
 

 

	
  
Sept.	
  12,	
  2016	
  
	
  
Mayor	
  Eric	
  Garcetti	
  
Los	
  Angeles	
  City	
  Hall	
  
200	
  N.	
  Spring	
  St.	
  
Los	
  Angeles,	
  CA	
  90012	
  
	
  
	
  
Dear	
  Mayor	
  Garcetti,	
  
	
  
When	
  you	
  ran	
  for	
  Mayor,	
  you	
  made	
  reform	
  of	
  the	
  DWP,	
  the	
  nation’s	
  largest	
  government-­‐
run	
  utility,	
  your	
  centerpiece.	
  But	
  you	
  betrayed	
  us	
  when	
  you	
  promised	
  in	
  August	
  2015	
  that	
  
ratepayers	
  would	
  soon	
  see	
  $44	
  million	
  in	
  refunds	
  for	
  overbilling	
  by	
  the	
  deeply	
  
dysfunctional	
  utility.	
  You	
  said	
  then,	
  “We	
  are	
  making	
  good	
  on	
  our	
  promise	
  to	
  address	
  each	
  
and	
  every	
  case	
  of	
  overbilling	
  at	
  DWP...Nothing	
  is	
  more	
  important	
  to	
  me	
  than	
  ensuring	
  all	
  
customers	
  are	
  made	
  whole.”	
  
	
  
Instead,	
  Los	
  Angeles	
  DWP	
  ratepayers	
  who	
  have	
  been	
  overbilled,	
  failed	
  to	
  receive	
  bills	
  for	
  
years,	
  and	
  been	
  denied	
  refunds	
  and	
  an	
  honest	
  review	
  of	
  their	
  accounts,	
  are	
  still	
  waiting.	
  
Ratepayers	
  report	
  they	
  are	
  continuing	
  to	
  get	
  enormous	
  back-­‐bills	
  they	
  didn’t	
  know	
  were	
  
coming,	
  and	
  unreasonable	
  threats	
  of	
  disconnection	
  of	
  electricity	
  and	
  water	
  or	
  even	
  outright	
  
termination	
  in	
  situations	
  where	
  the	
  error	
  was	
  entirely	
  DWP’s	
  because	
  it	
  forgot	
  to	
  bill	
  for	
  
service.	
  The	
  incompetence	
  of	
  the	
  City	
  and	
  its	
  attorneys	
  has	
  never	
  been	
  more	
  clear.	
  
	
  
It’s	
  a	
  disgrace	
  that	
  more	
  than	
  a	
  year	
  later	
  there	
  is	
  no	
  settlement	
  and	
  no	
  payout	
  of	
  refunds	
  to	
  
customers	
  who	
  were	
  overbilled	
  when	
  the	
  utility’s	
  billing	
  system	
  malfunctioned	
  in	
  2013.	
  
At	
  the	
  third	
  unsuccessful	
  hearing	
  for	
  preliminary	
  approval	
  of	
  a	
  settlement	
  by	
  Superior	
  
Court	
  Judge	
  Elihu	
  Berle	
  in	
  December,	
  the	
  City	
  claimed	
  that	
  all	
  billing	
  problems	
  have	
  been	
  
fixed	
  and	
  a	
  settlement	
  would	
  be	
  finalized	
  in	
  90	
  days,	
  after	
  making	
  similar	
  assurances	
  at	
  two	
  
other	
  court	
  hearings	
  since	
  September.	
  	
  
	
  
They	
  now	
  say	
  they	
  need	
  until	
  November	
  2016	
  to	
  figure	
  out	
  exactly	
  who	
  is	
  owed	
  refunds	
  
because	
  of	
  the	
  “complexity	
  of	
  the	
  analyses	
  that	
  must	
  be	
  performed	
  and	
  tested…”	
  As	
  for	
  
fixing	
  the	
  fatally	
  flawed	
  billing	
  system,	
  the	
  City	
  and	
  its	
  consultant	
  now	
  say	
  it	
  will	
  take	
  42	
  
months	
  and	
  6,500	
  hours	
  of	
  work,	
  and	
  they	
  can	
  only	
  hope	
  the	
  system	
  will	
  be	
  working	
  by	
  the	
  
middle	
  of	
  2017.	
  In	
  other	
  words,	
  the	
  system	
  is	
  still	
  broken	
  and	
  DWP	
  does	
  not	
  know	
  how,	
  or	
  
want,	
  to	
  fix	
  it.	
  
	
  
Last	
  November,	
  you	
  refused	
  our	
  invitation	
  to	
  meet	
  with	
  beleaguered	
  ratepayers	
  being	
  
given	
  the	
  run-­‐around	
  by	
  the	
  DWP	
  to	
  explain	
  the	
  proposed	
  settlement.	
  As	
  far	
  as	
  the	
  public	
  
knows,	
  the	
  City	
  still	
  aims	
  to	
  pay	
  its	
  attorney	
  $13	
  million	
  as	
  soon	
  as	
  the	
  agreement	
  becomes	
  



effective,	
  while	
  ratepayers	
  won’t	
  see	
  credits	
  or	
  refunds	
  until	
  a	
  date	
  unknown.	
  Moreover,	
  
customers	
  will	
  get	
  100	
  percent	
  of	
  the	
  refund	
  that	
  DWP	
  claims	
  it	
  thinks	
  it	
  should	
  pay.	
  	
  
	
  
The	
  inadequate	
  proposed	
  settlement	
  doesn’t	
  forgive	
  back	
  bills	
  for	
  those	
  charged	
  years	
  too	
  
late	
  for	
  services,	
  doesn’t	
  address	
  the	
  unfair,	
  large	
  deposits	
  required	
  of	
  customers	
  on	
  
payment	
  plans,	
  and	
  doesn’t	
  deal	
  with	
  the	
  way	
  DWP	
  threatens	
  disconnection	
  to	
  make	
  
people	
  pay	
  up	
  for	
  mistakes	
  that	
  weren’t	
  theirs.	
  
	
  
Examples	
  of	
  horrendous,	
  ongoing	
  treatment	
  of	
  ratepayers	
  include:	
  
	
  
•A	
  ratepayer	
  who	
  rented	
  a	
  newly	
  built	
  apartment	
  contacted	
  the	
  utility	
  when	
  she	
  did	
  not	
  
receive	
  a	
  bill.	
  Six	
  months	
  later,	
  she	
  began	
  receiving	
  bills	
  which	
  she	
  paid	
  on	
  time	
  and	
  in	
  full.	
  
At	
  the	
  end	
  of	
  July	
  2016,	
  her	
  power	
  was	
  shut	
  off.	
  After	
  spending	
  several	
  days	
  on	
  the	
  phone	
  
for	
  six	
  hours	
  at	
  a	
  stretch,	
  she	
  was	
  told	
  she	
  had	
  no	
  account	
  with	
  the	
  utility.	
  When	
  she	
  tried	
  to	
  
establish	
  one,	
  she	
  was	
  told	
  her	
  building	
  did	
  not	
  exist.	
  She	
  provided	
  her	
  lease	
  agreement	
  but	
  
the	
  LADWP	
  said	
  only	
  her	
  landlord,	
  then	
  traveling	
  in	
  Rome,	
  could	
  restore	
  service.	
  After	
  her	
  
power	
  was	
  restored,	
  she	
  received	
  a	
  back	
  bill	
  of	
  over	
  $5,800	
  for	
  three	
  years’	
  worth	
  of	
  power.	
  
She	
  was	
  threatened	
  with	
  disconnection	
  if	
  she	
  didn’t	
  set	
  up	
  a	
  payment	
  plan,	
  and	
  ignored	
  
when	
  she	
  asked	
  for	
  a	
  detailed	
  explanation	
  of	
  her	
  charges.	
  Only	
  a	
  lawyer’s	
  intervention	
  
avoided	
  such	
  disconnection.	
  	
  
	
  
•In	
  December	
  2014,	
  a	
  ratepayer	
  got	
  two	
  bills	
  simultaneously	
  dating	
  back	
  18	
  months.	
  She	
  
was	
  forced	
  to	
  enter	
  a	
  payment	
  plan	
  by	
  paying	
  thousands	
  of	
  dollars.	
  Inexplicably,	
  a	
  month	
  
later	
  she	
  received	
  a	
  bill	
  showing	
  a	
  credit	
  balance	
  and	
  no	
  payments	
  owed.	
  No	
  bills	
  came	
  for	
  
another	
  18	
  months.	
  She	
  assumed	
  the	
  large	
  credit	
  balance	
  accounted	
  for	
  that.	
  In	
  June	
  2016,	
  
she	
  received	
  two	
  bills	
  one	
  day	
  apart.	
  The	
  first	
  threatened	
  disconnection	
  for	
  failure	
  to	
  pay.	
  
The	
  second	
  billed	
  her	
  several	
  thousand	
  dollars	
  more.	
  Only	
  a	
  lawyer’s	
  intervention	
  avoided	
  
disconnection.	
  She	
  still	
  has	
  not	
  heard	
  from	
  LADWP	
  to	
  discuss	
  her	
  account.	
  
	
  
•In	
  2014,	
  LADWP	
  discovered	
  a	
  meter	
  that	
  was	
  allegedly	
  defective	
  and	
  for	
  which	
  the	
  
ratepayer,	
  a	
  business	
  owner	
  for	
  28	
  years,	
  had	
  not	
  been	
  billed.	
  The	
  utility	
  back-­‐billed	
  him	
  
thousands	
  of	
  dollars	
  and	
  installed	
  a	
  smart	
  meter	
  to	
  replace	
  the	
  defective	
  meter.	
  
Immediately,	
  his	
  metered	
  usage	
  was	
  sky	
  high.	
  The	
  ratepayer	
  examined	
  the	
  meter	
  himself	
  
and	
  discovered	
  that	
  the	
  calendar	
  on	
  the	
  meter	
  was	
  set	
  improperly.	
  LADWP	
  agreed,	
  
inspected	
  that	
  and	
  other	
  meters	
  on	
  his	
  property	
  and	
  pronounced	
  them	
  in	
  good	
  working	
  
order.	
  Nonetheless,	
  the	
  ratepayer	
  got	
  a	
  $51,000	
  back	
  bill	
  for	
  usage	
  dating	
  back	
  to	
  2012.	
  
	
  
Meanwhile,	
  the	
  City	
  Council	
  was	
  quick	
  to	
  grant	
  preliminary	
  approval	
  in	
  March	
  of	
  a	
  rate	
  hike	
  
boosting	
  rates	
  for	
  water	
  as	
  much	
  as	
  4.7	
  percent,	
  and	
  rates	
  for	
  power	
  as	
  much	
  as	
  3.86	
  
percent	
  every	
  year	
  for	
  the	
  next	
  five	
  years.	
  By	
  end	
  of	
  that	
  period,	
  the	
  average	
  DPW	
  customer	
  
could	
  pay	
  about	
  $21	
  more	
  a	
  month	
  than	
  they	
  do	
  now.	
  
	
  
In	
  addition,	
  this	
  year’s	
  city	
  ballot	
  includes	
  Charter	
  Amendment	
  RRR,	
  which	
  you	
  back.	
  The	
  
measure	
  grants	
  more	
  extraordinary	
  powers	
  to	
  unelected,	
  unaccountable	
  DWP	
  bureaucrats	
  
over	
  rate	
  hikes,	
  multi-­‐million	
  dollar	
  contracts,	
  and	
  hiring	
  processes.	
  It	
  gives	
  City	
  Council	
  
members,	
  influenced	
  by	
  election	
  cycles	
  and	
  special	
  interests,	
  more	
  chances	
  to	
  meddle	
  by	
  



assigning	
  them	
  power	
  over	
  the	
  utility’s	
  investments	
  and	
  rates.	
  This	
  is	
  a	
  power	
  grab	
  by	
  the	
  
DWP	
  that	
  will	
  result	
  in	
  less	
  accountability.	
  It	
  means	
  voters	
  will	
  have	
  less	
  power	
  over	
  DWP	
  
operations	
  and	
  rate	
  hikes,	
  and	
  won’t	
  have	
  a	
  say	
  on	
  clean	
  water	
  or	
  renewable	
  energy	
  
policies.	
  
	
  
The	
  measure	
  includes	
  a	
  requirement	
  that	
  the	
  LADWP	
  phase	
  in	
  monthly	
  billing	
  by	
  January	
  
1,	
  2020.	
  That	
  raises	
  the	
  specter	
  of	
  another	
  billing	
  software	
  fiasco	
  like	
  the	
  current	
  one	
  that	
  
began	
  when	
  the	
  DWP	
  ignored	
  its	
  own	
  quality	
  assurance	
  expert’s	
  August	
  2013	
  warning	
  that	
  
the	
  new	
  billing	
  system	
  was	
  still	
  not	
  ready.	
  The	
  system	
  was	
  implemented	
  anyway.	
  A	
  repeat	
  
of	
  that	
  disaster	
  would	
  be	
  catastrophic	
  for	
  ratepayers.	
  The	
  measure	
  overhauls	
  none	
  of	
  the	
  
problems	
  with	
  the	
  agency	
  that	
  continue	
  to	
  plague	
  ratepayers.	
  
	
  
As	
  Mayor,	
  you	
  have	
  an	
  obligation	
  to	
  ask	
  DWP	
  to	
  immediately	
  issue	
  the	
  refunds	
  it	
  knows	
  
about	
  to	
  affected	
  ratepayers	
  and	
  cease	
  all	
  disconnections	
  associated	
  with	
  billing	
  errors.	
  To	
  
restore	
  the	
  public’s	
  faith	
  in	
  City	
  government,	
  we	
  also	
  believe	
  you	
  should	
  immediately	
  give	
  
ratepayers	
  who	
  ask	
  access	
  to	
  their	
  back	
  bills,	
  and	
  require	
  the	
  DWP	
  to	
  make	
  the	
  relevant	
  
personnel	
  available	
  to	
  explain	
  them,	
  or	
  correct	
  any	
  billing	
  mistakes.	
  Big	
  back	
  bills	
  that	
  were	
  
entirely	
  the	
  fault	
  of	
  DWP	
  should	
  be	
  forgiven,	
  rather	
  than	
  railroading	
  ratepayers	
  into	
  big	
  
down	
  payments	
  they	
  can't	
  afford	
  under	
  threat	
  of	
  termination	
  of	
  service.	
  It	
  should	
  not	
  take	
  
attorneys	
  or	
  consumer	
  advocates	
  for	
  the	
  DWP	
  to	
  review	
  a	
  ratepayer’s	
  case	
  and	
  rectify	
  the	
  
errors	
  so	
  often	
  found.	
  
	
  
Mayor	
  Garcetti,	
  it	
  is	
  time	
  for	
  you	
  to	
  personally	
  take	
  charge	
  of	
  this	
  out-­‐of-­‐control	
  municipal	
  
utility,	
  for	
  which	
  you	
  ultimately	
  have	
  responsibility.	
  The	
  city	
  and	
  its	
  citizens	
  have	
  suffered	
  
enough	
  due	
  to	
  the	
  ineptitude	
  of	
  DWP	
  and	
  your	
  indifference.	
  We	
  ask	
  that	
  the	
  LADWP	
  
immediately	
  issue	
  refund	
  checks	
  and	
  stop	
  disconnections	
  over	
  billing	
  issues	
  until	
  they	
  are	
  
resolved.	
  
	
  
Best,	
  	
  

	
  
Jamie	
  Court,	
  President,	
  Consumer	
  Watchdog	
  
	
  

	
  
Liza	
  Tucker,	
  Consumer	
  Advocate,	
  Consumer	
  Watchdog	
  
 


