Utility Arrearages – Negotiating with Collection Agencies

1.  I have not had first-hand experience with the outside collection agencies, but everything I've heard is that they are far more difficult to negotiate with than the companies themselves.  Given the the amount of the arrears ($6,000 combined), I think it will be very hard to negotiate something with the collection agency that will work for your client.
 

2.  If your client can scrape together any reasonable fraction of the arrearage, my advice is to try to get the company to take back the account from the collection agency.  [NOTE that sometimes a company literally sells the debt to a debt-buyer, in which case the company does not have the legal right to get the debt back from the agency.  But it's my understanding that most of the time the utility company simply has a fee arrangement with the collection agency, which would allow the company to take the account back].  I've had success in this approach a few times, but I know people to call at the companies who are willing to engage in that discussion.  If you weant to try this route, please call me.
 

  I hasten to add that these were cases where the customer had a substantial percentage of the overdue amount that they could pay, but the collection agency wanted 100% or close to that.   This approach won't work if you client has, say, $100 that she can pay now toward towards the $6,000 arrearage.
 

3.  We will be meeting with the DPU soon and will be raising this issue of how hard it is to negotiate with collection agencies.  If folks have other situations they want to share, or suggested solutions, please post a reply (if you think everyone on the list would be interested in your reply) or send me an e-mail directly, charak@nclc.org.
 

Charlie
 

 Charlie Harak
 Staff Attorney
 National Consumer Law Center®
 7 Winthrop Square, 4th Floor
 Boston, MA 02110
 617/542-8010 x342
 www.nclc.org
 

 From: owner-utilitynetwork@lists.nclc.org [mailto:owner-utilitynetwork@lists.nclc.org] On Behalf Of Charlie Harak
Sent: Friday, March 25, 2011 11:58 AM
To: utilitynetwork@lists.nclc.org
Subject: RE: [NCLC UtilNet] Substantial arrears sent to collection agency


Hi.  I'm sorry if this has all been covered before, but I could sure use some advice here!

I have a case who we got housed through diversion funding.  Her lease requires her to pay her own utilities, which must be turned on in her name.  At the time she qualified for assistance, we were not made aware that she had substantial utility arrears from a previous tenancy.  The arrears total over $5,000 for electric and over $1,000 for gas.   These bills date back a couple of years.  I have tried calling NaGrid, but since they have been sent to collection, they will not discuss and refer me to the collection agencies.  They, of course, require my client's permission to speak with me, which she gave verbally during a phone call she made to them.  When I called again, they still wouldn't talk to me and required her to be by my side to tell them at the time I called that they could speak to me.  It is very difficult for us to find a time to be together in the same place.

Other than the major concern of her getting the utilities turned on in her own name (a condition of her continuing her tenancy), I am very concerned about how lenient the collection agencies will be in setting up a payment plan that will even come close to what she can afford, or whether they might even write off a portion of her arrears.  Has anyone else dealt with them, and can you offer some strategies I might use?  Or, even better, is there something in the law that would require them to bring her arrears down to a manageable level?

Thanks!

-- 
Meg Alfoni
Consultant, Case Management and Mediation
Just A Start, Mediation for Results
1035 Cambridge Street # 12
Cambridge MA  02141
617-494-0444 x 319
FAX:  978-234-7079 \

From: owner-utilitynetwork@lists.nclc.org [mailto:owner-utilitynetwork@lists.nclc.org] On Behalf Of Meg Alfoni
Sent: Thursday, March 24, 2011 5:13 PM
To: utilitynetwork@lists.nclc.org
Subject: [NCLC UtilNet] Substantial arrears sent to collection agency
