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o H

To: Mayor and Members of the City Council
From: Rich Olson, City Manager
Date: May 22, 2020

Subj: Consideration — COVID-19 Payment Plans

BACKGROUND:

On March 31, 2020, Governor Cooper’'s Executive Order 124 went into effect.
One of the directives outlined within the Order expressly prohibited utility
providers from disconnecting or issuing penalties on unpaid balances while the
Order was in effect. Executive Order 124 applied specifically to residential
customers; however, the City Council did authorize placing a hold on
disconnecting commercial customers as well. Based on the initial length of the
Order, unless it is extended by Governor Cooper, it should expire end-of-day on
June 1, 2020.

ANALYSIS:

Members of City staff took part in a conference call on May 18" with Kara
Millonzi, an attorney and professor with the UNC School of Government,
specializing in local government finance and utilities. She gave attendees a “what
happens next” rundown of what utilities should be doing to move forward after
Executive Order 124 expires. Executive Order 124 stipulates that utility
operations must offer customers a six-month payment plan on any balances with
due dates between March 31, 2020 and June 1, 2020; this is the sole factor for
determining which billings must be set up on agreements. The utility may either
decide to roll all customers automatically into a payment plan for these billings or
they may require each interested customer to sign a document, which is how the
City of Elizabeth City currently handles agreements. Most utilities are using the
signed form for several reasons, including that it gives the customer one-on-one
time with the Customer Service representative to ask questions and have the
process explained. Additionally, it offers the customer individualized plans if
necessary; the City takes effort not to saddle customers with an excessive
payment thereby setting them up for failure. We realize that some of our
customers may have incurred larger balances during this period and may require
longer than six months to pay off. Customer Service has always been advised to
keep payments under $100 per month when establishing hardship agreements of
any kind and we believe we should continue this practice as we move forward.




Effective June 2, 2020, utilities should begin following their normal working
policies; penalties and cut-offs will resume as per regular operating procedure on
any balances incurred prior to March 318, It is imperative to give a period for
customers to set up their payment plans for the March 31%-June 1%t balances;
most utilities are willing to offer a 30-day period for this to occur. Staff believes
that requiring all payment plans be completed by July 1, 2020 would be
satisfactory. Attorney Millonzi reminded aftendees that anyone not signed up for
a plan by the agreed upon date may be considered as having “opted out” and the
balance returns to normal overdue status. Additionally, any missed payments on
the agreements may result in disconnection. Staff already follows these protocols
with our current hardship agreements.

Customer Service staff have already began modifying their current hardship
agreement form for the COVID-19 form (attached). Customers may come into the
office by July 1%t to fill out the form and discuss arrangements with
representatives; there will also be a link online for those who prefer to request an
arrangement that way. At this time, we estimate that we have 2,400 customers
with unpaid bills for the March 315-June 1%t period who would be eligible for
disconnection without an agreement; this balance roughly totals $1.5 million in
uncoliected revenue for the City.

Attorney Millonzi encouraged City Councils and County Boards to formally adopt
the payment plan form in open session to solidify the process and date by which
customers must request an agreement. The City Council has already adopted
our hardship agreement form previously; staff is requesting the Council adopt the
COVID-19 agreement, as well as establish a date for which the form must be
submitted. As of the writing of this memo, that date will be July 1%, 2020. In the
event that Executive Order 124 is extended by the Governor, that date will
change; however, it will be mandated that staff allow 30 days from the final day of
the Order for a customer to establish a payment plan.

STAFF RECOMMENDATION:

By motion, authorize staff to implement the COVID-19 payment plan agreement
form for interested customers for the billing due date period of March 31%t to June
18t 2020; and further authorize July 15t as the end date for entering into said
payment plan.




COVID-19 Utility Payment Agreement

Date: Account Number:

Customer name:

Service
Address:

Telephone number:

Reason:

Total Delinquent Amount: $

The customer agrees to pay $ on this delinquent account and continue those
payments for 6 months. It is understood that these payments will be made in addition to my
current monthly utility bill. It is understood that I will not be eligible for any extensions on my
account until this agreement is paid in full.

Customer Service Representative Signature Customer Signature




5/15/2020 Cognito Forms

Request for Payment Plan

As a result of COVID-19, City of Elizabeth City is setting up payment arrangements
for customers up to six months. To start the process, please provide us with the
following information and click submit. One of our representatives will contact you to
let you know the details of your arrangement. * = required fields

Name *

First Last

Address *
Address Line 1

Address Line 2
City State v Zip Code

Account Number

Phone *

Email *

Best time to reach you *

Additional information we need to know

https://www.cognitoforms.com/CityOfElizabethCity/RequestForPaymentPlan 17




