EWEB Staff Response to

Neighborhood Leaders’ Council,

“Recommendations for Changes to EWEB Policy and Practices”

December 3, 2007

For the past three years the EWEB Board of Commissioners has been undertaking a concerted effort to communicate more directly with Eugene’s neighborhood groups.  Board members have appeared before several such groups, sometimes on more than one occasion, to provide updates on EWEB issues and initiatives and to hear from those attending about their utility-related issues and concerns.  Discussion topics have ranged from the need for additional investment in utility infrastructure, to rates, to EWEB headquarters site review efforts and the utility’s intention to relocate its outside operations to a site in West Eugene.  EWEB’s Governmental Affairs Coordinator has proactively sought opportunities for Commissioners to address neighborhood groups in discussions with the various neighborhood leaders, which has met with mixed success.

On November 27, 2007, EWEB received the “Recommendations for Changes to EWEB Policy and Practices,” from the Neighborhood Leaders Council (NLC). Below is a list of the recommendations and suggestions, with the staffs’ response to each. 

NLC Recommendations:

1. Develop a procedure to form a public advisory group made up of EWEB customers to improve EWEB policies and practices for dealing with customer issues and complaints.….

The EWEB Board of Commissioners’ Statement of Legacy, developed by the Board as part of extensive governance discussions and decisions, prominently references meeting the needs of customers and the community. The last statement declares, “The Board of Commissioners: maintains a strong connection to customers and the community.”  EWEB’s general strategy is to tailor the level and form of public involvement to the issued under consideration.  In cases where the Board is seeking input on long-term policy decisions, formal advisory groups are formed.  Examples include the Advisory Committee on the Integrated Energy Resource Plan, the Advisory Committee on the Long-Term Water Supply Plan, the McKenzie Network Group (established to advise the utility on issues related to relicensing EWEB’s Walterville and Leaburg hydroelectric facilities) and the Advisory Committee on Electromagnetic Fields.  However, with regard to ongoing policies, the utility’s basic philosophy is that EWEB Commissioners are elected by customers to represent the interests of their constituents. 

There are a variety of ways in which EWEB Commissioners stay connected to concerns of their constituents.  There is time on every Board meeting agenda for public comment.  Public forums are oftentimes scheduled on significant issues, such as the provision of utility service to Hyundai and the possible location of Triad Hospital on EWEB’s riverfront property.  And EWEB Commissioners continually make themselves available for presentations or open discussions with neighborhood groups and civic organizations.  These communication methods provide Board members, and EWEB staff, with various ways in which they can address customer issues and complaints.

2. Request that EWEB assign an ombudsperson to handle and review customer and group complaints, and work with any customer that has sustained injury or property damage from EWEB facilities or equipment. …. 

EWEB believes that it needs to become more targeted and focused in its customer contacts, particularly in instances where utility/community issues are involved.  To this end, the existing position of Local Governmental Affair Coordinator is being modified to reflect a significant community liaison function.  In fact the new position will be titled Governmental Affairs/Community Liaison Coordinator.  Specifically, this position will serve as EWEB’s primary contact for customers having concerns about any aspect of the utility’s operations, and will serve as the central point of contact between individuals in the community and the utility.  

In addition, the utility is now developing a Public Participation Plan that will guide the utility in determining the extent of public participation that will be sought for individual utility issues that arise in the community.  The Plan, to be developed by staff and approved by the Board, will represent a formal commitment on EWEB’s part about the importance of public opinion and input to our decision making process as a publicly owned utility. 

Both of these efforts are in addition to a continuing commitment that the EWEB Board has to hear from utility customers on any issue via the Public Input agenda item included in every regular board meeting, as well as its commitment to the variety of outreach efforts described in the preceding response.

3. Request that EWEB develop a procedure that is open to public scrutiny for analyzing, reconciling and reporting customer and group complaints. …

As a public entity, all of EWEB’s records are open to the public unless they involve legal issues or specific customer information, in which case the records are confidential.  Staff responses to customer complaints and claims are tracked and available for review unless they meet the criteria listed above.  EWEB has an Appeals Officer and an Appeals Committee that responds to customer complaints and claims, with a goal of responding to customers within 10 days.  Also, the back of the EWEB bill provides space for customer comments and complaints, which are compiled and shared with EWEB Commissioners.

Note:  Because of similarities, Questions 4 and 5 below are addressed with one response, at the conclusion of Question 5. 

4. Request that EWEB complete engineering analyses and provide a public report of any facility or equipment failures that affect the public safety. This analysis should use assistance from external consultants when necessary, There do not appear to be any adopted policies at EWEB for the analysis and public reporting of failures, aside from the reporting requirements mandated by the Oregon PUC for incidents causing over $100,000 in damage.  

5. Request that EWEB review safety procedures and the reporting of safety issues involving the public.

EWEB routinely inspects its electric and water systems including electric poles, transformers, lines, and water pump stations and reservoirs.  

Specifically with regard to the electric system, EWEB falls under the requirements of the Oregon Public Utility Commission for all public safety aspects of the system.  The PUC conducts random system-wide inspections and has recently informed EWEB of its intent to use the utility’s system maintenance program as a model for other public utilities in the State of Oregon.  

EWEB conducts drive-by inspections of the entire electric system every two years and conducts a detailed inspection once every ten years.  Documentation of the inspections is required.  The overall intent of the inspection program is to identify hazards and/or deteriorating equipment conditions prior to failure.  The program is helpful in identifying trends and flagging instances where the utility needs to be proactive in replacement.  EWEB spends $3 to 4 million per year on electric system maintenance to ensure that the system meets the National Electric Safety Code (NESC).

As a result of the inspection program, trends are noted and programs are adjusted where needed to respond to problem areas.  For example, in recent years EWEB has increased its investment in tree trimming for line clearance purposes.  This year’s spending will total nearly $3 million, which is in addition to the money spent on electric system maintenance discussed above.

EWEB has an excellent public safety record and outstanding system reliability.  The utility has been acknowledged by the American Public Power Association as being in the top 50 of over 2,000 public utilities in terms of reliability and being proactive in its maintenance and reliability program.

6.
Request that EWEB develop a procedure to clean up and repair in a timely manner damaged areas to non-operator property caused by a failure of EWEB facilities or as a result of the repair and installation of new EWEB facilities. 

EWEB procedures for storm and emergency response focus first on restoring power and ensuring that the facilities are safe to operate. Site clean up and repair is also part of EWEB’s operating procedures. Clean up is scheduled after all repair and restoration work is complete.  EWEB landscape crews also come in to replace or enhance vegetation in certain areas in which a disturbance is caused by a storm event or by crews conducting their work during the normal workday.  Sometimes this can take longer than expected because additional work may still need to be performed at a work site.  In some cases, this final step can get overlooked.  Customers affected by clean up and repairs are encouraged to contact EWEB to obtain information about when clean up and repairs are scheduled for specific projects. 

The clean up of the area around Quail Run was postponed several months because of city requirements related to sensitive resource areas under State Land Use Goal 5.  In this case special care was taken to gather input and gain consensus from various environmental groups and residents prior to the removal and replacement of vegetation.  The result of taking more time to do repairs in this sensitive area has been that EWEB has incorporated comments and concerns of stakeholders and now has gained acceptance of it’s “Planting Plan,” constituting not just repair but enhancement to the riparian area in question.

7.
Request that the City of Eugene work with EWEB to adopt a long-term plan (30-50 years) to underground electrical distribution in existing neighborhoods.
On March 5, 1999 EWEB and the City of Eugene entered into a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), signed by the EWEB General Manager and the City Manager, regarding the undergrounding of EWEB’s overhead electric facilities.  Preceding the agreement, a special task force composed of city councilors and EWEB board members, as well as senior managers from both organizations, studied the issue of undergrounding existing facilities.  The MOU outlines the criteria for undergrounding new and existing overhead facilities and commits both entities to “coordinate the development of their respective Capital Improvement Plans (CIP) to identify potential opportunities to underground electric lines and coordinate other infrastructure work.”  

Examples of undergrounding work undertaken through this agreement include Gilham Road between Honeywood and Ayres Road, Adams Street between 3rd and 6th Avenues, Ayres Road, electric feeder facilities from the Hawkins Substation, a portion of Franklin Blvd. associated with construction of LTD’s EMX facilities, and a major portion of River Avenue between River Road and Beltline.

Cost has traditionally been a limiting factor when considering undergrounding existing overhead facilities.  In 1999 EWEB estimated a cost of nearly $800 million in labor and materials to convert all existing overhead facilities to underground, which is over $1 billion in today’s dollars.  The task force acknowledged the steep costs involved.

The current long-range plan to convert existing overhead lines to underground in developed areas includes an annual allocation of $300,000 for this purpose in EWEB’s budget. These projects are included in the 5-Year Electric Capital Plan and are coordinated, to the greatest extent possible, with City Public Works projects identified in routine meetings between city and EWEB staff. The decisions about what to convert from overhead to underground are based on safety, reliability, cost, and aesthetics.  Where possible, EWEB tries to coordinate these conversions with other electrical upgrades and conversions in a particular area.

Neighborhood priorities are also taken into account, with the most prominent example being the conversion of overhead distribution lines to underground on Adams Street between Third and Fifth Avenues in response to neighborhood concern about continued tree trimming for powerline clearance purposes.

EWEB distribution lines are underground in all new development.

8. Request that EWEB update its official environmental policy. The current policy was written and adopted almost a decade ago, and many environmental issues have changed over that time. A timely review leading to a formal update should consider the following important issues: climate change and greenhouse gas emissions, policies for continuous improvement to lessen environment impacts and enhance sustainability, and triple bottom line analysis to improve decision-making and actions. …

The EWEB Commissioners continually revisit existing policies to ensure they address current issues and concerns. In 2002 the Board adopted the following as part of it’s “Statement of Legacy:”

“EWEB meets the community’s needs by:

a. dealing effectively with tension between social, economic and environmental factors,

b. demonstrating sensitivity and responsiveness to environmental concerns, recognizing the importance of a healthy ecosystem to its operations.”  

We believe that this statement expands on the original Environmental Policy adopted by EWEB in 1997 and addresses the “triple bottom line,” of social, economic and environmental factors that are considered in decision-making. On September 18, 2007, the EWEB Commissioners formally approved a policy that outlines the utility’s action plan to address Climate Change, including strategies designed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the utility’s energy resource portfolio.

The utility has also been active in the Mayor’s Sustainable Business Initiative, serving as the conduit between the Mayor’s task force and utility (water and energy) components.  EWEB staff will also actively participate in the newly formed Eugene Sustainability commission.

EWEB has received numerous national and statewide awards for its energy and water efficiency programs.  These awards are indicators of EWEB’s aggressive approach to conservation and renewable resources and its commitment to environmentally sound decision-making.

The following “suggestion” was also contained the NLC Recommendations paper, in the context of ways in which EWEB can “promote itself more”:

NLC Suggestion: “We suggest that EWEB Board meetings be broadcast on local TV in much the same way that City Council meetings are broadcast. This would allow the public to become better informed of EWEB’s past, current and proposed activities. 

Response: The EWEB Board has previously considered contracting with Metro Cable Television to telecast EWEB board meetings, most recently in 2002.  Driven in part by budget constraints at the time, Commissioners voted against proceeding with the proposal, but may choose to resume this initiative at a future date. 

