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RESOLUTION

Resolution G-3301. Sempra Energy, on behalf of Southern California Gas Company (SoCalGas), requests approval for a new tariff, Schedule G-CBS, Utility Distribution Company (UDC) Consolidated Billing Service.  Sempra Energy’s request is approved on an interim basis.

By Advice Letter 2950 filed August 11, 2000.

__________________________________________________________

Summary

This resolution approves, on an interim basis, SoCalGas’ request  in Advice Letter (AL) 2950 for a new tariff, Schedule G-CBS, Utility Distribution Company (UDC) Consolidated Billing Service.  This tariff is effective until 1) SoCalGas files a permanent tariff with its next BCAP application to allow a comprehensive review of the service and its cost system conversion and labor implications, or 2) such time as such service is adopted in the Natural Gas Strategy Proceeding, Investigation (I.) 99-07-003.  Rules regarding interim recovery of costs and revenues associated with the service are adopted as described in this resolution.

Under Schedule G-CBS, SoCalGas will provide a service to bill participating Energy Service Providers’ (ESPs’) customers for both SoCalGas transportation-related charges and the ESP’s gas procurement charges.  SoCalGas states it submits this filing at the request of a number of ESPs and customers who express that a consolidated billing service would allow them to continue participation in core aggregation program.

Fees charged under the G-CBS tariff are based on incremental costs of providing the service.  SoCalGas proposes ratemaking treatment for costs associated with providing the service as described in the Comprehensive Settlement Agreement , one of three settlements before the Commission in the Natural Gas Strategy Proceeding.  Revenues from providing the service will be subject to its Performance Based Ratemaking (PBR) Mechanism.  

No parties protested this advice letter.  Four letters of support from SoCalGas ESPs and customers were received in response to AL 2950.

Background

SoCalGas filed Advice Letter 2950 for approval of Schedule G-CBS, a new tariff for Utility Distribution Company (UDC) Consolidated Billing Service, to provide line item gas commodity billing for core aggregators (also referred to as “ESPs”) until the Commission adopts new fees in the Natural Gas Strategy Proceeding, I.99-07-003.

Under SoCalGas’ Schedule G-CBS proposal, SoCalGas will bill the ESP’s customers for both SoCalGas’ transportation-related charges and the ESP’s gas procurement charges.  The ESP’s procurement service information and charges will be presented as two separate line items on the bill.  The first line will identify the ESP and its phone number while the second line will identify the ESP Procurement Charges due by the customer.  SoCalGas’ G-CBS service will include payment processing and customer billing inquiries.

UDC consolidated billing fees to ESPs under G-CBS consist of a per-hour charge for the programming of the billing system to set-up or modify service and a per bill charge for the monthly processing of customers’ bills.  SoCalGas indicates that the fees reflect expected incremental costs of providing the service and are consistent with methodology for UDC consolidated billing service fees for electric commodity ESPs participating in Direct Access. SoCalGas revenues from providing this service will be subject to a revenue sharing mechanism under its current Performance-Based Ratemaking (PBR) mechanism.   
SoCalGas states that it was granted authority to offer billing service for ESPs pursuant to provisions in Rule 32, Section C following the adoption of a settlement in D.95-07-048, which established certain rules for the Core Aggregation (CAT) Program.   SoCalGas requests that the Commission note that the Comprehensive Settlement Agreement (the “Comprehensive Settlement”) submitted in I.99-07-003, addresses UDC consolidated billing services for ESPs.   

The Comprehensive Settlement, one of three settlements before the Commission in the Natural Gas Strategy Proceeding, specifies provisions regarding ratemaking treatment of the costs and revenues associated with UDC consolidated billing service.  SoCalGas is restricted from any increase in its authorized margin associated with consolidated billing service from the effective date of the Comprehensive Settlement until the expiration of the current PBR period authorized in D.97-07-054.  After the current PBR term expires, SoCalGas would be permitted to include in rates, effective with the next re-establishment of its authorized margin, the revenue requirement associated with capital investments from retail services.

Prior decisions in the Natural Gas Strategy Proceeding, D.99-07-015 and D.98-08-030, have considered the competitive option of the utility providing consolidated billing for the purpose of eliminating duplicative billing charges from processing both an electric and a gas bill.  D.98-08-030 states, “There is good reason to consider opening the natural gas bill rendering, remittance processing, and collections services so that competing gas and electric providers can choose to provide a consolidated bill for gas and electricity and so that customers of such providers will not face duplicative charges for the billing function… We intend to provide a forum for parties to address potential labor impacts associated with providing competitive billing and other services…” 
This outlook is reiterated in D.99-07-015, (“Promising Options Decision”), where the Commission again expresses a need to examine the cost system conversion and potential labor impacts from competitive billing.

SoCalGas has not offered billing service to core aggregators previously, and clarifies its decision to now offer the UDC billing service at the request of several ESPs and customers.  SoCalGas explicates: 

“Now, however, the circumstance has changed.  Among other things, natural gas commodity prices have escalated significantly over the past year.  Clearly one option for customers is to obtain this service at the rates offered by SoCalGas, but they should not deprived of other commodity service and pricing alternatives as we move towards the high usage winter heating season in the face of such price increases.  In that regard, SoCalGas has been informed that the offering of this service may be necessary for additional marketing to mass market customers of alternatives to bundled utility commodity service.”

Notice 

Notice of AL 2950 was made by publication in the Commission’s Daily Calendar.  

SoCalGas states that a copy of the Advice Letter was mailed and distributed in accordance with Section III-G of General Order 96-A. 

Protests
There were no protests filed against AL 2950.

Letters of support were submitted by Clean Earth Energy, Inc. (August 16, 2000), ACN Energy (August 18, 2000), the Los Angeles Unified School District (August 19, 2000), and California Utility Buyers (August 22, 2000) in favor of SoCalGas offering UDC consolidated billing.  In its letter, CUB identifies the cost of billing and its related services as one of its greatest challenges as an ESP.  LAUSD relates past experience with reconciling core aggregation billing which led it to return to utility procurement service.  

Discussion

The Commission’s consideration of the consolidated billing option in the Natural Gas Strategy Proceeding has been for the purpose of increasing competition in the procurement market by reducing the duplicative costs of processing dual bills.  SoCalGas now presents the case that a consolidated billing service offered by SoCalGas is in the interest of maintaining competition in the core aggregation program at a time of increasing gas prices.   Three ESPs and LAUSD support SoCalGas’ request, indicating SoCalGas is in the position to provide a consolidated billing service that competing ESPs may not be able to provide given their relative costs of providing billing services. SoCalGas requests an effective date of September 20, 2000 to accommodate a pending request.

SoCalGas’ UDC consolidated billing proposal is premised on provisions from the Comprehensive Settlement Agreement, which have not yet been approved by the Commission.  SoCalGas requests that G-CBS, an interim rate, remain effective until the Commission adopts new fees in its consideration of issues in the Natural Gas Strategy Proceeding.  The Comprehensive Settlement also restricts the inclusion of any costs from providing the service in SoCalGas’ authorized revenue requirement from the effective date of the Settlement rates until after the current PBR period. 

The Comprehensive Settlement Agreement is one of three settlement agreements before the Commission in the Natural Gas Strategy Proceeding.  Neither the Interim Settlement Agreement nor the Post-Interim Settlement Agreement address UDC consolidated billing.     More specifically, the two settlements do not contain any provisions for ratemaking treatment associated with UDC consolidated billing service.  We should not prejudge any outcome in the Natural Gas Proceeding by assuming that the Comprehensive Settlement Agreement will be approved. 

SoCalGas states in AL 2950 that it was granted authority to offer billing service for ESPs pursuant to provisions in Rule 32, Section C following the adoption of a settlement in D.95-07-048.   We should approve G-CBS on an interim basis, to address the immediate requests from ESPs who have expressed that a utility consolidated billing service will allow them to continue participation in the core aggregation program, until SoCalGas can re-file for a permanent tariff.  SoCalGas will be subject to the same ratemaking and rules regarding consolidated billing specified in the Comprehensive Settlement, to ensure that SoCalGas ratepayers in the meantime are not subject to additional costs of SoCalGas providing this service.  G-CBS revenues will be subject to SoCalGas’ PBR.  If provisions for consolidated billing service for SoCalGas are not adopted in I.99-07-003, SoCalGas should re-file a permanent tariff for G-CBS to coincide with its next BCAP application to allow the comprehensive review of UDC consolidated billing service and the associated cost and labor implications that the Commission intended in D.99-07-015 and D.98-08-030.

Comments

Public Utilities Code section 311(g)(1) provides that this resolution must be served on all parties and subject to at least 30 days public review and comment prior to a vote of the Commission.  Section 311(g)(2) provides that this 30-day period may be reduced or waived upon the stipulation of all parties in the proceeding.   

The 30-day comment period for the draft of this resolution was neither waived nor reduced.  The draft of this resolution was mailed to SoCalGas and parties filing comments on September 19, 2000.  Comments were received from  SoCalGas on October 5, 2000.  No replies to comments were received.
In its comments, SoCalGas states that it agrees with the interim approval of AL 2950 and notes that “in the event the consolidated billing service requested has not been adopted in the Natural Gas Strategy Proceeding, Investigation (I.) 99-07-003, SoCalGas should file for a permanent tariff with its next Biennial Cost Allocation Proceeding (BCAP) application to allow a comprehensive review of the service and its cost system conversion and labor implications”.  
Findings

1. SoCalGas filed Advice Letter 2950 to request approval of a new tariff, Schedule G-CBS, Utility Distribution Company (UDC) Consolidated Billing to provide gas commodity billing for ESPs.  SoCalGas requests that G-CBS, an interim tariff, become effective September 20, 2000 until new fees for such service are adopted in I. 99-07-003, the Natural Gas Strategy Proceeding.  

2. Clean Earth Energy, Inc. (August 16, 2000), ACN Energy (August 18, 2000), the Los Angeles Unified School District (August 19, 2000) submitted letters of support, and California Utility Buyers (August 22, 2000) in favor of SoCalGas offering UDC consolidated billing.

3. Under SoCalGas’ Schedule G-CBS proposal, SoCalGas will bill the ESP’s customers for both SoCalGas’ transportation-related charges and the ESP’s gas procurement charges.  SoCalGas’ G-CBS service will include payment processing and billing customer billing inquiries.

4. SoCalGas indicates that the fees charged under G-CBS reflect expected incremental costs of providing the service. SoCalGas revenues from providing this service will be subject to a revenue sharing mechanism under its current Performance-Based Ratemaking (PBR) mechanism.  

5. The Comprehensive Settlement, one of three settlements before the Commission in I.99-07-003, specifies that SoCalGas should not be authorized to recover any costs of UDC consolidated billing,  from the effective date of the Settlement until after the expiration of its current PBR authorized by D.97-07-054.  The Comprehensive Settlement has not been approved by the Commission.  The Interim and Post Interim Settlements filed in the proceeding do not address UDC consolidated billing.

6. Under the Comprehensive Settlement, SoCalGas is restricted from any increase in its authorized margin from costs from retail services such as consolidated billing service, from the effective date of the Comprehensive Settlement until the expiration of the current PBR period authorized by D.97-07-054.  After the current PBR term, SoCalGas would be permitted to include in rates, in its next re-establishment of its authorized margin, the revenue requirement associated with capital investments from UDC consolidated billing service.
7. The Commission discussed competitive billing options by the UDC in the Natural Gas Proceeding to eliminate duplicative costs of processing dual bills for both electric and gas service.  D.98-08-030 and D.99-07-015 specified that the Commission intended to provide a forum to study the cost system conversion and potential labor impacts from providing such competitive billing options.  
8. The Commission adopted a settlement in D.95-07-048 regarding core aggregation which discusses the utility billing option stated in SoCalGas’ Rule 32.
9. We should approve G-CBS on an interim basis, requiring that SoCalGas be subject to the same ratemaking and rules regarding competitive billing specified in the Comprehensive Settlement, to ensure that SoCalGas ratepayers in the meantime do not pay the costs of SoCalGas providing UDC consolidated billing.  SoCalGas should not be allowed to include in its authorized margin any costs from consolidated billing service, effective immediately until after the re-establishment of its margin after the expiration of the current PBR.  G-CBS revenues are subject to its current PBR.

10. If the provisions for consolidated billing are not adopted for SoCalGas in I.99-07-003, SoCalGas should re-file a permanent tariff for G-CBS to coincide with its next BCAP application to allow for the comprehensive review of UDC consolidated billing and the associated cost and labor implications, intended by the Commission in D.99-07-015 and D.98-08-030.

Therefore it is ordered that:

1. SoCalGas’ Schedule G-CBS, interim UDC consolidated billing service, is approved.  The Commission has not adopted the Comprehensive Settlement.  If provisions for consolidated billing for SoCalGas are not adopted in I.99-07-003, SoCalGas shall re-file a permanent tariff schedule with its next BCAP application.

2. The ratemaking treatment of the costs and revenues associated with G-CBS service is approved as described in this resolution.

This Resolution is effective today.

I certify that the foregoing resolution was duly introduced, passed and adopted at a conference of the Public Utilities Commission of the State of California held on November 2, 2000;  the following Commissioners voting favorably thereon:
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 WESLEY M. FRANKLIN







 

       Executive Director

� D.98-08-030, p.9, slip opinion.


� SoCalGas AL 2950, pp.1-2.
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