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Providing Alternative Water Sources During 
an Emergency 

 
It has been approximately four months since a tsunami crippled Japan’s nuclear plant, which released 

radiation into the air, ground, and water.  Fearful of no potable water for extended 
periods of time, people in Japan were stocking up on bottled water.  According to the S.C 
Emergency Management Division’s Tsunami Response Plan, a tsunami threat in our 
state is relatively low.  However, there are other threats in our state that can create an 
urgency for clean, safe drinking water.  South Carolina can experience fires, floods, 
earthquakes, tornadoes, and hurricanes, all which can affect a utility’s water source and 
the ability to provide safe drinking water to customers.  In addition, utility operator error, 

human activities such as improper dumping of hazardous materials, and mechanical/equipment break 
down can prevent a water utility from providing safe drinking water to its customers.   
 
A utility needs both short-term and long-term options available in the event of water-source loss.   Short-
term options would include providing customers with a water truck or with bottled water or temporarily 
tapping into an adjoining water system, if available, or using water stored in its tanks.  Long-term options 
might include digging new wells or tapping into another water source or sytem.  Of course, the utility 
would have to determine the cost effectiveness and feasibility of such options.   
 
It is important for a utility to quickly assess the outage and determine the quickest, safest, and most cost-
effective manner to reinstate service.  An outage can result in contamination of the water supply; 
therefore, it is important to test water samples.  If contamination exists, the utility must 1) determine how 
long it will take to purify the water supply and begin the process immediately 2) issue a “boil water 
notice” to affected customers and 3) implement alternative options for water supply to those customers.  
When the contamination is eliminated, provide a follow-up call to customers to advise them that the 
water supply is now safe to use.  Be prepared to answer customer concerns and questions regarding how 
and why the outage occurred and any delays in re-establishing the service.  Customers will be concerned 
about their water’s quality, and it is the utility’s responsbility to assure them that proper procedures were 
followed to ensure their health and safety. 
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Workshop Update 
 

The ORS has scheduled a workshop regarding the regulatory requirements that 
affect water and wastewater (sewer) utilities in South Carolina.  The workshop is 
scheduled for Tuesday, December 6, 2011, (note date change from spring 2011 
newsletter) from 9:30 a.m. until 3:00 p.m. at the Public Service Commission’s 
hearing room, 101 Executive Center Dr., Suite 100, Columbia, SC.  The workshop is 
FREE

 

 and open to the public and space is limited.  Registration forms will be 
mailed on October 1.  The agenda includes commentary from PSC Chairman Butch Howard who also 
chairs NARUC’s Committee on Water.  In addition, staff from DHEC will discuss drinking water and 
wastewater operations and maintenance, and staff from the ORS will discuss customer service practices, 
proceedings and filings with the PSC, and rate applications and audit reviews.  Operators will receive 
credit hours for attending. 

If you have any suggestions for topics at the workshop, please email Willie Morgan at 
wmorgan@regstaff.sc.gov or Hannah Majewski at hmajews@regstaff.sc.gov. 
 
 

Effectively Responding to Customer Inquiries 
 

It is a known fact that customers are going to call with a variety of questions. How much information 
should a utility provide to the customer?  In short, it is better to explain too much than not enough.  The 
more information and explanation provided to the customer, the less likely it is to receive follow-up 
questions.  However, the information the utility provides to the customer must be clear and thorough to 
satisfy the customer’s question(s).   
 
When a utility proposes a rate increase many customers have one basic question – Why?  Consider this 
example: One wastewater utility company that applied for a rate increase received a call from a customer 
regarding the utility’s proposed increase.  The customer questioned why the same wastewater charge was 
assessed to all (‘flat rate’) and not determined (metered) by wastewater output.  The customer service 
representative was not able to fully satisfy the customer’s concerns and the complaint was escalated to 
management within the utility.  The utility manager’s response to the customer was exemplary.  The 
utility manager spoke with the customer on the phone and then followed up with the customer by email 
and provided a recap of their phone conversation.  The email included 1) a data comparison of county, 
city, and private utility’s rates and the increases (including percentages) of those entities during the past 
10 years 2) an explanation that the size of a residence does not necessarily determine the wastewater 
output 3) a statement that since there was no way to measure (meter) sewage output, the utility relied on 
DHEC’s guidelines that stated the average residential customer will discharge 400 gallons of wastewater 
every day 4) an advisement to the customer that there was no other practical means of measuring the 
wastewater usage, that the Public Service Commission had approved the previous rates, and that the 
utility was not authorized to change the monthly rate without Commission approval.   
 
The utility concluded the email by restating the customer’s concern and thanking the customer for 
expressing their concern.  The utility also had prepared and attached in the responding email a prepared  
document outlining the reason why the rate case was necessary and information pertaining to the rate 
case.  Preparing such a document in advance of customer notification of the applied rate increase is 
useful to make available to customers at night hearings and by individual requests for additional 
explanation.   
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In the end, while the customer may not be satisfied that the utility was requesting an increase, the 
customer was better educated on why the increase was requested and the process the utility must go 
through to have the increase approved. 
 

Preparing For an ORS Compliance 
Review 

 
The ORS tries to conduct a site visit and business office compliance review every 
three years of each water and wastewater system.  A compliance review is simply 
a review of the utility’s business practices and assets to ensure that the utility’s 
operations are within PSC regulation guidelines.   
 
So what’s involved in the compliance review and what will the ORS be looking for?  First, the ORS will 
contact the utility to arrange a convenient date and time for the review.  Second, a letter will follow 
confirming the date and time and will include information on what the ORS will be asking for in the 
business office and the assets the ORS will want to examine in the field.  For example, in the business 
office the ORS will ask to see a sample of complaint records and bill statements.  In the field, the ORS 
will want to examine the assets used in operating the utility -- like the pumps, well houses, fencing, 
proper signage, leaks, and so forth.  If there are any non-compliance issues, they will be addressed during 
the review.  The ORS will send a follow-up letter after the inspection, including any issues that need to 
be addressed.  If it is an issue that DHEC needs to be made aware of, the ORS will contact DHEC with 
the information. 
 
If you ever have a question regarding the PSC regulations, please do not hesitate to contact us. 
 
 

Work-Zone Safety 
Employee safety should be one of a utility’s top priorities.  By implementing a few saftey 
features, a utility can potentially save lives.  Utility workers should wear reflective vests 
or garments when outside a vehicle or standing on a roadway.  Utility vehicles should 
have reflectors or flashing lights or safety cones around them to warn of the vehicles’ 
presence.  Workers should be provided protective head gear, dust masks, and earplugs.  
Workers should also avoid working with their backs toward the traffic.  If necessary, use 
a flagger to help direct the traffic flow.  Flaggers will need to have access to a two-way 

radio with connection to other utility workers to be kept informed on construction problems which could 
affect drivers and the flow of traffic.     
 
Utility workers must maintain a keen awareness of their surroundings at all times.  Many times, drivers 
make sudden turns or lane changes without seeing workers who may be in their way.  Often, drivers are 
too distracted to even realize that utility work is going on.  Any measures a utility can take to emphasize 
the presence of the utility workers and to enhance their safety will be well worth the cost. 
 

The Audit Corner… 
Accounting for Plant Acquisition Adjustments 

 
What is a plant acquisition adjustment? 
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A plant acquisition adjustment represents the difference between the purchase price of an asset or utility, 
which has previously been used to provide services by another utility, and the net book value of that 
asset.   

Purchase Price 

Plant Acquisition Adjustment 

- Net Book Value 

(Net Book Value = Original Cost less Accumulated Depreciation) 
 
A positive acquisition adjustment occurs when an asset or utility is purchased for more than its net book 
value.  A negative acquisition adjustment occurs when a utility is purchased for less than the net book 
value. 
 
What determines if the ratepayer or stockholder pays for the acquisition adjustment? 
 
Positive acquisition adjustments can be borne by the ratepayer or the stockholder.  This decision requires 
approval from the Commission.  Usually, if there is a valid reason for the higher costs that would benefit 
the customer, the ratepayer would pay for the acquisition adjustment.  If there is no valid reason for 
paying above net book value, the stockholder will be responsible for the expenditure.  A negative 
acquisition adjustment is booked to reflect the lower purchase price instead of the original cost. 
 
What are NARUC’s requirements for booking acquisition adjustments? 
 
Utility Plant Acquisition Adjustments are booked in Account 114, and Accumulated Amortization of 
Utility Plant Acquisition Adjustments are booked in Account 115.  Approved positive acquisition 
adjustments are booked above-the-line in account 406, “Amortization of electric plant acquisition 
adjustments.” Otherwise, this amortization would be charged below-the-line to Account 426, 
“Miscellaneous non-utility expenses.” 
 
Source:  Public Utility Accounting:  Theory and Application – James E. Suelflow 
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