
 
 

March 15, 2021 

 

 

 

FILED ELECTRONICALLY 

 

Ms. Steffany Powell Coker  

Secretary to the Commission 

Public Service Commission of Wisconsin 

P.O. Box 7854 

Madison, WI 53707-7854 

 

RE: 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:  5-UI-120 

 

Dear Secretary Coker: 

 

Wisconsin Utilities Association (“WUA”) thanks the Public Service Commission of 

Wisconsin (“Commission” or “PSCW”) for the continuing opportunity to participate in 

this docket and appreciates the Commission’s leadership during the unprecedented 

events related to the public health emergency declared by Governor Evers for COVID-

19.   

 

WUA is pleased to submit these comments on Commission staff’s March 3, 2021 

memorandum (“Memo”) (PSC REF#:406149), which considers whether the 

Commission should begin rolling back certain customer protections implemented at the 

onset of COVID-19. In summary, WUA believes that now is an appropriate time to 

begin transitioning customers and utilities towards more routine operations and pre-

pandemic conditions.  

 

The Commission found in its June 1, 2020 Order in this docket “that the duration of this 

[disconnection] prohibition should be based on information on the effects of the order as well 

as information on the economic and public health concerns and conditions facing utilities and 

customers.”1 Wisconsin is experiencing a generally declining number of new COVID-19 

cases as measured by the day2and the 7-day average of new cases have declined substantially 

from its peak levels in November 2020. Additionally, as reported by the Bureau of Labor and 

Statistics, Wisconsin’s unemployment rate as of December was 4.0%, which is sharply lower 

than the peak of 14.8% in April 20203. 

 

 
1 Memo at 1. 
2 Memo at 11. 
3 https://data.bls.gov/  
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The Memo includes a total of seven discrete issues for which comments were sought and the 

WUA respectfully submits the foregoing comments for the Commission’s consideration to 

all of those issues except the fourth issue that pertains to Municipal Utility DPA Rules for 

Residential Tenants.  

 

Disconnection and Refusal of Service 

 

WUA supports a measured transition to typical operations at the conclusion of the current 

winter moratorium on residential disconnections starting April 15, 2021. As data previously 

reported to the Commission have shown, total arrears balances have increased in total for 

Wisconsin’s utilities while the number of customers with arrears balances have fallen.  Put 

simply, this means that a fewer number of Wisconsinites have arrears balances, but those 

with balances now have increased balances.  This trend toward higher arrearages amount 

with declining number of customers in arrears has occurred our efforts to expand customer 

outreach, educate customers on energy assistance programs available to them, and offering 

more flexible payment arrangement options to customers, with a particular focus on 

residential customers during this challenging time for many. 

 

The WUA members have always and will continue to view disconnection as an action of last 

resort.  In certain circumstances where initiating the disconnection process is appropriate, the 

disconnection notice acts as a final prompt to a customer to begin to work with their utility to 

pay their arrears balance, enroll in payment assistance, or enter into a deferred payment 

arrangement. For a certain segment of customers with arrears, this tool helps to drive 

customer action to manage their arrears balance.  Utilities, however, have not had that tool 

available to them since November 1, 2019.  Accordingly, the WUA members believe that the 

Commission should allow disconnection activity to resume on April 15, 2021 as is currently 

set to occur.  Irrespective of whether the disconnection moratorium ends, the WUA Members 

stand ready and are eager to work with their customers to find solutions for those customers 

to reduce their arrears balances and relieve them from that burden. 

 

WUA supports Alternative One—which would authorize utilities authority to disconnect 

service after April 15, 2021. 

 

The Memo also identifies sub-alternatives associated with Alternative One. The WUA offers 

brief comments on those. Sub-Alternative A, which would require any utility that makes a 

material change to its previously filed disconnection plan to refile that updated 

disconnection, in the format provided by the Commission, five days prior to implementing 

the changes to that plan. WUA believes that this sub-alternative is reasonable. 

 

Sub-Alternative B, if approved by the Commission would require utilities, until further order 

of the Commission, offer a DPA to any low-income residential customers. WUA members 

have and expect to continue to offer DPAs to all customers, including low income customers. 

WUA believes that this sub-alternative is not necessary; however, it would not oppose it 

because it is consistent with existing practice of its members. 

 

Reporting on Collections and Arrearages 

 

The WUA believes that the quarterly reporting provided to the Commission in this docket 

has been useful information and would support continuing to provide it on a quarterly basis 



for the near term. Adding information regarding collections activity to this reporting would, 

in WUA’s view, provide meaningful information and insight to the Commission and other 

stakeholders.  

 

However, because the emerging resources that may be made available to customers for 

financial assistance through various programs (including through the recently enacted federal 

Rescue America Plan Act) are not known the WUA believes that it is premature to order 

utilities to add reporting of their plans for customer communications about collections and 

arrears management, and the financial impacts of the utility’s arrears.  

 

While the continued and partially-expanded reporting will allow the Commission and Staff to 

monitor trends in arrears activity, WUA believes that increasing the frequency of reporting 

would provide little benefit relative to the incremental time and effort to provide the 

reporting on a more frequent basis. The WUA, therefore, supports Alternative One and 

Alternative Two, as qualified above. 

 
Late Payment Charges 

 

Allowing utilities to fully re-implement late payment charges would be consistent with 

transitioning to pre-pandemic operations. Importantly, WUA members – along with many 

utilities in Wisconsin – do not charge late fees for customers that have entered into a deferred 

payment arrangement. The ability to avoid future late payment charges is another factor 

which could help encourage customers to engage with their utility provider to find a solution 

to manage the customer’s arears balances. WUA, therefore, supports Alternative One, take 

no action, which will have the effect of authorizing all utilities to restart charging late fees. 

 

Credit Card Convenience Fee Waivers 

 

The WUA members that had sought credit card convenience fee waivers have done so in 

separate dockets. As such, the WUA offers no comments specific to this topic in these 

comments. 

 

Delegation to Grant Temporary Waivers of Tariff Provisions 

 

As noted in the Memo, the only instance where these provisions were used related to a recent 

request made by municipal utilities related to DPAs for tenants. WUA members have not 

previously identified and do not foresee a need to request tariff waivers subject to this 

delegation authority. As such, the WUA is not opposed to see value in the Commission 

maintaining this delegation and therefore supports Alternative Two –Discontinue the order 

provision delegating authority to the Division Administrators to approve, deny, or elevate as 

appropriate requests for temporary waivers of certain tariff provisions. 

 

Delegation to Grant Deadline Tolling and Extension Requests 

 

WUA members, along with other Wisconsin utilities, have over the past year requested and 

received delegated authority for deadline extension requests – particularly for meter testing. 

Maintaining the delegation of these requests would likely continue to be helpful for requests 

related to meter testing and replacement schedule requirements and the WUA, therefore, 

supports Alternative One – Take No Action.  



Sincerely, 

 

 

William R. Skewes 

Executive Director  

Wisconsin Utilities Association, Inc. 




