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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW

INTRODUCTION AND QUALIFICATIONS

Q.

ED.

JH.

S~

Please identify yourselves and summarize your professional and educational
experience.

My name is Elizabeth Deprey. I am the Consumer Advisor for the Office of the Public
Advocate (the OPA). I graduated from the University of Maine in 2007 with a BA in
Journalism. In my career since, | have worked in journalism, communications and
nonprofit roles before joining the Office of the Public Advocate in December of 2022. A
copy of my resume is attached as Exhibit ED-1.

My name is Jesse Houck. I am an Economic Analyst for the OPA. My professional
experience is largely within private industry accounting and finance. I have prepared a
Summary that can be seen in Exhibit JH-1. Prior to my professional career I received a
bachelor’s degree in Business and Economics from the State University of New York

College at Cortland, and a Master of Business Administration from Clarkson University.

On whose behalf are you testifying in this case?

We are testifying on behalf of the OPA.

What is the purpose of your testimony?

The purpose of our testimony is to identify Electricity Maine’s (EME) violations of
Maine law and the Commission’s rules. Based on these violations we recommend that
EME’s competitive energy provider (CEP) license be permanently revoked and EME be
ordered to issue refunds to all customers that were transferred to non-indexed variable

rates without their affirmative consent.

SUMMARY OF CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Q.
A.

Please summarize your primary conclusions.

Our primary conclusions include the following:
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o EME’s practice of transferring its customers to a non-indexed variable rate as high as
39.99 cents/kWh without their affirmative consent constitutes an unfair and

deceptive trade practice.

e Apart from the primary unfair and deceptive trade practice we identify, EME made
many false and misleading statements to its customers in violation of Commission

rules and Maine law.

e EME’s conduct has already had a significant impact on its customers. We remain
concerned about EME’s customers who remain on EME’s non-indexed variable

rates.

Please summarize your primary recommendations.

Our primary recommendations include the following:

o EME’s CEP license should be permanently revoked and all of its customers should

be returned to standard offer service immediately.

o EME should be ordered to issue refunds to all customers who were transferred to

non-indexed variable rates and paid prices higher than the standard offer rate.

ORGANIZATION OF TESTIMONY

How is the remainder of your testimony organized?

Our testimony is organized as follows. In section II, we provide an overview of the
impact on customers of EME’s decision to transfer its customers to non-indexed variable
rates as high as 39.99 cents/kWh. In Section III, we explain why EME’s stated rationale
for transferring its customers to non-indexed variable rates is not convincing and offer an
alternative explanation that EME attempted to circumvent the restrictions in Commission
rules for increasing rates in renewal contracts. In Section IV, we explain why EME’s
conduct of transferring its customers to non-indexed variable rates constitute an unfair
and deceptive trade practice. In Section V, we identify other false and misleading conduct
from EME. In Section VI, we quantify the financial impact on customers of EME’s
conduct. In Section VII, we explain our recommended penalty. Finally, in Section VIII,

we offer a brief conclusion.
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EME’S CONDUCT HAD A SIGNIFICANT FINANCIAL AND
EMOTIONAL IMPACT ON ITS CUSTOMERS

Please explain how you first became aware of EME’s decision to begin charging its
customers high variable rates.

Beginning in December 2022, the OPA began receiving many calls and emails from
EME customers who received very high bills. Between December 2022 and March 2023,
the OPA received more than 125 calls and emails from EME customers. This is a very
high rate of contacts regarding a single company. To put this in perspective, from
October through December 2022, our office received an average of 104 customer calls
per month. Many more customers also contacted CASD to file complaints, as shown by
the complaint record in this proceeding.

Please explain what EME did and why so many of EME’s customers filed
complaints.

Until August of 2022, EME only offered its customer fixed price contracts for a fixed
term, usually 12 or 24 months. At the expiration of a customer’s contract term, EME
would send notices to its customers advising them that their contract would renew at the
end of the contract term into a new fixed rate contract. EME referred to this as an “auto

renew’” contract, requiring no action on the customer’s part.

EME’s practice changed around August 2022 when EME made the decision to change
the terms of service applicable to its customers and move them from fixed price contracts
to non-indexed variable rate contracts upon the expiration of their fixed price contract
terms. EME’s non-indexed variable rate, which has no maximum and is set at EME’s sole
discretion, was as high as 39.99 cents/kWh, more than double the standard offer rate, and

in some cases, more than three times what EME previously charged its customers.

EME made this change and began charging this incredibly high rate without obtaining
any affirmative consent from the customer. EME purportedly mailed un-dated notices to
its customers advising them of this change, but many customers told our Office and the
Commission’s Consumer Assistance and Safety Division (CASD) that they never
received any notices from EME. One woman who called in February due to a $437 bill

reported she felt taken advantage of and didn’t even know who Electricity Maine was.
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How did EME’s actions impact its customers?

Many consumers reached out to our office after receiving electricity bills significantly
higher than their normal bills, many stating their bills had “doubled” or “tripled.” The
variable rate consumers most commonly reported to us was 39.99 cents per kWh, with
some reports of 37.99 per kWh. This supply rate resulted in bills reported to us ranging
from $170 to $1,400. These bill increases were not easily absorbed by the ratepayers who
contacted us, especially seniors on a fixed income. As one consumer wrote, “My husband
and I have lived in our home for about 60 years, I just got my January light bill and it
went from 274.88 dollars to 771.43 and my Social Security check is 669.00 so you can

understand why I am so concerned.”

As another example, attached as Exhibit 1! is an excerpt of a phone call recording from
December 19 provided in CASD file 2022-4315 at approximately the 15:00 mark, in
which the customer says they are retired and cannot afford EME’s bill. The customer
references Maine’s cold winters and tells the agent, “It’s awful that you’re charging this
much and I’m not even warm.” At the end of the clip, the customer repeats that they are

“so upset with this company.”

For other examples see Exhibit 2 — Confidential, which includes selected emails from
EME’s customers to EME in which the customers describe their shock, outrage, and

desperation upon learning about the high bills.

! Included as exhibits to this testimony are multiple excerpts from phone call recordings provided by EME to CASD.
These excerpts are provided for the convenience of the parties and to provide public versions of the recordings
that do not reveal any confidential customer information. This testimony incorporates the full versions of the
identified calls as exhibits by reference and encourages the parties and the Commission to listen to the full
versions of the recordings.

Direct Testimony of Houck and Deprey
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EME’S STATED RATIONALE FOR SWITCHING CUSTOMERS TO
VARIABLE RATE CONTRACTS IS NOT CREDIBLE

EME claims that it switched its customers from fixed rate contracts into non-
indexed variable rate contracts because it was worried about customers being
“locked in” to a high fixed rate for many months. Does this explanation make sense?

No. EME claims it switched its customers to a variable rate to give them “flexibility”
and to avoid “locking [them] into a fixed rate.” See Exhibit 3. EME’s explanation does

not make sense for many reasons.

First, EME acknowledged that it has no early termination fee for contract renewals and
therefore its customers would not have been “locked in” to a new fixed rate because they
could have cancelled at any time without paying any additional fees. See Exhibit 4 -

8/4/23 Tr. at 147-148.

Second, EME admitted that it never offered variable rates to new customers, only to
existing customers who failed to affirmatively renew their contracts. EME’s stated
rationale—that it was concerned about customers being “locked in” to fixed rate
contracts—would apply equally to both existing and new customers. But EME had no
clear explanation for why it did not offer variable rates to new customers. See Exhibit 4 -

8/4/21 Tr. at 167-68.

Third, EME’s own customer service agents told customers that they did not recommend a
variable rate contract and encouraged them to renew into new fixed rate contracts. For
example, attached as Exhibit 5, is an excerpt of a November 10 phone call recording
provided in CASD file 2022-C-4152 at approximately the 2:30 mark in which the

customer service agent tells the customer that they would not recommend a variable rate.

In fact, EME even offered a product that allowed customers on a fixed rate contract to
change their contract price during the contract term if supply prices decreased. For
example, attached as Exhibit 6, is an excerpt of a September 26 phone call recording
from CASD file 2022-C-4034 at approximately the 2:30 mark in which the customer
service agent tells the customer that they would be allowed to lower their contract price

under a fixed price contract when supply prices decreased.
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Fourth, EME has continued to transfer customers to non-indexed variable rates despite
the fact that wholesale energy prices have decreased substantially from their peak in

2022. See Exhibit 7 — Confidential 8/21/23 Tr. at 33.

Finally, EME’s customer service agents falsely told customers that the reason they were
transferred to a variable rate was because of a change in state law or state regulations. For
example, attached as Exhibit 8, is an excerpt of a January 5 phone call recording from
CASD file 2023-C-0110 at approximately the 4:30 mark in which the customer service
agent tells the customer that the reason the customer was transferred to a variable rate

was due to a change in state regulations.

Attached as Exhibit 9, is an excerpt of a different January 5 phone call recording from
CASD file 2023-C-0183 at approximately the 3:30 mark involving a different customer
service agent in which the agent tells the customer a similar story about a change in state

law.

Attached as Exhibit 10, is an excerpt of a December 5 phone call recording from CASD
file 2023-C-0032 at approximately the 1:30 mark in which the customer service agent

provides a similar story to the customer about a change in state regulations.

To be clear, as EME later admitted, see Exhibit 4 - 8/4/23 Tr. at 188, there was no change
in state law or regulations that required EME to transfer its customers to a non-indexed
variable rate contract. But the fact that EME felt it necessary to lie to customers suggests
that they are not being honest about the reason they decided to begin charging variable

rates.

Why do you think EME transferred customers to variable rate contracts?

It is likely that EME decided to transfer its customers to non-indexed variable rate
contracts because Chapter 305 does not allow a CEP to automatically renew a customer
into a new fixed rate contract at a price that is more than 20% higher than the current
contract price. EME likely found that, given high supply prices in 2022, it needed to
increase prices by more than 20% to maintain its profitability. EME apparently
anticipated that many of its customers would complain about the high variable rate

because it prepared Visa gift cards and “concessions” that it could offer its customers.

Direct Testimony of Houck and Deprey
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See Exhibit 11. EME’s strategy appears to have been to offer any customers who
complained a gift card or bill credit if they agreed to sign a new fixed rate contract at a

much higher rate than their previous contract.

IV. EME’S PRACTICE OF SWITCHING CUSTOMERS TO NON-

INDEXED VARIABLE RATE CONTRACTS CONSTITUTES AN
UNFAIR AND DECEPTIVE TRADE PRACTICE

Please explain why EME’s conduct constitutes an unfair and deceptive trade
practice.

We are not lawyers, and the OPA’s legal arguments regarding EME’s unfair and

deceptive trade practices will be fully set forth in the OPA’s briefs. However, we

understand that the following factors are relevant to whether EME engaged in unfair and

deceptive trade practices:

1. Whether EME clearly and conspicuously disclosed the material terms of the variable
rate contract.

2. Whether EME disclosed the material terms of the variable rate contract prior to
charging its customers the variable rate.

3. Whether EME obtained customers’ affirmative consent to the variable rate contract.

4. Whether EME imposed unreasonable barriers to cancellation of the variable rate
contract.

As discussed in more detail below, these factors support a finding that EME’s conduct

constitutes an unfair and deceptive trade practice in violation of the Commission’s rules

and Maine law.

EME DID NOT CLEARLY AND CONSPICUOUSLY DISCLOSE THE MATERIAL TERMS OF THE

NON-INDEXED VARIABLE RATE CONTRACT TO CUSTOMERS

Q.

A.

Please explain the first factor—whether EME clearly and conspicuously disclosed
the material terms of the non-indexed variable rate contract to customers.

EME failed to properly notify its customers that they would be transferred to a non-
indexed variable rate contract at the end of their fixed rate contract term. There are

several key points to consider under this factor:

Direct Testimony of Houck and Deprey
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(1) Nothing in EME’s fixed rate contracts advised customers that they would be

transferred to a variable rate at the end of their contract terms.

(2) Many EME customers reported not receiving the renewal notices and EME has

provided minimal evidence to rebut these claims.

(3) EME’s own customer service agents told customers that a problem with the postal

service is the reason that they did not receive the notices.

Please elaborate on your first point about language in EME’s terms of service.
EME’s terms of service do not state that EME will charge a non-indexed variable rate at
the expiration of the term of a fixed rate contract. Attached as Exhibit 12 is a copy of
EME’s terms of service that were effective in calendar year 2021.2 Because these terms
were in effect during 2021, they were applicable to most customers whose contracts
expired in 2022. EME acknowledged that there is no language in the terms of service that
informs the customer that they could be transferred to a variable rate at the end of their
fixed rate term. See Exhibit 4 - 8/4/21 Tr. at 152:19-23.

Please elaborate on your second point about EME customers reporting not receiving
the renewal notices.

The only way that EME claims it notified its customers that they their contract would be
changed to a non-indexed variable rate contract at the end of their fixed rate contract
terms was through two un-dated notices that were purportedly mailed by its vendor
Zytron. However, there are many examples of customers reporting to the OPA and to the
CASD that they never received a renewal notice from EME. For a partial list of
customers that informed CASD they never received notices from EME, see the CASD

case summaries in the following CASD files:

2022-C-4315; 2022-C-4324; 2023-C-0100; 2023-C-0106; 2023-C-0110; 2023-C-0128;
2023-C-0130; 2023-C-0140; 2023-C-0144; 2023-C-0151; 2023-C-0153; 2023-C-0162;
2023-C-0163; 2023-C-0167; 2023-C-0176; 2023-C-0177; 2023-C-0183; 2023-C-0184;
2023-C-0203; 2023-C-0210; 2023-C-0220; 2023-C-0223; 2023-C-0227; 2023-C-0244

2 These terms of service were updated in 2022 but the relevant sections remain largely unchanged.
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EME’s customers also emailed EME stating that they never received any notice of the
changes as shown in Exhibit 13 - Confidential, which includes selected emails provided

by EME in response to OPA-001-027.

peciy conrenisL)
I (- CONFIDENTIAL

While some customers acknowledged receiving at least one notice from EME, based
upon a review of the CASD files and the OPA’s own conversations with EME’s
customers, it appears that many more customers claim they never received any notices
from EME.

Has EME demonstrated that it mailed all the other notices as required by Chapter
305?

No. EME has provided minimal evidence that its vendor mailed contract renewal notices
for its other customers, and there are reasons to be skeptical that all notices were mailed

as EME claims.

First, as CASD observed, all the renewal notices purportedly mailed between August and
December 2022 are un-dated, which means that it is not apparent when the notice was

printed.

Second, EME did not use its normal vendor to send the renewal notices. EME’s back-up
vendor, Zytron, did not offer an intelligent mail barcode service, see Exhibit 15, which
allows the USPS to sort and track mail by scanning it. EME also did not purchase any
kind of tracking information or delivery confirmation, see Exhibit 16, despite the fact that
Zytron’s website advertises such services: “[a]dvanced mail tracking capability gives our
clients delivery status information beyond the mailing.” See Exhibit 17. Given a lack of
any delivery confirmation or tracking information, EME cannot demonstrate that

customers who report not receiving notices actually received them.

Direct Testimony of Houck and Deprey
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Finally, EME did not make contemporaneous notes of customer notice mailings in its
billing system. Rather, EME made system-wide updates in its billing system months after
the fact stating that the notices had been mailed. See Exhibit 7 — Confidential 8/21/23 Tr.
at 55:20-23. This is not consistent with EME’s practice for other types of notices.

Please elaborate on your third point about EME acknowledging a problem with the
“postal service” that prevented customers from receiving the notices.

EME’s own customer service agents told customers that they had received many reports
from other customers who did not receive any notices from EME and that this was due to

a problem with the postal service.

For example, attached as Exhibit 18 is an excerpt of a December 22 phone call recording
from CASD file 2023-C-0130 at approximately the 5:40 mark in which the customer
service agent tells the customer that many customers reported not receiving any notices

from EME and that this is due to a problem with the postal service.

Attached as Exhibit 19 is an excerpt from a January 11 phone call recording from CASD
file 2023-C-0128 at approximately the 6:00 mark in which the customer service agent

tells the customer there is a problem in their postal area.

While EME now claims that it has no knowledge of any problem with the postal service,
its customer service agents concluded that there was such a problem.

Assuming EME did mail notices to most of its customers, does that change your
opinion about whether its conduct was unfair or deceptive?

No. Even assuming that many customers were mailed and received the notices, which
EME has not proved, as discussed below EME’s notice itself was deficient because it
purported to “renew” the contract but actually changed the terms of service of the

contract without the consent of the customer.

Furthermore, prior to August 2022, EME had a consistent practice of automatically
renewing its customers into new fixed rate contracts for many years. See Exhibit 4 -
8/4/21 Tr. at 131-32. Customers could reasonably have concluded that EME’s letter was
simply notifying them that the same process would be followed. Certainly, customers

would not have anticipated that EME would change the terms of their contract and raise

Direct Testimony of Houck and Deprey
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its prices by 300% without any affirmative consent. EME knew or should have known

that customers would not want to be transferred to this high rate.

Finally, many customers were confused by EME’s notice as shown in Exhibit 20 -
Confidential, which includes selected customer emails provided by EME in response to
OPA-001-027. These emails show that customers did not understand the notice, and
many customers believed they could simply notify EME that they wanted to renew their

fixed rate contracts as EME had done for them in the past.

EME DID NOT DISCLOSE THE PRICE OF THE NON-INDEXED VARIABLE RATE PRIOR TO

CHARGING IT TO CUSTOMERS

Q.

A.

>

Did EME notify customers ahead of time what the price of the non-indexed variable
rate would be prior to charging it to its customers?

No. Attached as Exhibit 21 is a copy of the notice and terms of service that EME
purportedly mailed to customers advising them that they would be transferred to a non-
indexed variable rate at the expiration of their fixed rate contract.® The contract
disclosure statement attached to the notice does not inform customers of the price, despite
the fact that section 1 of the terms of service states that the price for the first month of the
contract would be identified in the contract disclosure statement. Instead, the contract

disclosure statement directs customers to EME’s website for pricing information.

Did EME disclose the price on the website prior to charging it?

EME has failed to show that it updated its website to include the non-indexed variable
rate prior to charging it to customers. EME has no records regarding when the variable
rate portion of its website was first updated, and it was unable to testify to when the
website was updated. While EME claims it has a “practice” regarding when its website is
to be updated, it does not have any written policy. See Exhibit 22. And EME’s own
emails produced in discovery show that EME does not follow what it claims to be its

“practice.” See Exhibit 23 — Confidential.

3 The notice was provided in CASD file 2023-C-0172. EME stated that this is the same renewal notice template

mailed to customers prior to the end of their contract terms. See Exhibit 4 - 8/4/23 Tr. at 153.
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In addition, EME’s website does not provide the effective date of the variable rates
charged to customers. It simply states that the website will be updated with rates at least
one week before the rates become effective. But upon receiving EME’s notice, a
customer would have no way of knowing if the variable rate on the website would be
applicable to the customer’s upcoming variable rate contract or if a different rate would
be in effect by that time. Also, the website provides different rates for customers of the
same utility (Evergreen, T1, and T2), but EME’s notice does not inform the customer

which specific rate will apply to the customer.

Finally, EME’s website includes incorrect information. Attached as Exhibit 24 is a
screenshot of the variable rates page of EME’s website that was taken on July 28, 2023.
EME reported that it first began charging a variable rate on October 4, 2022. However,
the website provides variable rate prices for June through September of 2022. When
asked why EME’s website included variable rate information for periods when it did not

charge a variable rate, EME had no explanation. See Exhibit 4 - 8/4/21 Tr. at 157.

It also appears that the information provided for November 2022 is incorrect because
EME increased its variable rate from 27.99 cents to 37.99 cents/kWh on November 14,
yet the graph shows the rate for the month of November was 28 cents. See Exhibit 25 and
Exhibit 24.

Also, included in Exhibit 26 - Confidential, is an email from a customer to EME in which
the customer includes a screenshot of EME’s website. The screenshot, reproduced below,

shows rates as high as 43.99 cents/kWh with an effective date of 8/22/22:

Direct Testimony of Houck and Deprey
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But according to EME, it never charged rates higher than 39.99 cents/kWh to customers.
Besides the inaccuracies that you’ve identified, were there any other problems with
EME’s website?

Yes. Many EME customers emailed EME to notify the company that its website was not
providing rate information and that it did not allow customers to renew or cancel their
contracts. This was true despite the fact that EME’s notice directed customers to the
website. Exhibit 26 — Confidential, includes many examples of these customer emails,

which were provided by EME in response to OPA-001-027.

Other elements of the historical variable rate graph provided on the website are, if not
wrong, then confusing. For example, the historical rates graph is based on “average
monthly usage of 2,000 kWh” but that is far greater than a customer’s typical monthly
usage of 550 kWh.

Did EME’s notice disclose the highest and lowest non-indexed variable rate charged
over the last 12 months?

No. EME admitted that, although it began charging a variable rate in October 2022, it did
not start providing the highest and lowest variable rate charged in the last 12 months in its

renewal notices until June 2023. See Exhibit 27.
Did EME file the non-indexed variable rate with the Commission?

No. Chapter 305 Section 5(A)(1) requires competitive electricity providers to “file with
the Commission and provide to the Public Advocate rates, terms, and conditions of any
service generally available to the public or any segment of the public prior to offering the
service.” The EME terms of service filed with the Commission all state in the contract
disclosure statement section that they are for fixed rate contracts. See Docket 2010-
00256, which includes all of the terms of service filed by EME. Accordingly, the
Commission had no way of knowing ahead of time that EME had decided to begin

charging customers a variable rate or the amount of that rate.

Did EME file the non-indexed variable rate with the OPA?

Direct Testimony of Houck and Deprey
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EME Dip NOT OBTAIN EXPRESS INFORMED CONSENT FROM ITS CUSTOMERS PRIOR TO

SWITCHING THEM TO A VARIABLE RATE CONTRACT

Q. Did EME obtain its customers’ affirmative consent before charging them a non-
indexed variable rate?

A. No. EME purportedly mailed renewal notices and if a customer did not respond to the
notice, EME began charging the non-indexed variable rate without the customer’s
affirmative consent. EME did this despite language in its own terms of service stating
that customers must affirmatively consent to changes in the terms of service and despite
Chapter 305’s requirement that customers must affirmatively consent to changes in the
terms of service.

Q. Can you identify where in EME’s terms of service it states that customers must
affirmatively consent to changes in the terms of service.

A. Yes. As shown in Exhibit 12, EME’s terms of service effective in 2021, Section 6 states:

The initial term of a fixed term agreement will expire on the
meter read date in the last month of the initial term. If we
propose to change the terms of service, we will provide you
written notice between 30 and 60 days in advance of the
change. You must affirmatively consent to continued service
under the changed terms or the Company will respond as
permitted until [sic] applicable law.

(emphasis added). Given this language, a customer would expect that any change to their
terms of service would require affirmative consent.

Q. Does Chapter 305 require a CEP to obtain a customer’s affirmative consent prior to
a change in the customer’s terms of service?

A. Yes. The OPA’s full legal argument regarding the requirements of Chapter 305 will be
set forth in its brief, but, Chapter 305 Section 4(B)(8) provides that CEPs must provide
advance notice to customers of any change in the customer’s terms of service and that
“customers must affirmatively consent to continued service under the modified terms of
service . ...” As explained above, EME’s terms of service did not state that its fixed

price contract would renew at a non-indexed variable rate at the end of the term.
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Accordingly, EME could only transfer customers to a variable rate by changing the terms

of service.

EME IMPOSED UNREASONABLE BARRIERS TO CUSTOMER CANCELLATION

Q. Please explain how EME imposed unreasonable barriers to cancellation once
customers discovered that they were being charged an incredibly high non-indexed
variable rate.

A. EME’s customer service following its decision to begin charging a non-indexed variable

rate was severely deficient for multiple reasons, including:

1. EME customers were placed on hold for long periods or were unable to reach anyone
at EME. When customers left messages or emailed, EME failed to respond to emails
and voice messages in a timely manner.

2. EME did not allow customers to cancel their service by email.

3. EME informed customers that they could not cancel their service by calling their
utility.

4. EME failed to inform its customers that they could request an off-cycle cancellation
and instead told customers that cancellation would take 1-2 billing cycles during
which time the customer would continue to be charged the high non-indexed variable
rate.

In addition to these problems, EME only offered bill credits and refunds to customers
who re-enrolled with EME. As a result, customers who were struggling to pay their high
bills due to EME’s non-indexed variable rate were only offered meaningful help if they
agreed to continue taking service from EME. This tactic of using the high variable rate
bills as leverage over customers to get them to re-enroll in new EME contracts is itself an

unfair sales tactic.

Direct Testimony of Houck and Deprey
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Q. Please provide support for your statement that EME placed customers on hold for
long periods of time.

A. The CASD files in the complaint record are full of customer statements that they could

not reach anyone at EME or that they were put on hold for long periods. Some examples

are provided below:

e In CASD file 2023-C-0162,* the customer told CASD that they called EME and
got a recording that it would take 3-4 days to get a response from EME.

e In CASD file 2023-C-0491, the customer told CASD that they called EME and

got a recording that it could take up to two weeks to get a response from EME.

e In CASD file 2023-C-0247, the customer told CASD that they were put on hold

for a long time with EME and unable to leave a voicemail.

e In CASD file 2023-C-0203, the customer told CASD that he was put on hold for

an hour and a half and then for an hour with no representative answering.

e In CASD file 2023-C-0227, the customer told CASD that they were not able to
reach a representative from EME but got a recording instructing them to leave a

message and they would receive a return call in 3-5 days.

e In CASD file 2023-C-0232, the customer told CASD that they spent a lot of time
trying to reach EME but has been put on hold for hours.

e In CASD file 2023-C-0294, the customer told CASD that they tried to dispute
their bill with EME but no one answered the phone for 15 minutes. The customer

then emailed EME but never received a response.

e In CASD file 2023-C-0302, the customer told CASD that they tried to contact
EME but gave up after repeated calls.

4 The OPA incorporates all CASD files cited in this testimony by reference.

Direct Testimony of Houck and Deprey
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e In CASD file 2023-C-0480, the customer told CASD that they tried to call EME
but all the lines were busy.

e In CASD file 2023-C-0530, the customer called CASD to confirm EME’s phone

number because when they called, no one answered.

e In CASD file 2023-C-0560, the customer told CASD that when he called EME he
was run through an automated message that instructed him to leave a message but

the customer never received a call back after leaving a message.

Customers who called the OPA also described long hold times and difficulty reaching

anyone at EME’s customer service line.

In addition, as shown in Exhibit 28 — Confidential, which includes selected emails
provided in response to OPA-001-027, many customers emailed EME stating that they
were placed on hold for long periods of time or simply disconnected. Others reported that
EME’s phone number did not work.

Please provide support for your statement that EME failed to respond to customer
emails in a timely manner.

As shown in Exhibit 29 - Confidential, which includes selected emails provided in
response to OPA-001-027, when customers emailed EME they received an automated
message that someone would respond to their message within 24-48 hours. However,
many customers later emailed that they never received a response to their original email.
Please provide support for your statement that EME did not allow customers to
cancel their service by email.

EME claims that it never had a policy that prevented customers from canceling their
service by email, see Exhibit 4 - 8/4/21 Tr. at 219:9-13; however, its customer service
agents told customers who tried to cancel by email that they could only cancel over the

phone.

For example, attached as Exhibit 30 is an excerpt of a November 21 phone call recording
from CASD file 2023-C-0080 at approximately the 4:00 mark, in which EME’s customer
service agent tells the customer that they cannot cancel their service by email but must do

so over the phone.
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Is the customer service agent’s statement to the customer consistent with EME’s
terms of service?

No. EME’s terms of service in its renewal notice explicitly state that a customer can

reject the new plan by email at customerservice@electricityme.com. See Exhibit 21 at

page 3.

Please provide support for your statement that EME told customers that they could
not cancel their account by contacting their utility.

In Maine, customers of a CEP can request that their utility cancel their CEP service and
transfer them to standard offer service. Nevertheless, EME informed its customers that

they could only cancel EME’s service by contacting EME directly.

For example, attached as Exhibit 31 is a recording from CASD file 2023-C-0183 from a
January 5 call at approximately the 5:30 mark in which the customer tells EME that they
are going to call CMP to cancel their service with EME. The customer service agent
responds that the utility “cannot cancel us, you have to cancel with us right here on the
line.”

Please provide support for your statement that EME failed to inform its customers
that they could request an expedited cancellation.

EME admitted that it only trained its customer service agents to advise customers that a
cancellation request will go into effect on the next meter read date, which can take from
1-2 billing cycles to implement. See Exhibit 32. In fact, based on several of the phone
call recordings provided in the CASD files, it appears that EME’s customer service
agents were completely unaware that there is a process to request an expedited

cancellation of CEP service.
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In one particularly telling example, the customer actually informs the customer service
agent that there is a process in Maine that allows the utility to read a customer’s meter
and implement the cancellation before the next scheduled meter read date so that the
customer will not continue to be charged the high variable rate. See Exhibit 33, which is
an excerpt of a February 15 phone call recording from CASD file 2023-C-0823 at
approximately the 2:30 mark. The customer service agent responds to the customer that
he was not aware of that process but has no reason to doubt that it is true. Nevertheless,
even after this customer educated EME’s agent, EME still failed to inform other

customers of this process.

Despite EME’s claim to the contrary, Exhibit 4 - 8/4/21 Tr. at 211:8-10, based on our
review of the CASD files, we could not find a phone call recording in which the customer
service agent notified the customer that they could request an expedited cancellation. We
also could not find anything in EME’s customer service agent training materials showing

that EME educated its agents about this process. See Exhibit 34 — Confidential.

Can you explain the process for an expedited cancellation of CEP service?

Yes. Based on our understanding, under Chapter 305 Section 4(b)(16)(b), a CEP is
required to notify the customer’s utility of the customer’s desire to cancel service within
two business days. The rule further provides that CEPs “must take all necessary actions

to effectuate a cancellation request from a customer.”

Under Chapter 322, a customer or CEP may request the utility perform an expedited
cancellation to end service before the customer’s next regularly scheduled meter read
date. The utility may charge a fee for this service.

If EME initiates a request for an expedited cancellation on behalf of a customer,
who is responsible for paying the meter read fee to the utility?

As EME’s witness admitted at the technical conference, if EME requests an expedited
cancellation on behalf of a customer, EME is responsible for paying the utility’s fee, not
the customer. See Exhibit 4 - 8/4/21 Tr. at 215. If a customer requests an expedited
cancellation from their utility directly, then they are responsible for paying the additional

meter read fee. Based on its witness’s testimony, EME was aware of this distinction.
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It therefore appears that, in an effort to avoid incurring this fee and to continue to bill the
canceling customer at the high variable rate, EME declined to inform its customers that
they could request an expedited cancellation under the Commission’s rules.

What are the consequences of EME’s failure to inform customers that they could

request an expedited cancellation request and terminate their service with EME in a
matter of days rather than 1-2 billing cycles?

Understandably, customers became very upset when they were told by EME that it could
take up to 1-2 billing cycles to cancel their service, during which time they would
continue to be charged a non-indexed variable as high as 39.99 cents/kWh. These
customers made it very clear that they wanted to cancel their service immediately.
Nevertheless, EME informed them that would be responsible for EME’s charges for 1-2
billing cycles.

For example, attached as Exhibit 35, is an excerpt of a December 19, 2022, phone call
recording from CASD file 2022-C-4315 at approximately the 7:30 mark in which the
customer makes it very clear that she wants her service with EME cancelled as soon as
possible. But the customer service agent tells the customer that the next meter read date
would be January 17 and the utility would send her a final EME bill after that date. And
even after the customer raises the possibility of contacting her utility to have the meter
read sooner, the EME agent does not even confirm that is a possibility, much less offer to

submit an expedited cancellation request to the utility directly.

In another example, attached as Exhibit 36 is an excerpt of a January 4 phone call
recording from CASD file 2023-C-0032 at approximately the 3:30 mark in which the
customer service agent explains how even though the customer called to cancel their
contract on December 5, the cancellation was not complete until December 27. And after
the customer requested cancellation, EME actually increased the customer’s variable rate

and charged it for weeks after the cancellation request was made.

For other examples, see Exhibit 37 — Confidential, which includes selected emails

provided by EME in response to OPA-001-027.

This was very unfair to EME’s customers. Not only did EME charge extremely high

variable rates to its customers without their knowledge, when customers did learn about
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the high variable rate they were being charged, EME failed to inform them that they
could stop incurring this high rate sooner by requesting an expedited cancellation.
Please explain how EME used high variable rate bills as leverage to get its
customers to re-enroll in new contracts.

The vast majority of customers in the CASD complaint files only learned about the rate
they were being charged by EME when they received their electric bill. Many of these
customers received electric bills that were hundreds of dollars higher than their normal
bills. These customers were panicked and stressed about how they would be able to pay

these large, unexpected bills.

EME offered to work with these desperate customers by providing refunds or re-rating
their bills, but only if the customer agreed to sign a new contract with EME. If the
customer declined to sign a new contract with EME, generally nothing was done for the

customer.

For example, attached as Exhibit 38, is an excerpt of a January 25 phone call recording
provided in CASD file 2023-C-0309 at approximately the 9:00 mark in which the
customer tells the customer service agent that they are going to switch to another
provider. The customer service agent responds by telling the customer that if they choose
to cancel, the customer will have to pay for all charges on the account. No refund, bill

credit, or gift card is offered to the customer.

Information provided by EME in discovery confirms that customer service agents were
authorized by management to offer refunds and bill credits only to customers that agreed

to re-enroll in a new contract. See Exhibit 39 — Confidential at 7-8.

When customers hesitated to renew their contracts because of their outstanding high bills,
EME offered to re-rate these prior bills if the customer agreed to sign a new contract. For
example, attached as Exhibit 40 is an excerpt of a February 3 phone call recording
provided in 2023-C-0509 at approximately the 8:15 mark. EME offered to re-rate the
customer’s bill, but only if the customer agreed to sign a new contract. This call

demonstrates EME’s strategy of using the offer to re-rate a high bill to entice the caller to
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remain an EME customer. If the customer refused to sign a new contract, they were told

to pay the amount due in full.

EME’s strategy appears to have been at least somewhat successful, as shown in Exhibit
41 — Confidential, which includes selected emails provided by EME in response to OPA-
001-027. Several customers explicitly told EME they would only remain customers if

EME would rerate their prior bills to the new fixed contract rate.

This strategy was reinforced to EME’s customer service agents through their

compensation structure. According to EME’s compensation policy, [BEGIN

conrmentiaL
I (<D CONFIDENTIAL]

V. EME PROVIDED OTHER TYPES OF FALSE OR MISLEADING
INFORMATION TO ITS CUSTOMERS

Did EME engage in other deceptive sales tactics in addition to the unfair and
deceptive trade practice of transferring customers from a fixed rate to a non-
indexed variable rate contract?

Yes. In addition to the practices identified above, EME regularly provided customers
false or misleading information; or failed to provide information required by Commission

rules. This includes the following:

. EME told its customers that it has offices in the State of Maine when in fact EME has no

offices in Maine.

. EME told its customers that the standard offer rate varies from month to month.

. EME told its customers that they must contact their utility to dispute EME charges or

enter into a payment plan.

. EME told its customers that EME lacked the ability to apply a bill credit on their account.

. EME failed to notify its customers of their right to file a complaint with CASD.
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Please provide support for your first statement that EME falsely told its customers
that it has offices all over the State of Maine.

EME has no offices in the State of Maine and no Maine employees. See Exhibit 43 and
Exhibit 44. Nevertheless, EME portrays itself as a local Maine business in its advertising,
including on its website, and even falsely tells customers that it has offices in Maine so

that its customers believe they are buying energy from a Maine company.

For example, attached as Exhibit 45, is an excerpt of a phone call recording from a
January 5 call in CASD File 2023-C-0110 at approximately the 12:45 mark in which the
customer service agent tells the customer that EME has different offices throughout the

State.

In our experience talking to Maine customers who contact the OPA, many Mainers like
to work with local Maine businesses. By portraying itself as a local Maine company,
EME is deceiving its customers into believing they are purchasing their energy supply
from a local Maine business.

Please provide support for your statement that EME told its customers that the
standard offer rate varies from month to month.

In trying to convince customers to sign up for a new EME contract, when customers
raised the fact that the standard offer rate was cheaper, EME’s customer service agents
responded that the standard offer rate was variable and therefore the customers should

consider a fixed rate that would not fluctuate from time to time.

For example, attached as Exhibit 46, is an excerpt of a phone call recording from a
December 5 call in CASD file 2023-C-0032 at approximately the 2:45 mark in which the
customer service agent tells the customer that the standard offer rate could change in the

next month.

Another example is attached as Exhibit 47, which is an excerpt of a phone call recording

from a February 3 call in CASD file 2023-C-0509 at approximately the 14:30 mark.

Does the standard offer rate fluctuate month-to-month?
No. As the Commission is well aware and EME admitted, the standard offer rate is fixed

for the 12-month calendar year period. See Exhibit 48.
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Please provide support for your statement that EME told its customers that they
had to dispute their bill with their utility.

As customers began receiving very high bills from EME over the winter 2022-2023, they
contacted EME to dispute their bills. But EME told customers that they must dispute their
bill directly with the utility, despite the fact that customers were seeking to dispute only
the EME portion of the bill.

For example, attached as Exhibit 49 is an excerpt of a February 8 phone call recording
provided in CASD file 2023-C-0600 at approximately the 6:45 mark. The customer
service agent tells the customer to call the utility to dispute the bill rather than working

with the customer directly.

Another example is attached as Exhibit 50, which is an excerpt of a January 17 phone call
recording provided in CASD file 2023-C-0927 at approximately the 7:00 mark, in which
the customer service agent tells the customer they should contact CMP to set up a
payment plan. After the customer explains the unfairness of the situation and how the
customer cannot afford to pay the bill, the customer service agent responds unhelpfully,

“I do apologize . . . but there is no way we are going to remove that.”

Another example is attached as Exhibit 51 — Confidential, which is a selected email
provided by EME in response to OPA-001-027, in which EME notifies the customer that
it cannot offer a payment arrangement and that the customer would need to contact their

local utility company.

EME’s practice unfairly imposed another hurdle for its frustrated customers to obtain any
relief and inappropriately shifted customer service work to the customer’s utility, which

was not responsible for the supply charges EME charged its customers.
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Please provide support for your statement that EME falsely told its customers that
it was unable to provide a bill credit on their utility account.

When customers called EME to complain about their high bills and request a refund,
EME initially told them, falsely, that EME lacked the ability to provide any credit on
their utility account. Instead, customers were initially offered a gift card if they renewed

Into a new contract.

For example, attached as Exhibit 52 is an excerpt of a January 13 phone call recording
from CASD file 2023-C-0172 at approximately the 3:25 mark. The customer service

agent tells the customer that EME is unable to credit the customer’s utility account but
that she would be happy to offer the customer a $50 gift card if the customer signed up

for a new fixed rate contract.

EME has the ability to adjust the customer’s account balance by contacting the
customer’s utility and, if all else fails, it could simply remit payment to the customer’s
utility on behalf of the customer. See Exhibit 4 - 8/4/23 Tr. at 223:14-17. This is just
another example of EME providing false information to its customers.

You have identified a number of false and deceptive statements made in the call

recordings provided to CASD by EME agents to customers. Did EME take any
disciplinary action against these customer service agents?
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FINANCIAL IMPACT OF EME’S UNFAIR AND DECEPTIVE
PRACTICES

How many customers were victims of EME’s unfair and deceptive trade practices?

Has EME identified those of its customers that were transferred to non-indexed
variable rates?

Yes. Attached as Exhibit 56 — Confidential, is the list of customers that were transferred
to non-indexed variable rates and their current status.

Can you quantify the extent to which these customers overpaid for supply service
compared to the standard offer rate?

Based on the available information, we are not able to quantify the exact amount that
EME’s customers overpaid because EME has not provided the specific dates that
customers were transferred to its non-indexed variable rates or the exact usage of all its
customers. However, by making a few reasonable assumptions, we can provide a rough

estimate of the collective financial impact of EME’s conduct.
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As shown in Exhibit 57 — Confidential, under the “Customer Impact” tab, we estimate
that EME’s customers overpaid for electric supply in December 2022 and January 2023
by millions of dollars compared to what these customers would have paid had they been

on the standard offer.

REQUESTED PENALTY

What enforcement actions are you recommending the Commission take against
EME?

The OPA’s final recommendations will be set forth in its brief but based on the
seriousness of the conduct, EME’s recent prior violations, and the fact that EME does not
appear to provide any benefits to Mainers, the OPA recommends that, at a minimum, the
Commission permanently revoke EME’s license to operate as a competitive energy
provider and provide full refunds to all of its customers that were charged a non-indexed
variable rate that was at any time higher than the standard offer rate.

Please explain why you believe the conduct in this case justifies revocation of EME’s
CEP license.

EME’s conduct was egregious. Without its customers’ consent or knowledge, it started
charging up to 39.99 cents/kWh for energy supply, causing customers’ overall electric
bills to double or triple. Customers endured significant frustration and stress over very
high bills based on this outrageous rate over the winter when many Mainers’ budgets are
already squeezed. EME willfully took these steps in violation of Commission rules. EME
then engaged in a pattern of unfair and deceptive conduct in an effort to lure its customers
into signing new fixed rate contracts at much higher prices than it charged previously.
EME engaged in this conduct in an attempt to avoid the restrictions set forth in Chapter

305.
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Q.
A.

Please explain EME’s prior violations and why they are relevant to this proceeding.
This is not the first time EME has been involved in an enforcement investigation before
the Maine PUC. On February 26, 2021, the Commission issued an order imposing
sanctions on EME for what it described as “serious willful violations of the
Commission’s consumer protection standards.” Unfortunately, it appears that EME’s

willful violations of consumer protection rules have only continued in a different form.

EME’s affiliates have also been involved in multiple enforcement investigations as
shown in Exhibit 58. Given this poor track record, EME should not be allowed to
continue to serve Maine customers.

Does EME provide any benefits to Mainers that might weigh against imposing a
significant penalty in this proceeding?

No. First, EME does not employ any Mainers and has no offices in the State.

Second, based on our analysis, it appears that EME’s customers have significantly
overpaid for electric supply service compared to standard offer rates, even before EME

began charging variable rates.

As shown in Exhibit 57, based on the available billing histories provided in OPA-001-
003 and the CASD files for 29 customers, these customers have collectively overpaid for
electric supply by more than $67,000, compared to the standard offer. And every single
customer for which data is available would have been better off financially had they

never signed up with EME and stayed on the standard offer.

CONCLUSION

Do you have any concluding remarks?

We encourage the Commission to listen to the full phone call recordings provided in the
CASD files to hear customers in their own words explain the impact of EME’s high
variable rates on their budgets and how they felt that EME took advantage of them. Many
of these customers expressed astonishment and asked how EME could be legally allowed

to triple their bills overnight without their consent. For all the reasons identified above,
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we ask that the Commission validate these customers’ concerns and stop EME’s abuses

once and for all.

>

Does this conclude your testimony?

Yes.

>
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