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BACKGROUND

On December 5, 2002, the Commission issued its Order Approving Tariffs and Order Approving Agreement (Rate Case Order) in each of the above cases.  In its Rate Case Order, the Commission, among other things, directed the Staff to "investigate Foxfire Utility Company and file a report concerning the company's quality of service by June 11, 2003".

On June 11, 2003, the Staff filed a request to extend the date for filing the above-referenced report to June 20, 2003.  On June 12, 2003, the Commission issued its Notice Changing Date for Filing of Investigative Report, wherein it changed the filing date for this report to June 30, 2003.

Areas of Investigation

For the purposes of preparing this report, the Staff reviewed the customer complaint/inquiry records in its own files and those in the Commission's electronic filing and information system (EFIS).  The period covered in this review was December 10, 2002 through June 27, 2003.  Additionally, the Staff conducted inspections of the Company's water and sewer systems in Stone County (the Lantern Bay service area) and its water system in Benton County (the Spring Branch service area).

EXHIBIT A
Investigation Results

The Staff's review of the customer complaint/inquiry records pertaining to Foxfire yielded the following results:

Complaints Recorded Regarding Water Service

Six (6)

Inquiries Recorded Regarding Water Service

None

Complaints Recorded Regarding Sewer Service

None

Inquiries Recorded Regarding Sewer Service

None

Of the six complaints recorded regarding water service, four were determined to simply be requests for information regarding the complaint process.  Of the two remaining complaints, one pertained to a disconnection of service and one pertained to a dispute regarding estimated billings.  Regarding the service disconnection complaint (C200309163), the customer claimed that service was disconnected for non-payment of a bill that the customer never received.  The Company promptly restored the customer's service and its investigation of the complaint found that there were no overdue bills and that in fact the customer had a credit balance subsequent to the payments made after the service was disconnected.  This complaint has now been closed.  Regarding the complaint about estimated billings (C200312339), the EFIS records show that this complaint is still being investigated and that the Staff expects further information about the complaint is expected from the Company.

Regarding the Staff's field inspections of the Company's facilities, the Staff found that little work has been done since the rate increase went into effect, but that the Company now has plans to move forward with certain projects.  The Staff does note that the rate increase has been in effect for only five months, and that this has likely had an effect on the Company moving forward with system improvements.

Regarding the Spring Branch service area, improvements identified as being needed, and which are now planned, include the installation of master meters at each well, refurbishment of the well house for Well #1 and the installation of additional flush valves in the distribution system.  An engineering study, the cost of which was included in the cost-of-service for the recent rate increase, also identifies improvements that are needed in the distribution system, which consist mainly of main replacements; however, there are no immediate plans to implement the recommendations made in the engineering study as those improvements would require a major capital investment on the part of the Company.

Regarding the water service for the Lantern Bay service area, the main problem is excess iron in the water supply, which is an area that the Company is attempting to address.  However, the Staff believes this problem needs to be re-evaluated, with an emphasis on developing a solution that primarily relies on regular flushing of the whole system including the standpipe.  Addition of a polyphosphate, which the Company is currently doing, should be re-evaluated and if continued should also be re-examined for optimizing its effect and determining how results can be verified.

Regarding the sewer service for the Lantern Bay service area, the main problem that now exists is severe stormwater erosion of the access road to the wastewater treatment plant, which is to the point that stormwater appears to be flowing directly toward the treatment plant.  Diversion of stormwater from the access road and from the treatment plant is needed, and once that is done the access road also needs to be reconstructed.  An additional item that the Company needs to address is the daily recording of flow data based on the flow meter at the treatment plant, but with proper calibration of the flow meter first being done and subsequently verified on a monthly basis.  As a part of the calibration of the flow meter, the flume in the meter needs to be leveled according to the manufacturer’s guidelines.

Future Staff Monitoring

As a part of the Commission's Rate Case Order, the Staff was also directed to conduct an earnings investigation of Foxfire and to file a report regarding that investigation no later than eighteen months after the effective date of the order.

The Staff will continue to monitor Foxfire's quality of service in general, and the system-related matters addressed in this report in particular, as a part of that earnings investigation and will include an update to this report as a part of its earnings investigation report.  The Staff's current plan for its earnings investigation is to use a test year of the twelve months ending December 31, 2003, and to file its report regarding the investigation on or before June 1, 2004.
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