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TELEPHONE COMPANY OF NEW JERSEY, INC. D/B/A
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JERSEY BUSINESS OFFICE FUNCTIONS PURSUANT
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DOCKET NO. TO20070476
Parties of Record:

Colleen A. Foley, Esq., for Petitioner, United Telephone Company d/b/a Century Link
Brian Lipman, Esq., Director, New Jersey Division of Rate Counsel

BY THE BOARD:

This Order addresses the request of United Telephone Company d/b/a CenturyLink (“Petitioner”
or “CenturyLink”), for a waiver of the New Jersey Board of Public Utilities (“Board’s”) rules at
N.J.A.C. 14:3-5.1(c) to transition its Clinton regional business office to a virtual customer service
platform and to change the manner in which it accepts payments.

BACKGROUND

By letter dated July 3, 2020, Petitioner notified the Board that in light of the COVID-19 pandemic,
it had ceased to operate its Clinton, New Jersey regional customer assistance office and was
seeking to change the manner in which it accepts payments.

Petitioner is a telecommunications company that provides voice access lines to rural customers
in northwestern New Jersey. N.J.A.C. 14:3-5.1(a) and (b) requires a utility to maintain an “in-
person” office in its New Jersey service area where customers may initiate and terminate service,
file complaints, submit service inquiries and make bill payments. The office may provide various
other functions as determined by the utility. CenturyLink maintained a single customer service
office in Clinton, New Jersey, at 160 Center Street (“Clinton Office”), operating from 9:00 a.m. to
5:00 p.m., Monday through Friday, until March 20, 2020, when the Clinton Office was temporarily
closed in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. In its letter the Company indicated one (1) employee
worked at the office, which averaged three (3) customers per day, prior to the temporary closure.
The customer service representative was assigned to work remotely until September 1, 2020,
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when Petitioner advised that the customer service representative was no longer assigned to the
Clinton Office and that Petitioner had no plans to replace the employee.

Due to the expected changes in customer interaction as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the
Petitioner transitioned the Clinton Office to a “virtual customer service platform”, consisting of a
“dedicated customer service kiosk” with a telephone that customers visiting the Clinton Office can
use to speak directly with CenturyLink customer service and repair representatives during normal
business hours to make credit card bill payments, make billing inquiries, initiate and terminate
service, lodge complaints and make service inquiries.

In addition to the transition to a virtual customer service platform, CenturyLink intends to stop
taking certain types of bill payments (by cash or check) at the Clinton Office and will instead direct
customers who wish to pay their bills using cash or a check to a nearby third party retail facility.
Currently the closest third-party retail facilities to the Clinton Office are contained in the
Walgreen'’s located at 37 Old Route 22, Clinton, New Jersey 08809, approximately 0.7 miles from
the Clinton Office; and the Wal-Mart Store at Route 513 and |-78, Clinton, New Jersey 08809,
which is approximately 2.0 miles from the Clinton Office. Petitioner maintains both locations are
accessible by public transportation and maintain longer business hours than the Clinton Office.

On November 19, 2020, the New Jersey Division of Rate Counsel (“Rate Counsel”) submitted a
letter to the Board advising that it did not oppose the Petitioner’s proposal to transition to a virtual
model. Rate Counsel noted that the lack of an in person customer assistance office would present
obstacles for technologically challenged individuals, it would be more difficult for individuals to
return or repair equipment, and that the lack of in person payment opportunities would result in
the imposition of “service fees” charged by the third party providers entrusted to collect the bill
payments, e.g., Walmart and Walgreens. Rate Counsel advised that the issues identified as
potential problems for customers justified the opportunity for public notice and comment. Rate
Counsel further recommended that the Board monitor the transition to the virtual platform by
requiring quarterly reports of the performance of the virtual platform and customer complaints in
relation to the services provided therein.

Although Petitioner indicated it did not receive any complaints on the office function changes, the
Board did receive a complaint that customers were concerned about the replacement of a live
customer service person at the Clinton Office with a telephone on a stand, and the resulting
inability to speak to a customer service representative in person. In addition, customers reported
that the payment kiosks at the third party locations were not working and the store representatives
were unable to provide assistance.

STAFF RECOMMENDATIONS

In light of Petitioner’s request, Rate Counsel’s comments and discussions with Petitioner, Staff
recommends the following:

1. In lieu of maintaining a fully functioning “in-person” customer service office, as required by
the rules, Petitioner will allow payments to be made without a fee to the customer, at any
Western Union payment kiosk located within the State of New Jersey. Signage must be
placed at the Clinton Office to indicate that payments may be made at any Western Union
authorized payment center in the State of New Jersey. Payment would be deemed paid
by the due date if made at a Western Union authorized payment center by the date due.
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2. Petitioner will provide customers, who wish to return service equipment, with a pre-paid
mailer box to facilitate the return of such equipment.

3. Petitioner will be required to provide a quarterly report to the Division of Customer
Assistance with data on monthly Western Union payments.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The Board has reviewed Petitioner's request, Rate Counsel's comments and Staff's
recommendations. The Board FINDS that Staffs recommendation of approval subject to the
conditions set forth herein is appropriate.

For good cause shown based upon the unique facts detailed herein, pursuant to N.J.A.C. 14:1-
1.2, the Board HEREBY WAIVES strict compliance with the requirements of N.J.A.C. 14:3-5.1(a)
and (b) providing for an in-person office within CenturyLink’s service territory. The Board instead
DIRECTS Petitioner to comply with all of the conditions outlined by Board Staff in this Order with
regard to acceptance of payment and customer service, including the requirement for quarterly
reports.

The Board HEREBY FINDS that the waiver granted herein is limited to Petitioner, given
Petitioner’s unique circumstances and the limited number of customers served by Petitioner and
by the Clinton Office.

The Board FURTHER NOTES that this waiver in no way eliminates or modifies the requirements
of N.J.A.C. 14:3-5.1(f) and (g).
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The effective date of this Order is March 2, 2022.

DATED: February 23, 2022
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