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PUBLIC WORKS COMMITTEE

The Public Works Committee of the City of Raleigh met in regular session on Tuesday, January 10, 2012, at 5:00 p.m., in the City Council Chamber, Room 201 of the Raleigh Municipal Building, Avery C. Upchurch Government Complex, 222 West Hargett Street, Raleigh, North Carolina with the following present:

      Committee





Staff
Mr. Weeks, Chairman, Presiding

Public Works Director Dawson

Mr. Crowder




Deputy City Attorney Botvinick

Mr. Odom




Assistant Utility Billing Services Manager
Brookman







Assistant Public Utilities Director Massengill

These are summary minutes unless otherwise indicated.

Chairman Weeks called the meeting to order and the following item was discussed with action taken as showed:

Item #11-01- Water Bill – 208 Varanda Court.  During the January 3, 2012 City Council meeting, this item was referred to the Public Works Committee for further discussion as a result of a request and petition of citizens.  Assistant Utility Billing Services Manager Beverly Brookman.

Assistant Utility Billing Services Manager Beverly Brookman summarized the following report:

Jerry and Donna Darnell reside at 208 Veranda Court.  They are petitioning for an adjustment of the total amount of their August 2011 utility bill.  The petition has been submitted because the July 2011 water usage was an estimated meter reading. 
· On June 15, 2011, a water meter reading of 480 was taken at 208 Veranda Court.  This reading was used for billing for the period of May 16 - June 15.  The utility bill was issued on June 15 for $140.05, reflecting actual water usage of 17 ccf (ccf =100 cubic feet or 748 gallons).
· On July 20, 2011 a water meter reading of 567 was taken at 208 Veranda Court.  This reading was outside of the billing systems hi/low range; therefore, an automated system generated estimation occurred.  The estimated reading was calculated at 505, or 25 ccf of estimated water usage, for the period of June 15 - July 18 and the utility bill was issued for $213.11 on July 20. 
· On August 172011, a water meter reading of 594 was taken at 208 Veranda Court.  This actual reading was used for billing for the period of July 18 - August 16.  The utility bill was issued on August 17 for $724.89, reflecting water usage of 89 ccf.
If the actual July meter reading had been uploaded, the July utility bill would have reflected 87 ccf of actual water usage and the August bill would have reflected 27 ccf of actual water usage (versus 25 ccf for July and 89 ccf for August.)  The water usage is 131 ccf for the 3-month period, regardless of the estimated reading in July. 

METER READ COMPARISON CHARTS

Actual Bill in July 2011

	 
	METER

READING
	JUNE

USAGE (ccf)
	JULY

USAGE (ccf)
	AUGUST

USAGE (ccf)
	TOTAL

(ccf)

	June – Actual
	480
	17
	
	
	

	July – Actual
	567
	
	87
	
	

	Aug – Actual
	594
	
	
	27
	

	Total Billed 
	
	
	
	
	131


Estimated Bill in July 2011

	
	METER

READING
	JUNE

USAGE (ccf)
	JULY

USAGE (ccf)
	AUGUST

USAGE (ccf)
	TOTAL

(ccf)

	June – Actual
	480
	17
	
	
	

	July – Estimate
	505
	
	25
	
	

	Aug – Actual
	594
	
	
	89
	

	Total Billed 
	
	
	
	
	131


The customers state they would not have used as much water for irrigation if they had received bills with actual readings in June and July.  However, they received an actual reading on their June bill.  And, as you can see from the information provided, before receiving the bill for $724.89 their actual usage in August was back down to their average monthly consumption levels.  Therefore, the estimated bill in July does not appear to have been a factor in their subsequent water usage. 
It is not the City’s current business practice to notate on the utility bill when an estimated reading was used.  Estimated utility bills are extremely infrequent at the City of Raleigh, just 0.04% of 172,000 accounts; therefore, the cost to make this program modification in the billing system is not considered to be economically feasible at this time. 
This complaint has been reviewed by several individuals from the Public Utilities Department, the City Manager’s Office and the Finance Department - Utility Billing Division.  All have come to the same conclusion; i.e., the water meter readings are accurate for the period of May16 - August 16, the amount of water consumption was 131 ccf, the billing is correct, and no adjustment is warranted. 
The Utility Billing Division has granted this customer an extended payment plan of 12 monthly payments in the amount of $61.04 each, beginning September 30, 2011, to assist them in paying the balance due from their summer utility bills. 
We recommend that no adjustment be made. 

Mr. Crowder asked for an explanation on how estimated readings are taken with Ms. Brookman responding the estimated billings are based on historical readings.  She noted the July 20 meter reading took place before the billing date and pointed out water usage did not stay high and that the amount for July appears to be a one-month anomaly.  

Assistant Public Utilities Director Robert Massengill pointed out the residents were out of town for the last week in July so the high water usage occurred in July; however, usage went back down in August.  

Mr. Odom questioned the billing cycle covered during this time with Ms. Brookman responding the bill August bill covered water usage for July and August.

The June, July, and August billing amounts were discussed with the question of whether the residents had known about the increase water usage.  When the July bill was issued was also discussed with Ms. Brookman stating the bill was issued on July 20, 2011.

Jerry Darnell, 208 Miranda Court, pointed out the meter reading actually took place July 18 and the bill was issued on July 20.  He stated he looked at water usage at his home and compared it over the same period the previous year.  He pointed out water usage went down on average went down over the year.  He stated he does not know how the water usage were so high for July as there was no change in this pattern of use.  He stated had he and his wife received an accurate bill of $500 in July they would have adjusted their water usage  lower.  He stated he feels the bill for August should be adjusted down for usage in July.

The amount of water for irrigation used by the property owners was discussed along with efforts made by the owners to change their amount of water use with Mr. Darnell reiterating had he received an accurate bill for July he and his wife would have changed the amount of water they used.  He stated he believe there was no change in the amount of water used for both June and July.
Donna Darnell, 208 Miranda Court, stated she spoke to her neighbors and they were not aware of the practice of the City issuing estimated bills.  

The merits of labeling bills as “estimates” was discussed briefly.

Mr. Massengill talked about how estimated bills are generated along with how unusual bills are flagged.  Mr. Crowder stated if a bill with a high meter reading was mailed to the customer, the customer would most certainly call to inquire.

Mr. Massengill pointed out the property owners did not have an irrigation account; only a residential account.  He pointed out the water use goes back down to normal amounts during the winter months.  He talked about how a high meter reading could be the result of leaky hoses, plumbing, etc.,.  He suggested the property owners obtain an irrigation account so they would not have to pay full cost. 

Chairman Weeks pointed out staff did contact the property owners regarding setting up an extended payment plan, however, the property owners are seeking relief.

Mr. Odom questioned staff’s responsibility in the matter with Mr. Massengill stating the meter was reread in August.

Mr. Crowder talked about how water use increases during the summer due to irrigating plants and lawns and stated he would not support reducing the amount owed.
Mr. Weeks stated he was also not in favor of reducing the bill and suggested reporting the item out with no action taken.
Following further discussion, Mr. Crowder moved that the item be reported out with no action taken and if staff would look at the City’s utility billing policy and to consider sending out true bills and not estimates and bills of unusual amounts are flagged pointing out if a bill is flagged then an adjustment can be made once a meter is reread.  Mr. Crowder’s motion was seconded by Mr. Weeks and put to a vote which resulted in Mr. Crowder and Mr. Weeks voting in the affirmative and Mr. Odom voting in the negative.  Mr. Weeks ruled the motion adopted on a 2-1 vote.

Adjournment.  There being no further business the meeting adjourned at 5:20 p.m.

Ralph L. Puccini

Assistant Deputy Clerk
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