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BILLING SYSTEM CONSTRAINTS


Introduction


This testimony examines the possible changes to PG&E’s billing system raised in either the April 3, 2001, Workshop or the April 11, 2001, Assigned Commissioner’s Ruling (ACR).  Specifically, PG&E will address the following potential rate structure changes:


5 Tiers for residential rate schedules (ACR, p. 5);


Tiers on non-residential, non time-of-use (TOU) rate schedules (ACR, p. 5);


Tiers on non-residential TOU schedules (ACR, p. 5);


Adding additional TOU periods;


Combining TOU periods;


Changing the Definition of the Seasons or TOU Period; and


TOU rates by Standard Industrial Classification Codes (SIC Codes) (ACR, p. 6)


Overview of PG&E’s Billing System


PG&E’s billing system is a complex integrated system of hardware and software that runs continuously to produce customer bills, report revenue, acquire, store and provide current customer information for customer service. Attachment A provides a detailed list of all the different parts of the billing system. Every programming modification in this complex system is carefully thought through and executed according a standard Systems Development Life Cycle.  Each change requires analysis, design, construction, system testing and user acceptance testing to ensure that the change produces the desired results throughout the system, and does not produce unexpected results anywhere else in the system.  A programming modification, therefore, requires time; there is a very high positive correlation between the time allocated to modify the system and the likelihood that the modification will be successful.


Modifying the billing system begins with specifying the requirements.  This includes identification of the changes to the billing algorithms, the changes to bills, the revisions to revenue reporting, and the modifications to the customer information system which provides data online for use by call centers and account representatives.  The rate structure affects all facets of this process.  For example, implementation of a surcharge as opposed to an increase in rates will affect each system.  A surcharge would (1) be calculated separately, (2) may need to be shown separately on bills (both paper and electronic), (3) would need to be reported separately, and (4) would need to be shown separately in the customer information system to provide adequate information to discuss the rate with customers.  Once the changes to each system are identified, the work can be planned and programming can be started.  PG&E believes the changes contemplated thus far could generally be made and tested in 30 to 45 days from of the time the scope of work is clearly defined by the Commission.


As mentioned previously, anytime PG&E implements changes to its billing system, it goes through a standard system development life cycle process which involves the billing system and all systems which either provide data to or receive data from the billing system.  These steps include:


Analysis


Design


Construction/Programming


Unit Testing


System Testing


End-to-End System Test/User Acceptance Test


The type of rate structure changes PG&E is planning to implement for the Rate Stabilization plan typically take between four to six months of work.


Assumptions for Rate Changes to be Implemented by�June 1, 2001


As indicated in its April 9, 2001, report on the billing system’s capabilities, Report of Pacific Gas and Electric Company on Billing System Capability for the Rate Design Phase [ Errata Version] (Billing System Report), PG&E is making the changes to its billing system based on the following assumptions, which were specified on pages 4 and 5 of its April 9, 2001, Billing System Report.  Changes to these assumptions would impact systems work already in progress and would mean PG&E would not be able to meet the June 1, 2001 deadline:


Schedule PX


Since hourly pricing was not required by the ACR, PG&E will terminate Schedules PX, A-RTP, and the hourly PX option.  The generation component will include the 1 cent/kWh Emergency Procurement Surcharge (EPS) as well as the average 3 cent/kWh rate increase.  Generation charges will no longer be based on hourly pricing such as that provided by Schedule PX, eliminating this billing infrastructure.


CARE Customers


PG&E has assumed that CARE customers are exempt from all procurement surcharges, as stated in Decision 01-03-082.


Direct Access


Direct access customers would receive a credit equal to generation charges as calculated for a bundled service customer less the franchise fee surcharge.  Assuming direct access customers do not contribute to an undercollection of costs, and assuming that both the 1 cent/kWh EPS and the 3 cent/kWh average rate increase are intended to pay only current commodity costs, these surcharges would be avoided by direct access customers.


Surcharge Structure


PG&E has thus far assumed that the 1 cent/kWh EPS and the 3 cent/kWh average rate increase will be presented as surcharges.  The surcharge approach ensures that the surcharges may be separately identified as additions to bundled, frozen rates.  This approach to the increases in rates has implications for all aspects of billing system programming and testing, as described above in Section B.


Load Factor Block Rates


Because the ACR was silent on the need for load factor block rates, PG&E is not planning to implement load factor based block rates on June 1, 2001.


Negative Customer Charge


Because the ACR was silent on the need for Negative Customer Charge rates, PG&E is not planning to implement load factor based block rates on June 1, 2001.


If these assumptions prove to be invalid, PG&E estimates it would take 30-45 days to change the billing system to accommodate the adopted Rate Design.  Furthermore, if the Decision is issued on May 14, 2001, rather than May 3.  PG&E may be unable to make all changes by June 1, 2001.


Residential Tiers


Specifically, by June 1, 2001, PG&E will modify its billing and customer information systems to accommodate up to 5 tiers for the residential rate schedules.


Non-Residential Non-TOU Tiers


For non-residential and Non-TOU schedules, PG&E will be able to implement a two-tiered rate structure based on current usage only.  As explained in the April 9th Billing System Report, PG&E is unable to create tiers for non-residential customers based on any geographic differentiation, SIC code (see Section J below), or prior years usage.


PG&E’s billing system does not currently require any geographic data to calculate bills for PG&E’s non-residential electric service.  Incorporating geographic information would be a fundamental change in the manner in which the systems listed in Attachment A process data and would require more time than currently available prior to June 1, 2001.


PG&E does not have reliable, billing quality data on the previous year’s usage for over 30 percent of its accounts due to the 30 percent of PG&E’s accounts changing locations in any given year.  For these customers, prior years data is not available.  For the remaining customers, last year’s usage data is not consistently available.  The billing system retains 13 “buckets” of information.  If a customer has had no billing adjustments during the year, the 13th bucket contains the usage information for the same month of the prior year.  However, if the customer has had any billing adjustments, non-standard read periods, the 13th bucket does not contain the usage information for the same month of the prior year.  In addition, once the billing period has passed, PG&E no longer has the original usage information available in the billing system for adjustment processing.


PG&E cannot alter its billing system by June 1 to correct this fundamental infrastructure issues to allow for prior year comparisons.  PG&E can not introduce tiering on its streetlight rate schedules (Rate Schedules LS-1, LS-2, LS-3, and OL-1) for two reasons:  (1) the streetlight billing system is separate from all of PG&E’s other systems and can not accommodate tiered rate structure; and (2) these are unmetered rate schedules, the customers bill is determined by the number and type of lamps installed and the expected hours of operations.  Thus, these customers have very limited ability to alter their usage.


Tiering Non-Residential TOU Schedules


As the April 11, 2001, ACR did not give an definitive answer on tiered rate design for the non-residential TOU customers, PG&E has started to program tiering for non-residential TOU schedules based on total usage to be implemented June 1, 2001, rather than tiering within TOU periods.  In order to have any tiering functionality in place for June 1, 2001, for these customers, PG&E needed definite guidance by mid-April, and cannot program all options simultaneously.  Accordingly, PG&E will able to accommodate tiering within each TOU period after June 1, within 30-45 days of the Commission’s decision.


Contrary to the statement that “PG&E indicates that it can implement tiering for non-residential TOU rates and implement a price structure using rate tiers based on prior year usage” (ACR, p. 4, footnote omitted), PG&E could only implement a tiered rate based on last year’s usage only for the approximately 1,200 customers with interval meters who have had interval meters for more than 13 months and therefore, customers have the required data on-line for billing.


Adding Additional TOU Periods


PG&E cannot add a fourth TOU period to its existing summer TOU periods quickly.  Adding a fourth TOU period is a fundamental system change which effects all the systems listed in Appendix A, beginning with the interface between the hand�held meter reading devices and ending with the customer information systems which support PG&E’s call centers.  This type of structural change is analogous to expanding the base of an 80 story building after the building is complete.  PG&E expects that it would take at least a year to implement this type of change.


Combining TOU Periods


As stated in its April 9 Billing Report, PG&E can combine TOU periods to create a new, expanded TOU period.


Changing the Seasonal or Definitions


As stated in its April 9 Billing Report, PG&E cannot implement new seasonal definitions or revise TOU Periods by June 1, 2001.  The scope of changes is similar in nature to those described above to add an additional TOU period (see Section G).  The billing system uses the seasonal change date in many systems.  For example, the interval data processing system (MV 90 1 DT) uses the seasonal crossover date to summarizes interval data into the standard TOU periods for billing purposes, there are programming routines in the billing system which prorate bills which have both winter and summer data–all of which would need to be changed.


Non-Residential TOU Rates Tiered by SIC Code


PG&E cannot implement any bill calculation using SIC data–the SIC data in the billing system are not accurate enough for 100 percent of the customer to allow PG&E to accurately create bills based on the data.  Currently, an estimated SIC code is established when the account is opened, based on information provided by the customer.  After the account is opened, verification of the SIC code needs to be done after the account has been established and the customer’s business is operating.  As a result of this two-step process to establish SIC codes, the SIC data in the billing system is not accurate enough for billing purposes for some of the customers in any given month.  In addition, if SIC data were to change, PG&E has no mechanism to track changes over time.


Interaction of Various Billing Proposal


As was noted previously, the type of rate structure changes PG&E is planning to implement for the Rate Stabilization Plan typically take between four to six months of work.  In the April 11 ACR it is stated that there is an expectation that the utilities “make extraordinary efforts to reprogram all the structural changes.“ With the proposed date of June 1 and the current planned scope of work, PG&E is making an extraordinary effort.  PG&E estimates that this work could take up to 9,000 hours of programming and testing.  Programmers and system testers will be working around the clock to complete this work by June 1.  The risk of calculation of incorrect bills or a delay in PG&E’s billing process is significantly increased and will need to be managed carefully.  Any additional changes during this period will increase this risk
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