural areas among low-income utilities/water customers.

Response 10:
See response to 9

Statement 11:
CBO’s should be utilized to reach affected low-income customers to obtain information specific to their areas.

Response 11:
See responses above – and confidentially concerns have to be overcome.  CBO’s need to get customer approval to provide information to IOWU’s.

Statement 12:
If you want buy-in from CBO’s, then they’re recommendations should be included in the design of workshops, programs, etc. targeted to low-income customers.

Response 12:
All Commission proceedings are open to full participation by all individuals, groups, organizations and/or interveners.  The process is as transparent as possible.  Many IOWU’s have just established  programs authorized in current proceedings – including the Conservation OII.  Many participants were involved in the proceeding including TURN, Disability Rights and others.

Statement 13:
Increase of assistance needed in CARE/LIEE programs

Response 13:
LIEE is not currently a water program.


CARE is the basis for determining eligibility for LIRA programs.  Increasing the assistance would need to be considered generically.

Statement 14:
Current CARE Program assistance is not reflective of higher cost of living (gas, utilities, water, transportation)

Response 14:
As stated in response 13 – CARE is not a specific water program, only the guidelines for eligibility are used.


If you increase the benefits – someone has to pay for them.  In the case of IOWU’s current LIRA programs are area specific and increased eligibility and/or benefits could harm other customers – especially those close to the income guidelines.  All programs may need to be evaluated for eligibility and benefits to ensure those most needy are compensated as necessary and those less needy may then receive less benefits.  Part of the issues is the “hard cut” of eligibility.

FUNDING FOR OUTREACH AND EDUCATION
Statement 15:
Funding should be made available to CBO’s in areas where LIOB meetings are held for outreach and education to get their constituencies involved and to obtain information needed to address their needs.

Response 15:
I am not sure how to respond to this concern.  If the issue is that IOWU’s would need to fund such efforts – I would not necessarily agree.  Any such funding would raise the cost of the overall program – either raising the cost to non low-income customers, or reducing benefits of the program to those that need the benefits.  I do agree that the voice of the constituents needs to be heard – but that could be through representatives that attend meetings.

Statement 16:
Current PG&E CARE partnership program should be restructured with input from CBO’s to reflect a more partnership relationship to reach affected low-income customers.  The current program of $15 per accepted applicant referral stipend with materials provided does not adequately cover the cost required to actually reach affected low-income customers not currently reached.

Response 16:
IOWU’s are not part of the partnership program.  IOWU’s are also much smaller than the energy utilities and any “stipend” required would disproportionately impact the cost of the program.  This type of service should be universal and the IOWU’s should be able to receive the information gathered by the energy utilities without additional cost.

Statement 17:
CBO’s and other stakeholders should be a part of designing outreach and education materials targeting low-income customers.

Response 17:
See response to item 12 above.

WATER BROCHURE AND SIMPLE APPLICATION PROCESS NEEDED
Statement 18:
List of subsidies, resources and assistance available for low-income customers is needed and should be easily available (monthly bills, community centers, welfare offices, churches, internet)

Response 18:
See March 2008 Presentation

Statement 19:
Water brochure explaining subsidies, discount or assistance available should be included in water bill.

Response 19:
See March 2008 Presentation – all IOWU’s do provide in water bills

Statement 20:
Simple 1 page application process that is language appropriate and easily understood should be in-house at the utilities payment centers.

Response 20:
See March 2008 Presentation – most – if not all – IOWU’s do provide

Statement 21:
Surveys should be conducted among low-income utilities/customers in each region to assess their specific needs and issues to best address their needs

Response 21:
This may be possible if these customers can be identified beyond those that avail themselves of the current programs.  Again – we need to be wary of confidentiality issues.
