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MOTION FOR AQUA OHIO TO PUBLICLY FILE QUARTERLY REPORTS WITH STATISTICS RELATING TO ITS MONTHLY DISCONNECTIONS OF CONSUMERS 
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People need water to live. This motion is prompted by the financial challenges and other factors confronting at-risk Ohioans relating to the pandemic and its aftermath. Utility disconnection statistics are one of the key reference points across the country for gauging the jeopardy to people’s life and health. And the statistics are key for gauging the appropriate protective response by their state government, public utilities and others. Aqua Ohio serves about 150,000 consumers. 

Electric and natural gas utilities are required by law, in R.C. 4933.123, to publicly file their statistics annually with regard to disconnection of their consumers. Unfortunately, reporting requirements for disconnecting consumers are not required by law or rule for water utilities. That should now be remedied by the PUCO and Aqua Ohio.

Accordingly, the Office of the Ohio Consumer’s Counsel (“OCC”) moves the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio (“PUCO”), per O.A.C. 4901-1-12, to direct Aqua Ohio to publicly file reports, on a quarterly basis and indefinitely, with monthly statistics for its disconnections of consumers and to file related data.  The PUCO should grant OCC’s motion for the reasons set forth in the attached memorandum in support.
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MEMORANDUM IN SUPPORT

The public has a right to know Aqua Ohio’s statistics for its disconnection of consumers’ water service. Ohio government recognized the importance of maintaining water service, and suspending disconnections of water service, as the lives of Ohioans were upset by the pandemic and related challenges. 

The Ohio EPA issued an order banning water disconnections, for a time, “to ensure the protection of public health for the citizens….”
 Energy utilities temporarily suspended disconnections of consumers, per the PUCO’s emergency cases.
 OCC’s position in the emergency cases (that the PUCO did not adopt) was that an indefinite suspension of disconnections should be ordered for consumer protection.

Aqua Ohio has filed in this case an application to increase the rates that its water service customers pay. The rate case is an appropriate forum for the PUCO to order the filing of disconnection statistics and related information. R.C. 4909.154, for example, allows the PUCO to “require such public utility to supply information regarding its management policies, practices, and organization.” A utility’s disconnections of consumers reflect its management policies, practices, and organization.

O.A.C. 4901:1-15-27 establishes the minimum consumer protection standards associated with disconnections for non-payment and the procedures to be followed by water and sewer service providers in Ohio. O.A.C. 4901:1-15-27(J) requires utilities such as Aqua to “maintain records…” related to disconnections. O.A.C. 4901:1-15-14 also requires water utilities to maintain records. Accordingly, Aqua must have the requested statistics regarding its disconnections of consumers for non-payment. 

Aqua’s disconnection statistics are important for the PUCO and OCC to know. But this information is also important to others who do not have access to the statistics through regulatory protocols. Those others can include social welfare agencies, charitable organizations, public policymakers and Aqua’s own consumers, among others.  The information should be in the public domain, for transparency in the regulatory process of Ohioans’ state government (the PUCO).

Aqua should quarterly file the reports with its monthly statistics for disconnections of consumers. That frequency will serve the public interest in promptly identifying any disconnection trends that are especially concerning for consumers.  

As examples of the importance of disconnection reporting, our preliminary assessments of the energy utilities’ recent disconnection filings
 show some particular concerns that may need PUCO action for consumer protection. AEP’s total number and rate of disconnections of consumers appear high relative to other utilities. For several of 

the utilities the unpaid amounts by consumers appear to be high, which suggests particular financial difficulties for the consumers. And the percentage of consumers who were not reconnected after disconnection is concerning.  

Gas and electric utilities are required to provide the type of public information and content that OCC is proposing (in the form of an annual disconnection report).
 Good public policy dictates that Aqua, as the largest water and wastewater utility in the state, should also publicly file this information. Aqua should incur very little expense in quarterly providing the public with the monthly disconnection reports. As stated, such records and reports are required to be maintained by utilities pursuant to PUCO rules.
    

Similar to the information that gas and electric utilities publicly file, Aqua’s reports should show: 

(1) the total number of service disconnections of consumers for nonpayment, by Aqua service area (Division) and the total dollar amount of unpaid bills represented by such disconnections;

(2) the total number of final notices of actual disconnection issued for service disconnections of consumers for nonpayment, by Division, and the total dollar amount of unpaid bills represented by such notices;

(3) the total number of residential consumer accounts in arrears by more than sixty days by Division and the total dollar amount of such arrearages; 

(4) the total number of security deposits received from residential consumers and the total dollar amount of such deposits; 

(5) the total number of service reconnections, by Division; and 

(6) the total number of residential consumers, by Division.

In sum, the public filing of reports with information about Aqua’s disconnections of consumers will provide needed PUCO transparency for the public including the at-risk 

public. And that PUCO transparency can enable consumer protection action, based on the data. The PUCO should direct Aqua to publicly file quarterly reports with its monthly statistics for disconnections of consumers and related information for an indefinite period of time. 

Respectfully submitted,

Bruce Weston (0016973)


Ohio Consumers’ Counsel 

/s/ Amy Botschner O’Brien

Amy Botschner O’Brien (0074423)

Counsel of Record


Ambrosia E. Wilson (0096598)

Assistant Consumers’ Counsel

Office of the Ohio Consumers’ Counsel

65 East State Street, 7th Floor

Columbus, Ohio 43215-4213

Telephone: [O’Brien] (614) 466-9531

Telephone: [Wilson] (614) 466-1292

amy.botschner.obrien@occ.ohio.gov
ambrosia.wilson@occ.ohio.gov

(willing to accept service by e-mail)

CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE

I hereby certify that a copy of this Motion was served on the persons stated below via electronic transmission, this 2nd day of July 2021.


/s/ Amy Botschner O’Brien


Amy Botschner O’Brien


Assistant Consumers’ Counsel

The PUCO’s e-filing system will electronically serve notice of the filing of this document on the following parties:

SERVICE LIST

	Robert.eubanks@ohioAGO.gov
Chelsea.Fletcher@ohioAGO.gov
Attorney Examiners:

Michael.williams@puco.ohio.gov

David.Hicks@puco.ohio.gov

	Christopher.miller@icemiller.com
Nicole.woods@icemiller.com



� In the Matter of Public Water Systems Under R.C. Chapter 6109, Ohio EPA Director's Final Findings and Orders (March 31, 2020); � HYPERLINK "https://lasclev.org/wp-content/uploads/2020-03-31-Ohio-EPA-State-of-Emergency-Water-Order.pdf" ��https://lasclev.org/wp-content/uploads/2020-03-31-Ohio-EPA-State-of-Emergency-Water-Order.pdf� 


� In the Matter of the Proper Procedures and Process for the Commission’s Operations and Proceedings During the Declared State of Emergency and Related Matters, Case No. 20-591-AU-UNC, Entry (March 13, 2020).


� In the Matter of the Annual Report Required by R.C. 4933.123 Regarding Service Disconnections for Nonpayment, Case 21-548-GE-UNC (where energy utilities were required to file disconnection reports by June 30th).


� R.C. 4933.123.


� O.A.C. 4901:1-15-27(J); O.A.C. 4901:1-15-14.





2

