
 
1 Working Group Meeting, March 12, 2018 

March 12, 2018 Working Group Notes 

 

Present:  

Commissioner Susanne (Sue) Vaughan, EUC 

Commissioner Jim Boyle, EUC 

Commissioner Mickey Maia, WWWC 

Commissioner Nhat Ho, WWWC 

Kerry Overton, Deputy General Manager and Chief Customer and Compliance Officer, AE (by 

phone) 

Elaine Veselka, Vice President, Customer Account Management, AE 

Drema Gross, Water Conservation Division Manager, AW 

City Attorney 

 

[Commissioners were escorted to a conference room at the Austin Energy headquarters. When 

we came into the room, there was a telephone in the middle of the table. The meeting began with 

a Staff member adjusting the phone so that we could hear the voice on the phone.] 

 

Kerry Overton, Deputy General Manager of Austin Energy – Mr. Overton identified himself on 

the phone as Deputy General Manager of Austin Energy. He said that he was on Spring Break 

vacation, but he thought it was necessary to personally call in to the meeting to tell us that the 

meeting was “confidential”. [No reason for confidentiality was given, no limits on confidentiality 

were identified. Commissioners were reminded at least twice by Staff at the meeting that the 

meeting was confidential. No formal agreement from Commissioners for confidentiality was 

sought or offered. Staff offered no explanations for requiring confidentiality.] 

 

At least 2 Corix meter readers put info into the system with some idea of previous reads. Staff 

doesn’t know whether it was in the management system or the readers had their own information. 

No City employee falsified their reads. Corix is not providing any information. The City will look at 

legal options. Corix workers are contract employees. They could be banned from working for the 

City again. This may be referred to the County Attorney. Contract damages would go through the 

City, but falsification of governmental records would go to the County Attorney. 
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Elaine Veselka (AE) – The falsified reads were close enough to earlier reads to avoid flags for 

high/low usage. 

Jim Boyle (EUC) – There were missing performance reports from Corix for August. The City 

meter readers were next door to the contract meter readers. Corix documents show that they 

were short by 13 meter readers. They never got caught up on having full personnel. 

Veselka – We backed up on “soft services” (e.g., hanging door notices on cut offs, etc.). The EUC 

stopped cutting people off in 2015 because of the problem with high bills. It would be better to 

change contracts in some other time of year than summer.  

Jim Boyle – Was there any mismanagement of the contract? 

Veselka – The contract was properly managed. 

On the horizon, AMI meters will be installed for Austin Water. Oracle will be used to work on 

notifying anomalies in usage. However, there is no ability to text customers. 

Drema Gross (AW) – It will be a five-year process to fully achieve AMI. 

Push notification = notification through an app that doesn’t affect phone message time. 

Dropcounter app = Monthly information will download on a phone app. It may not be 

contemporaneous (there may be a three-week lag). 

Code Red = Reverse 911 for major emergencies (e.g., boil water notices). 

Jeff Vice (AE) – We hope to bring information on reading falsification to the next EUC meeting. 

Jim Boyle – We need some sort of flag that is not just high/low, but that also flags anomalies in 

a neighborhood or on a route basis. 

Gross – Regarding Code 15-141 and 15-142: Staff wants to make leak bill adjustments the same 

as administrative adjustments. Customers would be refunded all except expected volume 

(calculated the same under both circumstances). Staff is going to move toward using four months 

rather than two years of usage data. 

 

[After the Staff finished briefing the Commissioners, they told us that time was up, that the 

conference room had other reservations and that Staff had other meetings. Commissioner Boyle 

said he had two quick questions, and he was told firmly by Mr. Vice, “No, really, you have to get 

out now”, while other Staff left the room. Mr. Vice then escorted the Commissioners down the 

elevators to the back door leading to the parking lot. 

At the next WWWC meeting, I gave the Commission a report on how this “confidential” meeting 

was conducted without reporting the content. Ms. Veselka was in attendance at the WWWC 

meeting and said that the confidentiality of the meeting applied only to anything said by the 
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attorney. To the contrary, limitations on confidentiality were never voiced by Staff during the 

Working Group meeting, nor was confidentiality politely requested rather than mandated. Other 

than the text that I redacted above (attorney routine and nonspecific comments), nothing said in 

the meeting seemed sensitive enough to withhold any information from the public. 

Ms. Gross apologized in the WWWC meeting for poor scheduling of enough time for the meeting. 

The Working Group meeting was completely set up by Staff, including the date, time, and place, 

and with knowledge of any scheduling requirements of their own staff and conference room 

logistics. Commissioners were never asked about their availability for the meeting, so the meeting 

was not scheduled in consideration of Commissioner convenience or request. Staff obviously 

knew they were only going to allow one hour for the meeting, and they took that entire time while 

Commissioners waited, ultimately without success, for them to finish speaking in order to ask 

questions. 

Future meetings were at Austin Water headquarters.]  
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May 17, 2018 Working Group Notes 

 

Present:  

Commissioner David P. Tuttle, EUC 

Commissioner Susanne (Sue) Vaughan, EUC 

Commissioner Jim Boyle, EUC 

Commissioner Mickey Maia, WWWC 

Kerry Overton, Deputy General Manager and Chief Customer and Compliance Officer, AE 

Elaine Veselka, Vice President, Customer Account Management, AE 

Monica Joiner, Quality Management Process Manager, AE (Retail customer services when AE 

cannot solve issues (dealing with escalations; customer hearings; water loss)) 

Drema Gross, Water Conservation Division Manager, AW 

Alice Flora, customer service manager (don’t have formal title), AW (taps office, investigators for 

taps, installation of meters) 

Other City Staff 

 

Question 13 – How did Staff access high/low usage information? [Question 13 was the primary 

focus of discussion at the meeting; most other questions or requests for data/documents were 

provided in backup material.] 

 

Gross – When AMI meters are put in, it may help resolve issues, but AMI does not prevent the 

issues. 

Veselka – Corix said they could not see previous reads.  When AE Staff had seen the Corix 

system, the previous readings were not shown.   

Log-in for two meter readers was found to be outside of normal hours.  They had obtained the 

password of staff who did have legitimate access to system information (which enabled them to 

enter fake readings within the high/low parameters to avoid detection). 

Overton – The two offending readers did not go to work with Bermex when the new contract with 

Bermex began. Originally, about 20 former Corix readers went from Corix to Bermex, but that 

number is down to less than 10.
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Veselka – Said that she and Overton had a conversation with Bermex to ask them to look at the 

process and see if it could be tightened. 

Overton – If there were a breach, the offender would have to get beyond the photos that are now 

taken. The GPS log now gets very close to the actual location of the meter reader, and not just 

where their truck is parked (which was the GPS system for Corix). 

Boyle – We’ve had billing issues back to at least 2012.  Even though there were audits in the 

past, the problems did not get addressed.  Jim has looked into “lessons learned” documents 

around the country due to his personal experience with Bastrop fires. Back in February, Jim talked 

to Kerry Overton and the AE General Manager about preparing a “lessons learned” document. 

Commissioners do not have the role of running the utilities, but they do have the role of oversight. 

If we had a lessons-learned report, we might be able to shorten the process we’re in. 

There are also “After Action Reports”, which may be shorter than lessons-learned reports. 

Veselka – We have After Action reports and applied the same methodology to customer service. 

We have a draft of the document but haven’t released it yet.  While we are negotiating, we don’t 

want to release the After Action report before a settlement is made. 

Overton – We have Quality Control people that look at many issues.  We have issues down to a 

very detailed level.  We are having discussions with AW. 

Boyle – (Spoke about the possible need for confidentiality for legal reasons.) 

Overton – There is nothing that would be a problem to be released. 

Veselka – The situation is close to being resolved. 

 

Regarding Question 13 … 

Boyle – This should have been an easy situation to analyze. (Long discussion followed.) The 

audit was not useful. 

Veselka – The audit was done for very specific reasons.  It was done a few years ago. [? Note, it 

was dated March 2018.] 

Kerry – The audit still has value. 

Gross – Only during the August read cycle was there the anomalous behavior of the log-in/log-

out behavior.  She referred to anomalies in July that Jim Boyle has brought up and said that she 

does not see those as anomalous.
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Boyle – Many customers had lower use in July than in December, suggesting that July readings 

may have been anomalous. 

Gross – Some strange reads have to do with timing of the read related to Hurricane Harvey.  

There is not enough evidence that there is a meter reading problem. 

Veselka – We went back three years looking at patterns. 

Gross – Folks in Circle C irrigate rye grass in the winter. 

Flora – AW does thousands of re-reads. 

Boyle – Wanted to address the “700 customers”. 

Maia – Asked for a definition of “escalations”.  Was told that an escalation is a referral to the 

supervisor level, a group of 25 people. At that point, the customer is no longer on the line, and 

Customer Service goes back to receiving calls. 

Noted that there are anecdotal complaints from customers that when they are “escalated”, they 

report not receiving call backs, and then they have to call in again and start the process all over, 

usually with another Customer Service representative that they did not talk to previously. 

All of the Commissioners present said they heard many similar complaints. 

Joiner – Reported that there was new training to emphasize “empathy”.  Strongly asserted that 

anecdotal reports of failure to receive call-backs or a customer having to start the complaint 

process again for failure of AE response was impossible because they had procedures and a 

tracking process. 

Gross – Asked for agreement from the group that the Working Group would deal with customer 

service at the next meeting and high bill adjustments the next meeting after that. 
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June 20, 2018 Working Group Notes 

 

Present:  

Commissioner Jim Boyle, EUC 

Commissioner Mickey Maia, WWWC 

Commissioner Mary Bell, WWWC 

Commissioner Nhat Ho, WWWC 

Kerry Overton, Deputy General Manager and Chief Customer and Compliance Officer, AE 

Elaine Veselka, Vice President, Customer Account Management, AE (attended by cell phone) 

Jerry Galvan, Vice President for Customer Care 

Drema Gross, Water Conservation Division Manager, AW 

Alice Flora, customer service manager (don’t have formal title), AW 

 

Gross – Said that the next meeting will be about “escalations”.  Later we will talk about what to 

do about going forward. 

Galvan – Talked at length about Customer Care operations. He referenced the first three pages 

of the backup materials provided by AE. (This information was not requested by the Working 

Group but volunteered by Mr. Galvan in a lengthy presentation).  

Regarding Page 1, “Customer Care Operations” organization chart, he explained that he (Mr. 

Galvan) is in charge of “Customer Care Services” (otherwise known as the “Front Office”). He 

supervises Austin 311 for the whole city (located at Hwy 183 and Cameron Road); the Utility 

Contact Center (which is the customer’s first contact at 512-494-4400, and includes supervisors 

which are sent some referred calls); and Customer Services Management (which deals with more 

complex situations, 1% of calls).  

Customer Services Management includes the Customer Solutions Team, which deals with 

“escalations”. It is the Customer Assistance Program group (?). Customers that are referred to 

this group are not transferred by phone, but are told that someone from this group will call them 

back at a later date. Thus, customers that do not get resolution with the Utility Contact Center 

cannot finish addressing their problems until a worker in the Customer Services Management 

area actively places a call to them.
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Elaine Veselka supervises a different organization, Customer Account Management, also known 

as the Back Office.  Within that organization are Revenue Measurement and Control; Billing 

Services; and Quality Management. 
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Regarding Page 2, “Customer Interactions”, Mr. Galvan talked about the variety of calls that they 

receive. 

 

 

 

Regarding Page 3, Mr. Galvan spoke at length about the very large percentage of callers (not 

including customers that come in person or communicate through internet, or via Councilmembers 

of Commissioners) that are satisfied with their service. 90% of contact is via phone calls. 

Of the 1.53M customers that contact the Utility Contact Center, only 20,000 (23%) are “escalation” 

cases. These are not all upset customers. Of the 20,000, 4,600 are water bill escalations.  Of the 

4,600, only 307 request administrative hearings (for all purposes). 71% of the 307, or 218 

customers, requested administrative hearings related to water. Mr. Galvan emphasized that this 

is a very, very small percentage of the interactions of their call center, and that the vast majority 

are satisfied. 
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Calls with Customer Services Management are recorded and retained for a period of time (maybe 

a month). When requested, Staff makes transcripts of a call, and redacts sensitive information. 

[This process was used by the reporter in writing the story with the Saustrup family that watered 

livestock and typically had a $7 water bill.] 

Overton – We had about three cases in which everything that could go wrong, did go wrong. 

Overton – We are already seeing fewer hearing requests due to changes just made in ordinance 

(where a hearing is an appeal rather than one of two paths for remedies). 

Boyle – Noted that it was necessary for the customer to meet criteria before they could go to 

hearing. 

Gross – Responded that Staff changed the criteria so more people are able to appeal now. 

Boyle – Said that the process takes a long time. You may have thousands of complaints, but only 

a few appeals because of the time and resources that it takes. 

Flora – It costs $400-$500 to the utility to have a hearing. 
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Gross – We want to get to a point where more and more customers get resolution at their first 

call. We will see the effect of our changes over the next few months. 

Maia – Said that her concern, as a WWW Commissioner, is whether AE is a good choice, as a 

forced, monopoly contractor, for AW customers.  There have been concerns in the past about 

costs that have been charged to AW.  One of the theoretical benefits of having another City 

department do the billing for AW is that all the departments should work together to the overall 

benefit of the City. During the drought, when AW lost approximately $100M, and AW Staff reduced 

their own budget by $30M, AE continued to increase charges to AW rather than tightening their 

belt like AW was doing. It seems that from the top, from the Manager, the Budget Office, and AE, 

no one supported AW in their struggle to keep from raising rates even higher, although all parties 

are supposed to working together. And now we have concerns about quality of services. 

Overton – AE has to charge actual costs because of the potential for rate challenges. We charge 

AW a very fair market price. 

Maia – Asked what he meant by “market” price. Asked whether AW was charged whatever AE 

put in their budget document, or whether they charged AW actual costs as they occurred during 

the year. 

Overton – Said that AW is charged actual cost.  In response to Maia question about whether 

“market” cost included profit (since most comparable utilities are for-profit utilities), Overton said 

they charge no profit other than Transfers to the General Fund. 

Overton said that the City had decided that they wanted everyone that called into the call center 

to be immediately answered by individuals, rather than go through an automated system. AE 

offers a very efficient system in terms of personnel costs.  He said it is a good bargain because 

they respond to all types of calls about charges (for all the departments that are on the City utility 

bill) at all hours of the day, so it is a “good bargain” for AW. 

He said that there is a true-up at the end of the year and AW only pays for its own actual costs. 

Since January, he said that AE has brought in an outside firm to do “soft skill” training in empathy. 

AE found that people actually were not getting callbacks (this may be a response to statements 

from Commissioners last month that customers sometimes do not get callbacks from the 

escalations group, to which supervisor Ms. Joiner asserted that allegation to be untrue), just as 

the customers said. 

Boyle – Are you having a lot of turnover? Are you paying your workers enough? 

Galvan – Many are contractors and we do lose a lot. 

Suggested the meeting move from Page 3 to Page 11 of Staff’s document. 
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Maia – Wanted to back up to address the intervening skipped pages, the first of which was 

requested glossary of terms and acronyms (Page 4 of the Staff document, May Question #4). 

(This was one of the questions actually asked by the Working Group). 

 

 

 

Boyle – Asked where the glossary terms came from. 

Galvan – The Business Process Quality Management Group. It’s a website. Most of the terms 

are related to electric work. [The five-page, small print list is made up almost entirely of 

acronyms. The vast majority of the list have nothing to do with Working Group work. Jargon is 

generally not included in the list.] 

Veselka – [Unintelligible] 

Flora – There are missing acronyms. [She seemed to suggest she will read through them to check 

the completeness of the list.] 
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 [Galvan proceeded to Page 11 of the Staff document, skipping page 10 of the Staff document, in 

which May Question #4 was asked regarding lists of periodic reports from AE and AW regarding 

customer care; the contact center; and the resolution of billing disputes. 

 

 

 

 

Commissioners were unable to ask questions or request copies of these reports because Mr. 

Galvan spent a large amount of time on Page 11 of the Staff document (May Question #7, below), 

regarding a request for a list of customer satisfaction surveys regarding billing and other customer 

service, and requesting the results of those surveys for the past two years. Actual copies of survey 

documents were not provided because Staff maintained that they were contractually bound not 

to release those. When he finished his long discussion of surveys, no time was left for further 

discussion of questions that Commissioners actually asked.] 



 
12 Working Group Meeting, June 20, 2018 

 

 

Galvan – Said that AE conducts 4 surveys: 

- Staying on the phone after a phone call (After-call survey) 

- First Call Resolution – Conducted 7-10 days after the transaction. “We consider these 

positive responses are higher than virtually any utility in the country.” 

- Voice of the Customer – Survey conducted by outside contractor for “Corporate Analytics” 

(a group within AE). Management does not have input to the manner in which questions 

for this report are developed. 
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- JD Powers – Ranks and benchmarks AE and AW. This is third party ranking of utilities. 

AE increased significantly since 2016. We were 17 out of 19 utilities (when Galvan came 

to AE). Now we are up to the middle range. Our customers were less happy with AE in 

September and October when we had negative publicity. 

Boyle – The EUC got a presentation earlier this year on surveys, and some of the results were 

pretty negative. [Those surveys are not shown in Staff’s list.] 

Gross – JD Powers will not allow the results to be published. They solicit information from 

customers and sell information to utilities or other businesses. They began in 2015 for residential 

water customers. The end of their fiscal year is March. Customer Service = 8% of their ranking. 

Water scores are in the 4th quartile except for conservation and delivery. So obviously AW has a 

problem with customer satisfaction. 

The four areas that AW Management decided to work on are: 

- Stakeholder understanding (affordability) 

- Infrastructure stability (maintenance/planning) 

- Leadership development 

- Customer satisfaction (Drema’s area) 

All Staff are working on these every month and are trying to get these improved. AW is working 

with AE on this: How can we communicate better with customers? 

Flora – We are headed toward many more payment options. 

Boyle – Re: affordability, people see the bill as a whole. 

Gross – We don’t have a survey to show to the Working Group. We don’t have one central 

number that customers can call. We’re going to work on improvements. 

AW used to be the 3rd from the bottom; now we’re 5th from the bottom of our comparison group. 

Across the board, AW is the worst water utility in Texas per JD Powers.  

[Questions on Pages 12 and 13 of the Staff document (May Questions #10 and #11) requested a 

copy of changes to agreements between AE and AW for services to be provided to AW. Staff said 

that no changes had been made, and that review of any changes would begin in July. The 

Question on Page 14 of the Staff document (May Question #12) was also not addressed.] 
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[A conversation started regarding previously unanswered questions, initially asked in January and 

February.] 

Boyle – There are some questions that we actually need to get answered and we will work on 

those and send those to you. 

Gross – We want to open things up and have you look at what we’re doing. If we need to go back 

8 months, we will; but it pulls Staff off other things. 

Ho – I don’t want to get buried in analytics and intricacies. I want to see changes in trends of 

perceptions. 

Maia – Given the time, we could delay Page 10 and Page 14 (of the Staff document) discussion 

until next meeting. 

Gross – We are agreed to go on to escalations etc. at the next meeting. 

Overton – A lot of us have vacations in July. 

Boyle – Asked AE if they were going to do After-Action Reports. 

[Galvan and Overton said yes.] 

Maia – Asked when the After Action Report would be done. 

Veselka – Said they would have a date for that at the next meeting. [They didn’t.] 

Boyle – Asked if the Corix situation has been resolved. 

Veselka – [Unintelligible.] 

Boyle – Are we going to the courthouse? 

Veselka – I don’t know. [Said something unintelligible related to the DA’s office.] We are asking 

for direct costs.
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July 17, 2018 Working Group Notes 

 

Present:  

Commissioner Jim Boyle, EUC  

Commissioner Susanne Vaughan, EUC 

Commissioner Mickey Maia, WWWC 

Commissioner Mary Bell, WWWC 

Kerry Overton, Deputy General Manager and Chief Customer and Compliance Officer, AE 

Elaine Veselka, Vice President, Customer Account Management, AE  

Monica Joiner, Quality Management Process Manager, AE 

Tiffany Webb, Manager of Escalations, AE  

Lisa Tamez – Billing Service Management, AE 

Drema Gross, Water Conservation Division Manager, AW 

 

While waiting for other Commissioners to arrive, present Commissioners were given an “After 

Action Report” dated March 3, 2018 that was in draft form. Commissioners were told they could 

read the report for a few minutes (about 5 minutes), but those reports would be taken back up by 

Staff [at the close of the meeting] because the report was in draft form. From a practical 

perspective, there was no opportunity to completely read the report in the few minutes provided. 

Reading the Conclusion first: [Not completely verbatim] Austin Energy and Austin Water are 

committed to improving customer confidence in our processes. We will continue our commitment 

to quality efforts, proactive communication and enhancing customer experience. 

From the beginning and other scanning: In mid-2017, AE began to receive water bill inquiries. 

Water bills were not out of line with historical patterns. AE coordinated with AW to review. 

The metrics validated no large-scale, system issues. Photos validated Corix fieldwork. There was 

no way for Staff to know there was anything wrong. [Several examples were given of why Staff 

could not know, in their view, about the scale or nature of the metering problems.] Escalations 

reached 2254. 

Customers misinterpreted existing utility regulations, leaving some customers with no formal 

recourse regarding administrative hearings because they thought they could not appeal through 
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those hearings. Some customers disputed calculations within the utility regulations, asserting that 

100% of unexplained usage should be credited and disputing some eligibility criteria. 

 

*** Reading was interrupted at this point to conduct the meeting. The above is only a small portion 

of the report. 

 

Jim Boyle conducted the meeting, unlike previous meetings which were conducted by Staff. 

 

Boyle – We are expecting a repeat of 2011 weather conditions this year. [He talked about having 

a house in the Lost Pines, where he learned about fires and weather.] 

When customers were heard at EUC meetings, I realized that we can get in a rut. My career has 

been in dealing with utilities, primarily private utilities. Dealing with the culture of customers is 

difficult to describe. Also there is high turnover [in meter reading and the call center].  Call centers 

are a difficult area to manage. 

What attracted me was the customer testimonies. Public utilities should act differently from private 

utilities. Relations are different. 

My biggest worry is that there is this feeling that customers should have a good experience in a 

different way than they do with private utilities. 

I am also concerned about “After-Action Reports”. I haven’t committed the AE After-Action Report 

to memory [after reading a few minutes], but I think there are things in draft that could be improved. 

[He presented the Onion Creek Flood After Action Report as a good example of that kind of report. 

He also showed the Bastrop Fire After Action Report and left a copy with Staff as an example of 

a successful report.] I am a great believer in AA Reports; it’s important to have something we can 

go back to in the future. Taking time to do it is important. 

Looking at the AE report, we Commissioners do not see Staff as enemies. Our goal is to see you 

succeed. 

I asked questions [earlier] about vendor management. I don’t see anything in the report on that. I 

looked at contracts and the RFP for Corix. I am familiar with the history. I was worried about 

vendor management. In reading the contract and looking at what Corix did, they had deliverables. 

They had to send reports with an invoice, per the contract. I didn’t see them file those reports. 

They had 2 highs and 2 lows and they weren’t in the report for August. They shouldn’t have been 

paid without the reports. 

A bunch of customers went pretty high on their bills – not just moving to another rate tier – with 

bills 10 times as high as normal. But I didn’t see any Corix reports on that. 
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In 2015, Corix was down by 12 meter readers and said they could not perform “soft services”. By 

the last month of their contract, they were down by 17 meter readers. 

Corix said in a letter to AE that AE would have a problem if there was a transition to a new 

company [that, is, if AE changed to a different contractor, as it did in September 2017]. 

In regard to the false meter readings, there must have been someone else at Corix besides the 

two meter readers [involved in the falsified meter reads]. 

 

Vaughan – [Asked if the Corix lawsuit was over.] 

 

Veselka – Contractually, AE can hold Corix accountable for 34,000 customers that had problems. 

In the lawsuit, we are also trying to recover for AE Staff time spent on this. The City Attorney 

works on AE’s behalf. Our old attorney moved, so we had to start over with a new attorney. Also, 

key Corix management has been on vacation. We hope they will agree to pay for the reads. If it 

goes to litigation, the burden of proof is on AE. 

 

Vaughan – For the future, there will have to be additional monitoring for a time when there is 

overlap when contractors are changed. 

 

Veselka – Kelly Sing is the new attorney. 

 

Overton – Maybe the attorney could call in and we could ask her questions. 

 

Boyle – I worry that someone at AE knew this was going on. When Corix was short [of meter 

readers], they wrote a letter and negotiated with AE to do less under their contract. I wonder who 

was doing the management on this. 

 

Vaughan – Staff gets a chunk of data only. 

 

Overton – The request for not doing soft services came when we were not going to do any cutoffs. 

[Notifying customers of impending shutoffs was one of the “soft services” that Corix was excused 

from performing when they notified AE of their staffing shortages.] 
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Veselka – No one knew the 2 meter readers were not doing the reads. 

 

Gross – [Apparently to Boyle and Maia] We have been here from January through July, and it is 

the same request for documents. We explain that we don’t have documents, and you still continue 

to ask for it. I don’t know what you want me to do. So we got questions last week again and we 

keep arriving at this point. [Personal Note: To my knowledge, we have never asked for documents 

repeatedly after having been told that such documents did not exist.] 

 

Vaughan – I am happy with the AA Report. People were treated like liars. 

 

[There was a discussion of whether there would be future Working Group meetings, and the 

Commissioners at the meeting generally agreed that there was no need to meet after the current 

meeting.] 

 

Maia – [I discussed my concerns about non-transparency and the failure to provide answers and 

documents that have been requested. I expressed concerns that AW is forced to use AE for meter 

reading and billing, and that the cost to AW is high, and we now know that there are also problems 

with the quality of service. I said it would be better if AW was able to gradually take over the 

services that AE is now providing, but I understood that it was a complicated process, and I had 

no recommendations on the specifics of the separation that might be partial or complete.] 

 

Joiner – We [AE Staff] decided that Staff didn’t want to spend the resources to answer old 

questions, so we are doing something else [instead of answering questions about the past]. 

 

Bell – [Disagreed with Maia. Said she always gets what she asks for from Drema.] 

 

Veselka – We talked about some things that may not need to be answered any more. We don’t 

want to be seen as nonresponsive. 
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Boyle – Where I was frustrated was in trying to look at monthly reports. I asked for reports a 

number of times, and those reports DO exist [addressing Drema], but they were not provided. We 

looked at data by zip code. I thought this was a simple request. 

The other thing is that I was worried about the administrative process. Maybe we could learn 

something to look at the process.  

 

Bell – For AW customer service, the ball was dropped big time. People were not listened to and 

were caused financial problems. We need to be reassured that our customers will be listened to. 

 

Vaughan – The customer satisfaction survey … does that cover AW? 

 

Gross – The after-call survey applies to any of the services of the call center. 

 

Vaughan – Is it improving? 

 

Overton – It is all improving. The ultimate score is with JD Powers. The after-call surveys are 

improving, and also improving with call-backs. 

 

Boyle – Tiffany [Webb] kept saying that things were happening in clusters and they were. 

 

Gross – What do you mean by high bills? That could be different things. 

 

Boyle – I was looking at the contract between AW and AE.  

I thought everyone would know about whatever was in the report. We were going to do a report. 

 

Bell – [Asked Maia about writing a report.] 

 

Maia – [I explained that it would take a very large amount of work to put together a report, and 

since other Commissioners did not want to participate in writing one, it might be too large of an 

effort for me to do alone. I made no commitment to either write or not write a report.] 



 
6 Working Group Meeting, July 17, 2018 

 

Overton – [Addressing Maia regarding my position that the root cause of metering and billing 

errors is the internal culture of Austin Energy that treats our customers with disrespect and 

minimizes them, and also doesn’t deal with concerns about lack of transparency.] If you want to 

transfer all customer service functions of AE to Austin Water, you are going to be disappointed. 

AW will be answering calls for all departments, not just water. Ms. Maia, you just do not want to 

accept it, but we take responsibility for the tone. At the end of the day, the customers want 

adjustments. We can’t agree to adjustments without an audit trail. We will successfully help you 

to separate the utilities; we take 5000 calls a day. An EUC Commissioner asked if the call center 

didn’t get flooded [with calls]. The 200 [did he mean over 2000?] escalations were highly intense. 

95% of the customers didn’t even come in on this issue. We pulled in people that didn’t even know 

that they were affected. We had zero complaints after people saw the data. [Personal note: This 

statement is contrary to testimony of numerous dissatisfied customers at several EUC meetings.] Our job 

is to please the Commissioners, the Council and the customers. 

 

Gross – Let’s not throw AE under the bus [to Maia]. AW is responsible for much of the problems 

because we did not monitor AE closely enough. 

On the question of whether AW is getting appropriate value from AE: That’s a fair question. I want 

unbiased information. The AA Report is short-term. [She asked what reports needed to be 

reviewed.]  

We started looking at zero reads every month. It turns out that they are unused irrigation meters, 

as well as other normal circumstances. 

Also, AW will be doing an audit of AE. We have trusted AE, but now we justify. We found one 

issue is Bermex; we were able to find what could be changed. We don’t have money for our own 

call center. Especially with AMI, we are going to use AE or take over some of that. 

[She discussed many details that AW is discovering in the metering area that AW is trying to 

address to get better metering results and to gain a better idea of what is happening in the field.] 

 

Maia – [I said that I supported the various types of actions on the part of AW that Drema had 

described, as a part of a process for AW to take over a greater portion of the customer service for 

AW customers.] AW needs to control the customer experience and billing with water customers. 

 

Boyle – We need to deal with zero reads. 
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Maia – [I referred to Staff’s answers to Question #17 in the meeting’s packet, which contained 

eight sub-questions about zero meter reads. I pointed out that Staff’s comments regarding 

Question #17 were nonresponsive, since no sentence in Staff’s comments actually related to any 

of the eight questions that were asked.] 

 

 

 

Gross – We will never get rid of zero reads. [Gave examples of zero reads – vacationing owners, 

irrigation meters which are not used, etc.] There are too many zero reads (800 per day) to keep 

up with it. 



 
8 Working Group Meeting, July 17, 2018 

At the beginning of the year, there was a backlog of over 3000 meters needing repair, but 

maintenance staff is catching up. That number is down to 900 currently. 

Zero reads are less critical to me than estimated reads. 

 

Boyle – What does it mean when you set your flag [thresholds for water meter reads that are 

abnormally high or low]? 

 

Gross – High/low flags doesn’t do much anymore since we are taking photos of all reads. [The 

logic of this statement was not explained since a photo by itself does not alert the utility about an unusual 

read that may need investigation.] We are looking at meter photos in a meter read validation project, 

which is a small sample of customers. 

 

Overton – Bermex is doing a phenomenal job. 

 

Vaughan – I don’t think we need to meet for another 6 months. 

 

Boyle – Thanked Staff for their work. 

 

[All After Action Reports were collected by Staff.] 

 


