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Request:  

Provide information regarding changes in payment behavior or patterns and account 
receivables levels since the declaration of the State of Emergency on March 13 and the 
Governor’s Emergency Order #3 issued on March 17. Such information should be 
provided for each utility rate class.   

Response:   

Please see the spreadsheet, attached hereto as NHPUC 1-1 Attachment 1, which 
provides detail, as of June 5, 2020, showing: the number of customers; the number of 
customers with arrears and by vintage (30-60 days, 60-90, greater than 90); the dollar 
amount of the arrears; the billed sales; the total revenue; and related customer 
information. A separate tab is provided for Unitil Energy Systems, Inc. (UES) and 
Northern Utilities, Inc. (NUI). An update of this information, though June 30, will be 
available the beginning of the second week of July. The following is a summary of the 
information in Attachment 1. 

UES – Electric Service 
 

Impact to Account Receivables, comparing May ‘20 to Mar ‘20 
 

 Number of Past Due Customers 
o Overall number of customers with 30+ arrears has remained relatively 

unchanged, however this has disproportionately affected commercial 
customers:  

 Residential decreased by 3% 
 Commercial increased by 21% 

o Overall number of customers with 90+ arrears has increased by 32%, and 
while the number of commercial customers is proportionately significantly 
less, they have been disproportionately affected: 

 Residential increased by 26% 
 Commercial increased by 242% 

 
 Past Due Amounts 

o Overall dollars in 30+ bucket has increased by 14%, with the same trend 
for the commercial classes being disproportionately impacted 

 Residential increased by 9% 
 Commercial increased by 46% 

o Overall dollars in 90+ bucket has increased by 30%, with the same trend 
for the commercial classes being disproportionately impacted 
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 Residential increased by 25% 
 Commercial increased by 199% 

 
Reduction in the number and dollar amount of payments, comparing May ‘20 to Mar ‘20 

 There has been a 3% decrease in the number of payments received  
 There has been a 17% decrease in the dollar amount of payments received 

 Residential decreased by 14% 
 Commercial decreased by 20% 

 
 The average customer payment has decreased overall by 14% 

 Residential decreased by 13%  
 Commercial decreased by 19% 

*decrease driven by combination of partial payments and lower monthly usage 
due to time of year  

 
Reduction in payment plans, comparing May ‘20 to March ‘20  

 Payment plans have decreased by 45% and the difference is made up 
entirely of residential customers  
o Mar – 844 payment plans 
o May – 467 payment plans  

 
 
NUI – Gas Service 
 
Impact to AR, comparing May to March 

 
 Number of Past Due Customers 

o Overall number of customers with 30+ arrears has increased by 7%, and 
while the number of commercial customers is proportionately significantly 
less, they have been disproportionately affected: 

 Residential increased by 3% 
 Commercial increased by 39% 

o Overall number of customers with 90+ arrears has increased by 39%, and 
while the number of commercial customers is proportionately significantly 
less, they have been disproportionately affected: 

 Residential increased by 32% 
 Commercial increased by 232% 

 
 Past Due Amounts 
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o Overall dollars in 30+ bucket has increased by 17%, with the same trend 
of the commercial customers have been significantly disproportionately 
impacted  

 Residential increased by 13% 
 Commercial increased by 24% 

o Overall dollars in 90+ bucket has increased by 74%, with the same trend 
of the commercial customers have been significantly disproportionately 
impacted  

 Residential increased by 74% 
 Commercial increased by 73% 

 
Reduction in the number and dollar amount of payments, comparing May ‘20 to Mar ‘20 

 There has been a 2% decrease in the number of payments received  
 There has been a 30% decrease in the dollar amount of payments received 

 Residential decreased by 31% 
 Commercial decreased by 29% 

 The average customer payment has decreased overall by 28% 
 Residential decreased by 28% 
 Commercial decreased by 25% 

*decrease driven by combination of partial payments and lower monthly usage 
due to time of year  
 
 

Reduction in payment plans, comparing May to March  
 Number of payment plans has decreased by 41% and the majority of the 

difference in is attributable to residential customers 
o Mar – 212 payment plans 
o May – 126 payment plans  
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Request:  

Provide the following data for each utility rate class:  

 The number, and percentage, of customers who made partial or no payment in 
March, April, and May of 2019 and 2020.  
 

Response:   

UES    MAR   APR   MAY  

    

# Cust 
Not 

Paying  

% of 
Cust Not 
Paying   

# Cust 
Not 

Paying  

% of 
Cust Not 
Paying   

# Cust 
Not 

Paying  

% of 
Cust Not 
Paying 

2019 

RES 5,409 8%   6,051 9%   6,310 9% 
COM  171 2%   42 0%   758 7% 
Total  7,151 9%   7,660 10%   8,632 11% 

2020 

RES 7,668 12%   6,367 10%   10,541 16% 
COM  750 7%   678 6%   1,023 9% 
Total  9,973 13%   8,597 11%   13,115 16% 

NUI   MAR   APR   MAY  

    

# Cust 
Not 

Paying  

% of 
Cust Not 
Paying   

# Cust 
Not 

Paying  

% of 
Cust Not 
Paying   

# Cust 
Not 

Paying  

% of 
Cust Not 
Paying 

2019 

RES 1,133 4%   1,453 5%   1,038 4% 
COM  36 1%   24 0%   49 1% 
Total  1,169 3%   1,477 4%   1,087 3% 

2020 

RES 2,045 7%   2,137 8%   2,891 11% 
COM  664 9%   512 7%   580 8% 
Total  2,709 8%   2,639 8%   3,471 10% 

# of Customers not paying is approximate and an assumption based upon the number of 
payments received divided by the number of Unitil customers, and does not exclude 
customers who pay more than once in any given month 
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Request  
 

 The number, and percentage, of customers who made partial or 
no payment in March, April, and May of 2019 and 2020 and did 
not have an outstanding balance during the prior six months.  

Response  
 

Unitil’s CIS system does not retain history of customer specific payments nor 
resulting balances on a daily basis.    
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Request:  

Describe any programs or initiatives undertaken to assist customers specifically as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the State of Emergency, Emergency Order #3, and 
the related stay-at-home restrictions.  

Response:   

Unitil recognizes that this is an unprecedented time and that many of our customers are 
experiencing financial challenges as a result of, or related to, the COVID19 pandemic.  
UES and NUI have taken the following steps in support of our NH customer base: 
 

- Suspended all residential and commercial late fees 
- Suspended all disconnect notices 
- Suspended all disconnections for non-payment 
- Suspended all returned check fees 
- Suspended all referrals of unpaid final accounts to a collection agency  
- Directed Customer Service Representatives to waive deposit if customer states 

they are not able to pay upfront due to COVID19 impact 
- Directed Customer Service Representatives to waive the requirement to be 

current in order to have any emergency service work performed on 
miscellaneous products.  

- Instructed all collection agencies that we utilize to suspend customer referral to 
the credit bureaus 

- Partner with customers to set up longer payment plans and waive an upfront 
payment if customer is not able to pay at time of plan enrollment  

- Offer payment plans to commercial customers to meet their unique payment 
needs 

- Offer the ability for a residential or commercial customer to enroll in a payment 
plan and defer their initial payment for a couple of months if needed 

- Implementation of UCARE grant for customers who have been financially 
impacted by COVID19 but do not qualify for Fuel Assistance  
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Request:  

Provide a detailed description of customer outreach undertaken to date.  

Response:   

Both UES and NUI have performed a variety of proactive customer outreach measures 
to ensure customers that we are available to assist them during this difficult time: 
 

- Press Release in March announcing: 
o Suspension of all collections activities including disconnections and 

assessment of late fees 
o We are available to set payment plans to assist all customers with their 

unique needs 
o Local Community Action Program (CAP) agencies are available to help 

with programs such as LIHEAP Fuel Assistance. 
o Introduction of the UCARE fund to assist customers impacted by 

COVID19, with paying their Unitil bill 
o Unitil donation to local community agencies designed to help combat food 

insecurity, homelessness, mental health and substance abuse 
 

- Bill Insert to all customers in their April bill advising: 
o Suspension of all collections activities including disconnections and 

assessment of late fees 
o We are available to set payment plans to assist all customers with their 

unique needs 
o Local Community Action Program (CAP) agencies are available to help 

with programs such as LIHEAP Fuel Assistance. 
o Introduction of the UCARE fund to assist customers impacted by 

COVID19, with paying their Unitil bill 
o Unitil donation to local community agencies designed to help combat food 

insecurity, homelessness, mental health and substance abuse 
 

- Email sent to all customers with an email communications preference to advise: 
o Suspension of all collections activities including disconnections and 

assessment of late fees 
o We are available to set payment plans to assist all customers with their 

unique needs 
o Local Community Action Program (CAP) agencies are available to help 

with programs such as LIHEAP Fuel Assistance. 
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o Introduction of the UCARE fund to assist customers impacted by 
COVID19, with paying their Unitil bill 

o Unitil donation to local community agencies designed to help combat food 
insecurity, homelessness, mental health and substance abuse 

 
- Automated outbound calls to all customers who had Fuel Assistance during last 

winter season to encourage them to enroll for this year’s benefit and continued 
low income discount rate, if it is still needed.  Gave the contact information for the 
customer’s specific CAP agency.  
 

- Additional automated outbound calls to all previous Fuel Assistance customers 
who had not yet reenrolled for this year’s Fuel program, to advise them of the 
extension of the Fuel Assistance application deadline.  Gave the contact 
information for the customer’s specific CAP agency.  

 
- Automated outbound calls to all past due residential customers, suggesting that 

they reach out to the local CAP for help with Fuel Assistance application before 
the deadline passes.  Also, encouraged the customers to call us if they wanted to 
set a payment plan.  

 
- Letter mailed to all residential customers in May who were 60 days past due to 

advise them that we are here to help: 
o Offer of a payment plan to spread out costs over time, to meet their needs  
o Suspension of collections activities 
o Reminder to reach out to local CAP for Fuel Assistance or UCARE fund  

 
- Letter mailed to all commercial customers in May who were 30 days past due to 

advise them that we are here to help: 
o Offer of a payment plan to spread out costs over time, to meet their needs  
o Suspension of collections activities 
o Provided SBA phone number and website addresses for commercial 

assistance  
 

- Personal phone call to past due commercial customers who are past due to: 
o Answer questions and offer assistance 
o Offer a payment plan, with a deferred start date if necessary, to spread out 

costs over time, to meet their needs 
o Provide SBA contact information if needed 

 
- Automated phone calls to all protected customers to remind them that we are 

here to provide them with assistance: 
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o Remind customer of UCARE grant opportunities and refer to CAP 
o Make sure they are aware of local CAP contact information 
o Offer to help customers enroll in a special protected payment plan  

 
- Letters mailed to all residential customers in June who are 30 days past due, 

which will reach customers who are newly past due and possibly not aware of 
available assistance, to advise them that we are here to help: 

o Offer of a payment plan to spread out costs over time, to meet their needs  
o Suspension of collections activities 
o Reminder to reach out to local CAPs for UCARE fund 
o Advising customers that once they are enrolled in a payment plan, they 

will be exempt from late fees and disconnections, once collections 
activities resume in the future  

 
- Letters mailed to all commercial customers in June who were 30 days past due, 

which will reach customers who are newly past due and possibly not aware of 
assistance, to advise them that we are here to help: 

o Offer of a payment plan to spread out costs over time, to meet their needs  
o Suspension of collections activities 
o Provided SBA phone number and website addresses for commercial 

assistance  
o Advising customers that once they are enrolled in a payment plan, they 

will be exempt from late fees and disconnections, once collections 
activities resume in the future  
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Request:  

Describe the Utility’s review and evaluation of best practices and successful initiatives 
undertaken in other states. 

Response:   

Unitil’s distribution company affiliates participate in the following practices and initiatives 
in MA, ME and NH: 
 

- Suspension of collections activities, such as disconnections, late fees, returned 
check fees due the COVID19 pandemic 

- Referral to the local CAPs for assistance such as LIHEAP or the Unitil UCARE 
fund  

- Offer of payment plans for all customers, with a deferred start date, if needed due 
to COVID19 financial impact 

- Bill inserts, letters and phone call campaigns to both residential and commercial 
customers to remind them of initiatives and assistance available 

- Updated Unitil website to advise customers of initiatives available for those 
impacted by COVID19   

 
The one program that is available to both electric and gas MA residential low income 
customers that is not offered in NH, but provides significant assistance, is the Arrearage 
Forgiveness Program: 

 
- Unitil enrolls the low income customer in a levelized payment plan for a minimum 

of 12 months, based upon the customers average monthly usage, minus any 
Fuel Assistance pledge 

- Every month that the customer pays the payment plan amount, Unitil credits a 
portion of their past due balance, up to $400 per EL/GA service, reducing the 
customer’s total bill balance 

 
Additionally, the MA utilities are proposing a one-time Arrears Forgiveness Program for 
small C&I customers who are facing unprecedented financial impact due to COVID19. 
The specific details are currently being discussed between the companies. An example 
of how the program could work includes the following, but specific terms could change 
by utility: 

 
- Unitil will enroll the customer in a payment plan for up to 12 months, based upon 

the customer’s specific needs 
- When the customer pays their first installment, the utility will forgive the amount 

of the April bill 
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- When the customer completes the payment plan, the utility will forgive the 
amount of the May bill  
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Request:  

Describe whether the Utility has updated its sales forecasts in light of the pandemic and 
its effects on the economy. 

Response:  

We are in the process of updating its sales forecast for Northern Utilities, Inc. and Unitil 
Energy Systems, Inc. The Companies are closely monitoring the current situation and 
analyzing data to determine what effects the COVID-19 pandemic is having on 
customers. The initial data that has been analyzed indicates an overall decline in usage, 
in particular for commercial customers with a minor offset to residential usage on the 
electric side, but the duration of these trends is uncertain at this time.  
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Request:  

Describe any operational changes the Utility is making or planning to make in response 
to the effects of the pandemic, including changes in budgets or personnel. 

Response:   

The Companies have instituted at number of measures to protect its employees, 
customers and municipal partners during the COVID-19 pandemic.  These measures 
include: 
 

 maintaining a mandatory social distancing minimum of 6 feet, in conjunction 
with frequent workstation cleanings; 

 staggering shift start times to minimize exposure of field personnel; 
 providing additional vehicles and requiring certain field positons to be home 

based in order to preclude them from starting their day at the operating center 
to minimize interaction with other employees 

 where possible, requiring contractors to job site report and having materials 
and supplies delivered to minimize interaction with Company employees 

 wearing face coverings in common areas of Company facilities and/or 
whenever 6 feet of social distancing cannot be maintained in public; 

 working remotely whenever possible, including home base/job site reporting; 
 establishing a customer home entry protocol, instructing employees on proper 

hygiene, communication, personal protective equipment (PPE), and social 
distancing; 

 establishing a cleaning/disinfecting protocol for Company facilities and 
vehicles occupied recently by an employee who is suspect or confirmed 
positive for the virus; 

 requiring daily health attestations for employees and contractors, entering 
Company facilities and/or conducting work activities in customer homes or the 
public; and 

 testing frequently employees and contractors, who conduct customer home 
entry protocols, for the virus to protect customer health and streamline 
contact tracing, if needed. 
 

Neither UES nor NUI have made any changes to current staffing as a result of the 
pandemic.  Although neither company have made changes to its 2020 Operating 
Budget, both companies are actively tracking costs associated with the pandemic. 
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Request:  

Describe any changes to capital projects and related planning budgets the Utility has 
made or is planning to make in response to the effects of the pandemic. 

Response:   

Neither company has made any changes to capital and related planning budgets as a 
result of the pandemic.  Both companies will continue to evaluate whether changes will 
be required. 
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Request:  

Describe any supply chain disruptions the Utility is experiencing or expects may occur 
and the effects of such supply chain disruptions. 

Response:   

 
Neither company is facing any significant supply chain disruptions as a result of COVID-
19.  Both companies have seen an increase in product lead times as a result of the 
pandemic and have adjusted its ordering and inventory behavior to account for 
prolonged lead times. 
 
The companies started reaching out to suppliers and alliance partners in early February 
to address impacts of COVID-19 on its supply chain. This communication has been 
ongoing and will continue throughout the duration of this pandemic. 
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Request:  

Describe whether the Utility and/or its parent company has adequate access to capital 
or has been negatively affected in accessing the capital markets or has been 
downgraded by any credit rating services. 

Response:   

The Company, on behalf of both UES and NUI, has met with its primary lenders to 
discuss possible liquidity options.  Due to its current financial strength and investment 
grade credit ratings, the lenders have expressed comfort with the financial strength of 
the Company at this time 
 
The Company has met with all of its primary investment bankers and believes it will 
have adequate access to capital at this time. When issuing long term debt, the 
Company historically has used the Private Placement market. Although conditions are 
changing rapidly and the reported total Private Placement 2020Q1 volumes have 
decreased year over year, Private Placement 2020Q1 utility volumes have increased as 
issuers have expressed interest in the historically stable utility industry, given continued 
uncertainty around the COV-19 pandemic. The equity markets continue to be volatile 
and may not be a preferable source of capital at this time. 
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Request:  

Describe incremental costs associated with the COVID-19 pandemic since the State of 
Emergency order, how the cost is calculated, cost to date, accounting treatment, impact 
on earnings, and proposed or planned rate treatment. 

Response:   

The Company has created separate general ledger accounts to track certain pandemic 
related costs (separate accounts for UES and Northern). The Company is using these 
accounts to track certain costs specifically related to the pandemic, including, but not limited 
to, additional personal protective equipment and cleaning costs. The Company has leased 
additional vehicles in order to allow one person per vehicle to comply with social distancing 
guidelines and current work practices. The Company has also experienced an increase in 
certain costs to support a remote workforce as well as increased bad debt expenses.  
 
UES and Northern are continuing to analyze all expenses and ongoing projects to identify 
and quantify amounts that are related to the pandemic.  The amounts included in this 
response are subject to change. 
 
Pandemic related costs 
UES and Northern are incurring incremental costs associated with cleaning facilities and 
equipment, personal protective equipment, maintaining a remote workforce and other costs 
to work safely while providing essential services to our customers after the Governor’s state 
of emergency order.  These costs are incremental to the costs currently recovered through 
distribution rates.  These expenses are generally based on amounts paid to vendors and 
are currently recorded as operating expenses.   
 
The following table highlights the approximate expense amounts recorded through June 25, 
2020: 
 
Company      Expenses to date 
UES        $41,000 
Northern       $47,000 
 
Because these costs are outside the normal course of business and may continue for a 
significant period of time, the Commission should allow utility distribution companies to 
defer these costs as a regulatory asset for later consideration.  
 
Bad debt expense 
UES and Northern recover delivery-related bad-debt costs through base distribution rates 
for all distribution components of an electric or gas bill. Delivery related bad-debt cost is 
determined at the time of a base distribution rate case and is computed for inclusion in base 
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rates using a three-year average of net charge-offs.  UES and Northern have used the 
highest annual bad debt write-off rate from the past several years to initially estimate the 
impact that the pandemic will have on collection of customer receivable balances.  UES and 
Northern will also consider other quantitative and qualitative factors in assessing the 
adequacy of the bad debt reserve. 
 
The following table highlights the approximate incremental bad debt expense amounts 
recorded through May 31, 2020: 
 
Company      Expenses to date 
UES        $20,000 
Northern       $44,000 
 
With arrearages expected to increase to historical dimensions, the incremental level of 
delivery-related bad debt cost will need to be addressed through a deferral. The 
Commission should allow utility distribution companies to create a regulatory asset to allow 
for the future consideration and recovery of delivery-related bad-debt costs above normal 
levels. 
 
Waived Fee Revenue 
UES and Northern charge fees to customers for various services and the fee revenue is 
built into distribution rates in a rate case. UES and Northern are waiving fees in light of 
current circumstances. Given the uncertainty surrounding the timing for reinstating these 
fees, the Commission should allow these fees to be deferred as a regulatory asset for later 
consideration. These fees include reconnection fees, late fees and other fees. 
 
The following table highlights the approximate waived late fee revenue amounts through 
May 31, 2020: 
 
Company      Expenses to date 
UES        $88,000 
Northern       $37,000 
 
Working Capital 
 
The most immediate concern facing the electric and gas distribution businesses is the 
expected increase in cash working capital requirements due to the increased lag in 
customers paying their bills. We anticipate significant increases in cash working capital 
costs compared to the amount currently recovered in base distribution rates. We are 
currently tracking this data and will update the Commission when we have developed a 
better assessment of the impacts, but believe that a recalculation of working capital 
requirements may become necessary if the payment lags continue to increase. 


