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R E S O L U T I O N
RESOLUTION T-16164.  AT&T CALIFORNIA (U-5002-C).  REQUEST TO PROVIDE TO LOW-USAGE CUSTOMERS BI-MONTHLY AND QUARTERLY BILLING AND BACKBILLING UP TO THREE MONTHS BEFORE THE BEGINNING OF THE BILLING PERIOD.  

BY ADVICE LETTER NO. 1357  FILED ON MARCH 20, 1998

_______________________________________________________

SUMMARY
This Resolution conditionally approves bi-monthly and quarterly billing of low usage customers.  The conditions for approval require customer notification 60 days prior to conversion and clarification of AT&T’s option for affected customers to decline such billing beforehand or to return later to monthly billing upon request. This Resolution also prohibits backbilling as early as three months prior to the beginning of the billing period.  To change the existing backbilling rules, AT&T should file an application.

BACKGROUND
AT&T’s Advice Letter 1357 proposes the following language changes to its tariff. (1) On 4th Revised Sheet 20 Section 2.9.2 of Schedule A2-T (labeled “Minimum Billing Period”), AT&T has repeated a sentence that is already on the current sheet.  AT&T states:  “AT&T may offer low usage customers the option of bi-monthly or quarterly billing as described in 2.9.3.”  (2) Under Section 2.9.3 (2nd Revised Sheet 20.1 –- labeled “Payment of Bills” -- of Schedule A2-T), AT&T adds:  “AT&T may bill Customers on other than a monthly basis (e.g., every other month, every third month) unless a Customer requests monthly billing.  In no case will AT&T issue bills less frequently than once every three months.”  (3) Under Section 2.9.6 (labeled “Backbilling Procedures”) on 8th Revised Sheet 22 of Schedule A2-T, AT&T adds:  “A bill issued every other month or every third month shall include any previously unbilled charge for service furnished prior to three months from the start of the billing cycle upon which the bill is rendered.”

There are two proposals in AT&T’s Advice Letter 1357.  The first proposal is bi-monthly or quarterly billing for low-usage customers.  Monthly billing has been the norm in the telecommunications industry since the days of the monopoly carriers.  We have not found a decision that forbids other than monthly billing; therefore, AT&T California is not precluded from filing for bi-monthly and quarterly billing.  AT&T requests that it “may offer low usage customers the option of bi-monthly or quarterly billing” (4th Revised Sheet 20 of Schedule A2-T), but AT&T does not stipulate how the offer would be made. 

The second proposal involves a backbilling procedure for bi-monthly and quarterly billing.  In the advice letter (8th Revised Sheet 22 of Schedule A2-T), AT&T proposes to backbill “up to three months prior to the start of the billing cycle upon which the bill is rendered.” The current rule, however, stated in D.86-12-025, allows backbilling up to no more than three months prior to the billing date (Appendix A Sheet 2).  Clearly, the proposal is in violation of the current rule because the “billing date” and “the start of the billing cycle” are not synonymous.

Customers today are billed monthly and in arrears.  If, for example, a customer’s billing cycle is March 1 to 31, the billing date is April 3, and the customer had prior service, then that customer could be backbilled for service no earlier than January 3.  In AT&T’s proposal, however, if the billing cycle is January 1 to March 31, the billing date is April 3, and the customer had prior service, then AT&T could backbill the customer to October 1 of the prior year.  That would be a violation of current rules.

DISCUSSION
First, bi-monthly and quarterly billing are options for long distance carriers to use.  We have found no prior Commission decision which prohibits them.  Telecommunications Division (TD) therefore recommends that this proposal be accepted.  However, AT&T should also specify the mechanics of that offering.  TD proposes the following provisions:  

(a) The customers whom AT&T proposes to convert to bi-monthly or quarterly billing should receive two notices of AT&T’s plans.  The reason for two notices is that low-usage customers are probably less likely than other customers to pay attention to notices from their telecommunications carrier since low usage probably means low bills. Thus, it may take two notices to accomplish the task of informing them. The first notice should be sent at least 60 days prior to the conversion in order to allow these notices to be sent as two successive bill inserts before less frequent billing begins. 

(b) The customers may turn down the bi-monthly or quarterly billing before it begins by telephoning or writing to AT&T. The customer may also request and should be allowed to return to monthly billing at any time after such billing begins upon request.  This provision is implied in AT&T’s proposed language; TD is simply suggesting that the provision be made clearer.     

Second, the backbilling proposal put forth by AT&T creates a problem because it is a violation of D.86-12-025.  AT&T cannot be allowed to change its backbilling practices by advice letter when those practices were established in a decision.  If AT&T wants the Commission to consider its proposed backbilling practices, it should file an application requesting modification of D.86-12-025.  

One option that AT&T might employ that falls within the current rules is to issue a “special bill” sent to customers between the periodic bills when backbilling is necessary.  As long as the billing date of the special bill conforms to current backbilling rules, AT&T would not be violating D.86-12-025.  If AT&T chooses this option, it should supplement its advice letter to reflect this change in its proposal.

FINDINGS

 1.  Bi-monthly or quarterly billing is a legal practice which AT&T may offer.  This proposal should be approved.



 2.
Backbilling more than three months prior to the billing date is proscribed in Decision 86-12-025.  This proposal should not be approved as is but should be amended as recommended by TD.

 3.  It is reasonable to require AT&T to stipulate that any customer to be switched to bi-monthly or quarterly billing (a) must receive two notices of the conversion (the first at least 60 days beforehand) and (b) may decline such billing before it begins and may request and shall be granted return to monthly billing anytime after the fact. 


THEREFORE, IT IS ORDERED that:
 1.
If AT&T amends Advice Letter 1357, it is granted.  The two amendments required are as follows:

    a.  AT&T shall remove its proposed backbilling provision because it violates D.86-12-025.  Then, it shall continue its current backbilling practices either with or without “special billing” to invoice unpaid back bills.  If AT&T chooses to use special billing, then that provision shall be stated in the amended advice letter.

    b.  AT&T shall stipulate that it will notice affected customers twice beforehand (the first time at least 60 days before the conversion).  AT&T shall also allow both any customer to decline such billing beforehand and any customer already switched to such billing the option of returning to monthly billing upon request. 


 2.
If AT&T desires to pursue its request to deviate from D.86-12-025, then it shall file an application requesting the above provisions.


This Resolution is effective today.
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