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TO:


Frank Salvato, City Manager

FROM:

Casey Sledge, PE, AICP, Director of Public Works

DATE:


September 19, 2003

SUBJECT:

Meter Reading

As you well know, we experienced many recent complaints regarding high water bills.  This memo will summarize what happened, how staff has responded, and what is being planned for the future.
Meter Reading Problems:

Upon complaint investigations, we realized there were significant errors in many meter reads.  After investigating the staff Meter Reader, we determined that many reads were fabricated or estimated.  Based upon the Meter Reader’s eventual statement and our investigation, we have determined that readings were estimated for 3 to 4 months between April and July of this year.  The estimations clearly occurred in 3 of our routes (of 26 total) and randomly throughout the city in other routes.  The Meter Reader was immediately terminated for falsifying information.

Staff Response:

Many customers were under-billed during June and July and caught up in the August billing cycle.  Staff re-read over 200 meters (normally 50 max) to verify the August reads, which were generally correct.  The August bills were already due when the problem was fully discovered.  To help our customers, we offered a pay out of the bill over at least one month, to waive any late fees, and to waive service cut-offs for one month.

For the October bills, staff (8 members of Utility Division including Bill Brown and Albert Wininger) worked over the weekend for 7 straight days/nights to read all meters and to investigate all encountered problems.  After heavy investigation, staff identified an additional 144 customer accounts with problems including incorrect data input, incorrect prior reads, ‘idle’ meters not being read, and a few illegal water connections.  We will continue to work towards resolutions for these accounts.

FYI:  The October bills will include approximately 3 weeks of consumption for most customers, resulting in slightly lower than average bills.  
Future Plans:

Staff is working on installing new procedures and goals for meter reading and billing.  Working directly with the Finance Department, Public Works will create a Standard Operating Procedures manual for Meter reading and billing.  The new SOP will include reading each customer’s meters on 30-day (+/- 3 days) intervals, several internal checks for procedural control, and periodic reporting for you or the Council.  We plan on changing the Meter Reader positions to Utility Maintenance Worker positions and implementing new staffing strategies.  We are already investigating touch-reads and drive-by meter reading systems for the Council to consider.

We will follow up quickly with more information to implement a meter reading / billing program that will provide a high level of customer service while being very efficient and accurate with adequate control measures.  We do not want to encounter these types of problems again.

