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​Overview:​

​Personal safety for Rhode Island Energy employees and for all gas and electric customers​

​is of the utmost importance.   The George Wiley Center encourages practical solutions to assist​

​Rhode Island Energy employees to feel safe in the community as they go about their duties and​

​to avoid unsafe conditions for customers.  We oppose the elimination of an important means of​

​payment to remedy utility terminations (which create extremely unsafe conditions for those​

​terminated from service) on a day-of-termination basis.​

​With safety as a primary shared value among the parties, as discussed more fully below​

​there is no evidence presented in the company’s petition that suggests that the collection of cash​

​payments to prevent shut offs is the solution to the company’s expressed safety concerns.  The​

​proposed solution does not match the identified problem.​
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​In addition, the Company has alternatives, identified below, to enhance staff safety that​

​do not remove the option from unbanked, low-income customers to rectify an arrearage on the​

​day of a service termination.  None of these enhancements require any alternation to the existing​

​regulation or the Commission’s ruling in the 2002 in Order No. 16966 interpreting the regulation​

​to require the acceptance of cash payments.  The second basis for that 2002 request for an​

​amendment to the regulation, employee theft or cash proceeds, is not presented in this matter.​

​Finally, Rhode Island Energy witnesses, as part of Docket 22-49 EL (smart meters), have​

​consistently stated that they will not erode the day-of-termination protections for customers in​

​the new smart metered environment.  In Docket 22-49, a primary focus for the George Wiley​

​Center has been preventing the erosion of protections from termination for customers in the new​

​environment in which company staff now have the ability to terminate service with the push of a​

​button at a central location.  Prior to the implementation of the new meters, a field representative​

​had to go to the premises to terminate service.  That requirement to physically go to the home in​

​order to turn off the meter was a primary protection to ensure that the regulatory requirements for​

​customers to be notified and have an opportunity to cure and prevent a termination on the spot​

​would be respected in all cases.  The company witnesses in that Docket and it’s sequelae have​

​been absolutely clear that the day-of-termination procedures themselves would not change and​

​that customers who fall behind on their bills would still be afforded the same opportunity to​

​prevent a termination with the same in-person meeting with the company staff prior to​

​termination.  The testimony has been that this last opportunity to remedy the arrearage and​

​prevent the shut off of service would be fully preserved.  The removal of the cash payment​

​option is not consistent with that prior testimony by the company’s witnesses in Docket 22-49.​
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​There is no evidence cited by the company that cash​
​collection itself exacerbates the inevitable stress​

​of a utility termination​

​The company presents the testimony of Michael Santoro, Manager, Overhead Lines,​

​Trouble Workers, and Electric Meter Operations for Rhode Island Energy, in support of their​

​position that cash collection on the doorstep in the service termination process is endangering​

​Rhode Island Energy staff.  Mr. Santoro apparently supervises the staff who do the service​

​terminations in the field. (Santoro, pp. 1-2).​

​The testimony identifies four contemporary circumstances that causes the company to​

​seek to terminate cash payments at day-of-termination encounters: (1) Confrontational​

​environment created by a shut off (Santoro, pp.6-7; (2) Theft of company equipment from field​

​representatives (two iPads) (Santoro, p. 7); (3) Threats accompanying the shut-off (Santoro p. 7);​

​and (4) Depositing cash at the only Western Union location previously accepting such deposits​

​from the company, a discontinued practice (Santoro, p. 8).​

​These are each addressed below:​

​(1)​ ​Confrontational environment created by shut off:  The termination of utility​

​service is a very stressful circumstance for the customer and thus, may also be for company staff.​

​Mr. Santoro notes that telling someone that their utility service is being terminated may lead to​

​confrontation.  While there can be no justification for confrontational and threatening behavior,​

​the fact of the imminent termination is what leads to the potential for confrontation, not the​

​collection of cash.  In fact, telling a customer that their service is being terminated and then​

​refusing to accept cash to remedy the arrearage may further escalate day-of-termination​

​encounters and erode rather than enhance field representative safety.  Many U.S. consumers​
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​consider it their right to transact in U.S. legal tender.​​1​ ​It may cause an escalation of conflict if​

​company staff have to inform the customer that cash money is not accepted by the company and​

​that service will be terminated even if the customer is holding the cash to pay the bill in their​

​hand.​

​(2)​ ​Theft of company equipment from field representatives:  The company does not​

​cite any instance of the theft of collected cash from field representatives. Instead the company​

​does offer testimony that iPads have been stolen from field representatives.  Company​

​representatives are still going to need to do day-of-termination notification of customers and​

​offer the opportunity to customers to remedy the arrearage whether cash is accepted or not.​

​During that exchange it is obvious that company representatives have IT equipment with them,​

​necessary to process payments from cards, record payment by check or any other means of​

​payment from which the company is not seeking relief.  No one should experience theft on the​

​job.  That is a police matter.  But not collecting cash is not going to mitigate the risk of IT​

​equipment theft for the company and its staff.​

​(3)​ ​Threats accompanying a shut off: Mr. Santoro shares that customers have​

​threatened company staff  in very frightening ways including stating that “they will be waiting”​

​if the meter is shut off, that they would “blow their heads off” and other threats that have at times​

​required police escort when dealing with the customer.  This is further evidence that it is the​

​inherent stress of the shut off  rather than the option of paying cash to prevent the shut off that is​

​potentially driving personal safety concerns for both the field representative and the customer.​

​(4)​ ​The former company practice of depositing cash at only one Western Union​

​location:  The company testimony states that community members in the past were aware that​

​1​ ​https://www.theamericanconsumer.org/2025/09/many-consumers-continue-to-choose-cash/​​accessed​
​December 18, 2025.​
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​the company was using a single Western Union location for the deposit of cash collected from​

​customers pursuant to the regulation.  The testimony suggests that a company employee was​

​uncomfortable due to being closely watched while making that deposit.  This testimony is not​

​relevant to the petition however.  The deposit was for a substantial amount of funds because it​

​was a collection from a commercial customer.  The regulation from which relief is sought​

​governs only the collection and termination of residential customers who are unlikely to be​

​making payments as large as commercial customers.  This known Western Union location for​

​deposits testimony is also not relevant because the company has terminated the use of that​

​location per the testimony and now the staff can make deposits at a bank or banks designated for​

​that purpose by the company.  In the company’s response to PUC 1-5 this non relevant​

​commercial customer collection situation referenced at page 8 of Mr. Santoro’s testimony is the​

​only evidence cited in which “the incident involved a circumstance where a customer wanted to​

​pay with cash.”​

​The company’s response to PUC 1-5 firmly establishes that all other safety examples​

​cited in the company testimony referred generically to the stressful nature of utility terminations,​

​not the cash collection component of that interaction.  The company has cited no instance of​

​attempted or actual theft of cash from field representatives in the past five years in support of its​

​petition.​

​It is troubling that in spite of this absence of any documented instance of attempted or​

​actual theft of cash, the company’s petition implies that customers, and particularly those who​

​fall behind on their bills more often, should be viewed as a heightened risk for theft.  Another​

​view of the company’s evidence would be that although the most economically distressed​

​customers, who may have experienced multiple shut-offs, are aware that the field representatives​
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​collect and carry cash,  none of them have ever engaged in theft in spite of the straits they find​

​themselves in.​

​The company has alternatives to elimination of cash payment​
​to mitigate the identified risks to the field representatives​

​The company’s response to PUC 1-2 establishes that in 2025 alone nearly 300 households​

​have been protected from shut off by making a cash payment to company field representatives.​

​This is 300 households that did not face the health and safety challenges, and potential​

​homelessness that can result from a utility termination, because they were able to avail​

​themselves of cash payment.  Although only roughly 10% of the 3,063 households who sustained​

​their utility service with a day-of-termination payment, this is a group of households worthy of​

​continued protection through access to cash payments on day-of-termination and is not​

​counterbalanced by any evidence of theft of cash presented by the company.​

​Why is cash payment still relevant and important in 2025?  As the company​

​acknowledges in its response to PUC 1-1, unbanked customers have no other alternative to​

​making a cash payment if they wish to remedy on the day-of-termination and prevent a shut off.​

​The customer needs a bank account to access any of the company’s current alternative means of​

​payment (check, credit card or debit card). The customer cannot leave the premises to make a​

​cash transaction elsewhere (bank check, money order) and effectively prevent the termination of​

​service on the day-of-termination. (Company Response PUC 1-1).​

​Current research shows that “the cash-only unbanked are older [and] more likely to be​

​Hispanic.​​2​ ​This elevates the importance of preserving cash payment access for Rhode Island​

​2​ ​A Closer Look at the Unbanked: Cash-Only Households Versus Those That Use Prepaid Cards or​
​Nonbank Payment Apps​​,​​Consumer Research Perspectives, FDIC, July 2024, p. 10.​
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​utility customers in light of the fact that Hispanics are the largest and fastest growing ethnic​

​group in Rhode Island with 135,886 households whose primary language is Spanish as of 2023​​3​

​and that Rhode Island is recognized as an “older” state with 31% of the population over 55​

​compared to a national average of 28%. By 2030 it is projected that 1 in 4 Rhode Islanders will​

​be over 65.​​4​

​Notwithstanding the importance of preserving the cash option for these older households​

​and households who may experience language barriers, the company can incentivize and lower​

​barriers to non-cash payments, thus meeting many of the goals of their petition. Nonbank​

​payment apps are becoming more widely available.  These allow the user to make non-cash​

​payments without a bank account.  Examples include PayPal, Venmo, and CashApp.  Some​

​unbanked low-income consumers are turning to these means of payment for such expenses as​

​rent and household bills.​​5​

​If reducing the amount of cash carried by company field representatives would increase​

​their perception of personal safety, as the company’s testimony suggests, the company can lower​

​barriers to non-cash payments by low-income and unbanked customers by establishing​

​relationships with one or more of the most common nonbank payment apps listed above.​

​Providing field representatives with a QR code that makes it possible for unbanked customers to​

​quickly make non-cash payments through these popular apps provides a meaningful method for​

​reducing cash payments without eliminating their availability to the cash-only unbanked who​

​are, in general, older and more likely to be Hispanic.​

​5​ ​A Closer Look at the Unbanked: Cash-Only Households Versus Those That Use Prepaid Cards or​
​Nonbank Payment Apps​​,​​Consumer Research Perspectives, FDIC, July 2024, p. 3.​

​4​ ​Rhode Island Healthy Aging Data Report - Highlights from 2025​​, accessed December 18, 2025.​
​3​ ​https://datausa.io/profile/geo/rhode-island​ ​accessed December 18, 2025.​
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​As noted in their testimony, the company has already made other process improvements​

​such as eliminating the use of a single Western Union location for cash deposits.  The company​

​can adopt additional cash-handling process improvements such as making multiple branches of​

​the bank that is currently used for cash deposits available to field representatives.  It is noted that​

​the field representatives doing this work are not permanent company employees (Company​

​Response to PUC 1-3).  Another approach to enhancing staff perceptions of safety when working​

​in the community might be developing a team of full-time staff with enhanced de-escalation​

​training and nonbank payment app tools to fulfill the requirements of the day-of-termination​

​regulation with the goal of lower the conflict level in what is an inevitably stressful encounter.​

​Conclusion:​

​The day-of-termination shut off protections provided for in Termination Rule 1.8(C)​

​remain important and relevant to some of the most vulnerable Rhode Island Energy customers.​

​Customers with access to bank accounts, credit and debit cards are less like to need to turn to​

​cash to resolve an arrearage in what is, for the household, an emergency - utility termination.​

​The company emphasizes that customers have multiple opportunities before the day of​

​termination to resolve arrearages and enter into payment plans.  This is accurate and has been the​

​case at all times when the regulation has been in place.  Rule 1.8(C) recognizes that it remains​

​sound policy that in spite of earlier opportunities to cure, households should be afforded a final​

​day-of-termination  opportunity to preserve access to health and life preserving utility service.​

​For some of the most economically distressed households, including disproportionately, elderly​

​households, for whom access to utility service may be even more critical, cash payments may be​

​the only method through which this critical day-of-termination protection can be accessed.​
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​Particularly in light of the roll out, happening right now in Rhode Island, of new meters​

​which provide the company with back-end, push-botton, termination of service capacity, the​

​company’s assurances in Docket 22-49 that no short cuts will be made with the​

​day-of-termination process, every aspect of this protection takes on extra significance.  This is​

​not a good time to make changes to the day-of-termination process.  There is no evidence that​

​cash collections are making field representatives less safe, and day-of-termination cash payments​

​remain important to a likely declining, but still important and vulnerable, portion of the​

​company’s customers.​

​We join the Division in concluding that the stated basis for the petitioned for change to​

​the regulation does not outweigh the benefit to customers of retaining the regulation’s current​

​mandated availability of a cash payment option to prevent a utility termination.​

​Respectfully submitted on behalf of the George Wiley Center,​

​By their counsel,​

​Jennifer L. Wood #3582​
​The Rhode Island Center for Justice​
​1 Empire Plaza, Suite 410​
​Providence, RI 02903​
​(401) 837 6431​
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