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Investigation on the Commission’s Own Motion to Ensure Safe, 
Reliable and Affordable Access to Utility Services During 
Declared Public Health Emergency for COVID-19 

Docket No. 5-UI-120 

  
 

COMMENTS OF THE CITIZENS UTILITY BOARD 
 
 
 

I. INTRODUCTION 

On March 3, 2021, the Public Service Commission (Commission) issued a memorandum 

related to some of the actions taken by the Commission in response to the COVID-19 pandemic 

and ensuing economic crisis (Staff Memo) and solicited comment from the utilities and 

stakeholders. The Citizens Utility Board (CUB) provides the following comments in response to 

that memo and the Commission decision points identified therein.  

II. COMMENTS 

a. Disconnection and Refusal of Service 

Current trends in COVID-19 infection and vaccination rates may suggest that Wisconsin 

is nearing a point where there is a return to “normal.” While CUB is hopes that is true, we would 

also note that it would be unreasonable to assume that any economic recovery spurred by our 

state and nation better managing the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus would happen overnight. 

Moreover, even if one were to assume that Wisconsin could achieve a complete return to a pre-

COVID status-quo, utility customers’ ability to pay current-month bills is separate from the 

question of whether or not they are capable of staying current on new bills while also being able 

to afford to pay off their old balances. 
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 While not specifically discussed in the Staff Memo, nor discernable from the information 

provided in Appendix A to the Staff Memo, based on conversations CUB has had with some of 

Wisconsin’s utilities, it is CUB’s understanding that while there has been a significant increase 

in the dollar value of arrearages across the state, there may have been a significantly lower 

increase in the number of customers with unpaid balances. While CUB would anticipate that this 

may vary from utility to utility, in general this suggests to CUB that the COVID-19 crisis has 

disproportionally affected those who were already having difficulty paying their utility bills pre-

COVID. While this is not surprising, the fact that those least able to afford to pay for essential 

utility services may now be required to try to manage their utility bills and payments on historic 

levels of unpaid balances, gives CUB pause as the Commission considers the question of 

whether to resume utility disconnections. 

 Ideally, CUB would prefer that the moratorium on residential disconnections remain in 

place beyond April 15. This would allow customers who are behind on their bills to continue to 

receive essential utility services while also working to address their unpaid utility account 

balances. This Commission has been willing to embrace economic impact arguments made by 

large industrial customers in support of programs and policies that reduce the utility burden for 

those customers. CUB would ask that the Commission consider now, for residential customers 

who are effectively held captive with no alternatives for obtaining essential utility services, the 

affordability and ability to pay of those who would be affected by the policy decisions the 

Commission makes regarding disconnection policies. 

 CUB does appreciate the arguments against continuing to extend the moratorium against 

residential disconnections – for example, that customers may not be able to access certain 

assistance programs unless they are issued a disconnection notice, or that the threat of 
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disconnection is a necessary punitive measure to motivate customers to pay their utility bills. 

Without addressing their merits CUB acknowledges that the Commission may feel compelled by 

these and other arguments in favor of resuming utility disconnections beginning April 15. Should 

the Commission elect to allow for utility disconnections beginning April 15, CUB recommends 

that the Commission adopt the following conditions: 

1. That the utilities have complied with all filing requirements set forth by the Commission 

related to COVID-19, including, but not limited to, the filing of a disconnection plan, an 

arrearage management plan (AMP), and the filing of arrears information.  

2. Sub-alternatives A and B under Alternative One. 

3. That the utilities have made a reasonable attempt to enter in a DPA with any residential 

customer they seek to disconnect during the 30 days period prior to the issuance of a final 

notice before disconnection. 

Finally, with respect to the issue of disconnections, CUB would note that the question of 

whether it is reasonable to resume residential utility disconnections is inextricably linked to the 

DPA or other AMP available to utility customers. If customers are not afforded a reasonable and 

affordable path to returning their utility accounts to good standing, service disconnections will 

serve only to further disadvantage Wisconsin residents, many of whom are already the most 

economically disadvantaged, feeding into broader socio-economic issues facing the state. CUB 

recognizes that questions such as AMPs have been identified in a separate Commission memo 

released March 10, 2021 for stakeholder comment. If the issues and decision points identified in 

these two memos are not taken up by the Commission simultaneously, CUB would recommend 

that the Commission be willing to revisit its decisions related to this memo, as appropriate, when 

it takes up the issues in the March 10 memo.  
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b. Required Quarterly Reporting 

CUB believes that the type of reporting required by the Commission to-date is essential 

to ensuring that the Commission is able to best make decisions that protect Wisconsin customers. 

CUB recommends that the Commission adopt Alternative Two:  

Modify, pursuant to the Commission’s discussion, the requirement that all utilities shall 
supply reporting quarterly, in a format provided by Commission staff, on arrears and 
collection information, information regarding the utility’s plans for communicating with 
customers about collections and arrears management, and the financial impacts of the 
utility’s arrears. 

While it may appear tempting to discontinue regular reporting on utility arrears, as noted 

previously, the economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic are unlikely to turn around on a 

dime. As such it will be essential that the Commission continue to receive information regarding 

arrears for the foreseeable future as the utilities manage these balances. While not identified 

within the Staff memo, CUB also recommends that the Commission require regular reporting 

related to customer disconnections. 

On a related note, CUB is, quite frankly, appalled at the response rate to the quarterly 

arrears information reporting requirement set forth by the Commission. That so many utilities 

had not yet complied with the Commission’s straight-forward reporting requirements, even by 

the drafting of the Staff Memo, suggests that those utilities are either ill-equipped to handle the 

historic nature of the current situation, or have adopted a cavalier attitude towards the economic 

crisis facing their customers, and/or regulatory compliance. As noted previously, CUB believes 

that as a minimum threshold, all utilities should comply with the requirements set forth by the 

Commission prior to any actions that could negatively impact customers, such as disconnections, 

are entertained.  

c. Late Payment Charges 
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CUB supports the continued waiving of late payment fees. In the current economic 

situation, late payment fees serve only to add insult to the injury already incurred by customers 

who have amassed large arrearage balances due to inability to pay. These fees make it less, not 

more likely that these customers will be able to return their accounts to good standing with the 

utility and remain current on future payments. CUB would prefer that late payment fees be 

waived uniformly across all utilities; however, with respect to the alternatives presented in the 

Staff Memo, CUB recommends that the Commission adopt Alternative Two: 

Extend, until further order of the Commission, the Commission’s order authorizing 
utilities to waive late fees in a non-discriminatory manner, provided the utility files 
notification with the Commission under this docket of its intent to continue to waive such 
fees. 

d. Municipal Utility DPA rules for Residential Tenant Customers 

Without discussing concerns CUB has regarding the restrictions allowable under the 

current DPA statues, CUB supports measures that would expanding the availability of DPAs to 

tenant customers in instances where they would otherwise be prohibited. CUB supports the 

Commission adopting either Alternative One or Alternative two, in conjunction with Alternative 

Four. CUB believes that there is value to having the Division Administrators process any such 

tariff modification or waiver requests to ensure that utility customers are protected. 

e. Credit Card Fees 

CUB has supported the waiving of credit card convenience fees in this and other dockets 

before the Commission. Electronic payments via credit card without additional fees have 

increasingly become the norm, if not expected by customers, in the economy at-large. 

Additionally, as noted in the Staff Memo, facilitating payments via credit card via the waiving of 

fees may facilitate timely bill payments, and may assist customers as they address any utility 

arrears, particularly as social distancing will likely be part of life going forward for some time. 
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 As with late payment fees, CUB would prefer if credit card fees were waived uniformly 

across the state. However, it is CUB’s understanding that Alternative One would continue to 

provide utilities the flexibility necessary to continue to waive credit card fees. As such, if the 

Commission elects to constrain itself to the alternatives presented in the staff memo, CUB 

supports Alternative One: Take no action on this issue at this time. 

f. Delegation Issues 

CUB supports continued delegation of decisions on requests as this may help provide 

flexibility to utilities in their ongoing efforts to protect customers and staff. CUB supports 

Alternative One for both delegation issues. 

III. CONCLUSION 

CUB appreciates the Commission continuing to provide opportunities to provide 

comments on COVID-19 related issues as we work together as a state towards recovery. 

 

 Dated this day, Monday, March 15, 2021. 
   
  Respectfully Submitted, 
  

/s/ Corey S.J. Singletary 6401 Odana Road By: 
Suite 24  Utility Analyst for Citizens Utility Board 
Madison, WI 53719  
608-251-3322   
singletary@cubwi.org 
  
       

  




