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1.0 Overview

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in unprecedented health and economic impacts across the globe, leading to 
widespread shelter-in-place restrictions.  Virtually overnight, mass trends of telecommuting, on-line schooling and 
escalated demand for broadband capacity have elevated the importance of the home in performing numerous critical 
functions that previously occurred outside of the home, such as office, school, day-care, and entertainment hub. 

In this new reality, low cost, reliable energy is a key enabler, allowing homes to function in this increased capacity.  And, 
utilities have a once-in-a generation opportunity to reframe their relationship with customers in meeting these new 
needs.  The customer-utility relationship has traditionally been low-involvement, centered around a few key transactions, 
such as billing and payments. The opportunity is to evolve this relationship to one where energy is valued as an 
essential home service and where energy service providers are valued as trusted partners, providing critical energy 
services that are safe, reliable and resilient.  

At the same time, energy is a significant expense for commercial & industrial facilities.  How utilities partner with both 
small and large businesses will help to define the economic recovery - an important consideration for government and 
utilities.   

This paper reviews responses to COVID-19 across leading utilities across North America.  While no means exhaustive. 
it aims to highlight areas of best practice and provide considerations on how utilities can better engage with customers 
through support mechanisms, communications, and new services and to re-engage customers in our new economy.  

It is important to think about the response to the pandemic as having 3 phases:  relief, recovery, rebuild. Most utilities 
are still in relief stage or early into the recovery phase. However, there are some best practices that do cut across each 
phase.  

1.1 Responding to COVID-19 Utility Best Practices

Provide COVID-19 updates on website and also IVR’s. Use these channels to be 
upfront and transparent with customers on what support the utility is prepared to provide.  
State clearly the timeframe for suspension of disconnections and deferral of overdue 
balances on bills, as well as policies around waiving late payment penalties and credit card 
fees.

Communicate support and empathy to customers reassuring them that “we are 
in this together.”  Most utilities have suspended disconnections for a defined period of 
time and some are also deferring late payment penalties and providing interest-free payment 
plans for outstanding balances. A few utilities are going beyond these measures, providing bill 
credits and rate reductions for customers in financial hardship, including business customers. 

Encourage customers requiring assistance to set up payment arrangements.  
Allow customers to see eligibility for setting payment arrangements on-line and to manage 
them in the same way.

Highlight additional support resources, including income-qualified programs 
and assistance from government agencies and charities.  Low income energy 
assistance programs can provide an important lifeline for customers struggling with financial 
hardship. Work with program administrators to streamline intake and approval processes 
to get assistance to customers in need quickly.  As well, ramp up support and resources 
and ensure customer service representatives have the most up-to-date information to direct 
customers.  Work with regulators and program administrators now to ramp up program 
availability and reach to assist customers during the recovery period.  This may include 
changing program eligibility, to recognize how the pandemic has created immediate and 
significant hardship to customers that may not fall within the traditional definitions.

Proactively communicate to customers that they may expect an increase in their 
bill as a result of COVID-19 and where smart metering enables, provide high bill alerts to 
customers and tailored energy efficiency advice to customers.

Provide options and tools for customers to help them save energy.  A strong 
portfolio of energy efficiency programs, from on-line bill calculators, energy audits and tips, 
rebates and incentives for energy efficiency programs and online stores for products engage 
customers in a deeper, more meaningful way.  Where possible, modify existing programs from 
in-person to virtual offerings such as energy audits or self-install measures. Take advantage 
of existing energy efficiency resources that can be added to websites or mobile, such as 
Ontario’s “Kilowatt Way.”

Provide accessible channels to contact the utility, emphasizing visibility and 
customer convenience. While this practice may represent a departure to recent utility 



practices of streamlining customer channels, providing accessible channels goes a long way 
to build confidence and trust with customers.  Of course, interactive website resources and 
simple-to-use online forms illustrate the power of digital in engaging customers, while reducing 
costs when it is done with the customer front and center.

Anticipate and answer customer’s questions.  Continue to refresh and update 
communication messages as the situation evolves and based on feedback from customers.

Build engagement with customers AND workers through social media campaigns 
thanking front-line workers for the efforts they are making to keep the energy flowing.    
Employees are the utility’s ambassadors.  Build fact-based communications with employees, to 
inspire and build confidence on the utility’s COVID-19 plan.

Start building a longer-term communication plan that builds in how the utility aims to 
help customers during the next 3-6 months.

Launch a long-term employee communications and training program that recognizes 
employees’ new work conditions & technology requirements.  Many employees are on the 
frontlines and have to deal with new hazards.  Other workers, including call center agents 
are now working remotely and may have to deal with an increased number of customers 
facing hardships. Increased training on customer service, wellness & health and navigating 
technology 

Reinforce the utility’s unique role as a community champion.  Many utilities are 
generously supporting their communities, whether it is through donations of PPE to front line 
workers to cash donations to charities.  Some utilities have separate foundations which have 
provided large incremental donations during this time of need. 

Develop supply chain initiatives, where appropriate, to support local business.  Expedite 
specific clean energy and energy efficiency initiatives, both of which have a high impact jobs 
multiplier, while enabling the utility to achieve corporate goals on sustainability.

Communicate clearly on what actions the utility is taking to keep workers safe, 
including closing or limiting access to buildings, allowing non-field workers to telecommute, 
providing PPE for field workers and sanitization practices for depots and trucks. 

Educate customers on how the utility is prioritizing essential work in order to 
provide a safe & reliable energy service. Many utilities are detailing what work types have 
stopped, particularly where the delays will have a customer impact, such as indoor meter 
reading.  Explain why some work types cannot employ social distancing (e.g. confined space 
work) and how the utility performs hazard assessments.

Review planned outages for critical work that cannot be deferred.  Evaluate work force 
and project plans to develop strategies to reduce outage time and proactively communicate to 
impacted customers.  Educate customers on the need for planned outages, when it will occur 

and how they will be notified.  

Reassure customers that they need to call in the event of an emergency (gas leak/
downed electricity wire) and what to expect if a field worker needs to attend their property, 
including health questions that the worker may ask and what PPE they will wear.  Provide 
safety reminders such as call before dig as well as cybersecurity tips. 

Evaluate the efficacy of real-time online outage maps and ability for customers 
to report outages.  As customers deal with the dual impact of storm seasons and 
COVID-19, they will want to have confidence on the information provided on outages and 
expected restoration times.  



2.0 a deeper dive into how 
utilities are assisting 
customers

2.1 Billing and Payment 
Support

Customers are experiencing unprecedented job loss 
and financial hardship as a result of COVID-19, in 
addition to health impacts and restrictions on day-to-
day life. While governments at all levels have been 
responding in various ways, efforts and assistance 
are often insufficient and are delayed, creating 
anxiety for customers on how they will pay bills 
coming due. 

Virtually all utilities surveyed have suspended 
disconnections for residential and small business 
customers. This suspension on disconnections 
may be a result of government direction via a utility 
commission/energy board as in the case of Ontario, 
Canada.  It may also be through agreed-to common 
policy, as voted on by utility members of the Edison 
Electric Association.  Approximately two-thirds of 
utilities surveyed are waiving Late Payment Penalties 
(LPP) on accounts and are encouraging customers 
to call to make payment arrangements. It should 
be noted that while these actions provide obvious 
customer relief, not all utilities are making these 
supports clearly visible on their websites.

2.2 Rate Discounts
 As utilities are rate regulated entities, there is 
not surprisingly less flexibility to reduce rates for 
customers than in other sectors.  Nonetheless 
some utilities have either worked closely with their 
regulators to advance seasonal credits or have 
found creative ways to reduce rates.  Where utility 
ownership structure allows, there may be greater 
latitude to reduce rates funded from dividend 
payouts, as is the case with municipally owned 
entities. Rate discounts have for the most part 
focused on residential customers or to a lesser 
extent small business customers.  A notable 
exception of this is Ontario which has reduced 
Global Adjustment charges for larger commercial & 
industrial customers, in an effort to provide business 
with a runway for economic recovery.  

Utility Highlights – Billing & Payment

Fortis BC is deferring balances from April to June bills and 
spreading interest-free repayment terms over a 12 -month 
period. In addition, they have waived LPP for all existing 
balances. 

NB Power provides a 90-day bill deferral and waiving of 
LPP and interest payments for balances after March 23rd, 
as well as requesting a delay in any rate increase. 

Enmax also is providing a 90-day deferral plan for overdue 
bills.

Hydro One has returned $5 million in security deposits to 
4,000 business customers.

Manitoba Hydro has deferred late payment penalties for 
up to 6-months or in accordance with a payment plan. 

Ontario based gas and electric utilities have suspended 
disconnections until the end of July.

Xcel, Pacific Power and ComEd allow customers to see 
their eligibility to set up payment plans online and set up 
their own payment plans within program guidelines. 

Utility Highlights – Billing & Payment

BC Hydro has a Customer Crisis program providing $600 in 
bill credits to eligible residential customers who have lost 
their jobs

Ontario electric utilities have reverted to winter off-peak 
TOU rates (the lowest TOU rate) and are deferring a portion 
of Global Adjustment (GA) charges for industrial and 
commercial electricity consumers that do not participate in 
the Regulated Price Plan (RPP), starting from April 2020.

Toronto Hydro also has reduced distribution rates by 
17.4%.
  
Fortis BC provides small business who are unable to 
operate their business bill credits or a bill deferment 
program that spreads repayment over 12 months. 

Florida Light & Power provides 25% bill credit from 
fuel cost savings were advanced to residential customers 
instead of spreading it through the year. 

Best Practice: Provide COVID-19 updates on website and also IVR’s. Use these 
channels to be upfront and transparent with customers on what support the utility is 
prepared to provide.  State clearly the timeframe for suspension of disconnections and 
deferral of overdue balances on bills, as well as policies around waiving late payment 
penalties and credit card fees. 

Best Practice:  Encourage customers requiring assistance to set up payment 
arrangements.  Allow customers to see eligibility on-line and to manage their payment 
arrangements in the same way.

2.2 Low Income Programs
While most jurisdictions in North America have a form 
of Low-income assistance, such as LEAP, OESP,  and 
AffordAbility in Ontario, LIHEAP and LIWAP in the 
U.S., these programs can be patchwork in nature, 
often requiring customers to navigate through lists 
of agencies to find the right one and also to navigate 
burdensome verification processes.  

Our survey shows that while utilities are making 
mention of low-income programs in the financial 
assistance provided, there still tends to be a hands-
off approach in how low-income programs are 
communicated during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Specifically, better coordination of messages with 
non-profit groups and other agencies would help to 
communicate to customers if new applications for 
assistance are being accepted and whether there 
are any changes to operating hours or processes 
during a time of high demand. Validating and updating 
information on websites would help to reduce customer 
confusion. Utilities in Ontario, for example, are not yet 
mentioning that the Government has expanded LEAP 
funding by $9 million, perhaps reflecting the need to 
iron out some program details. 

Utility Highlights – Low Income Programs

Fortis BC offers Empower Me, a program for New 
Canadians and energy saving upgrades for low-
income residents.

London Hydro announced $400k in additional 
funding for LEAP as part of their community support 
for COVID-19. 

PPL offers the OnTrack program, providing a lower, 
fixed monthly bill and debt forgiveness for customers 
who are income-eligible.  PPL also operates an 
Operation HELP Program, which is a fund supported 
by PPL, its employees and customers, providing 
grants to help eligible customers pay their heating 
bills. The PPL Foundation recently donated an extra 
$500,000 to Operation HELP and eligibility was 
extended to customers with income up to 250% of 
the poverty line.

California has created a state program that 
provides a 30% to 35% rate discount on electric 
service and a 20% discount on natural gas for low-
income customers.  With a growing pool of income-
qualified customers, SoCalGas, for example, is 
promoting the program on social media. 



Best Practice: Low income energy assistance programs can provide an important 
lifeline for customers struggling with financial hardship.  Programs which provide bill 
credits and energy efficiency upgrades for low-income customers are more important 
than ever and should be a focus for utilities working closely with their agency partners 
to ramp up support and resources during this time and to ensure customer service 
representatives have the most up-to-date information to direct customers.

Best Practice: Ensure information on websites are up to date on how to apply for 
assistance. Streamline in-take processes so that customers only need to apply once 
and provide a variety of ways for customers to apply, including online applications, even 
if there are multiple programs and approval processes.

2.3 Helping Customers Reduce Their Energy Consumption 

With customers staying home more, utilities are reporting both an increase in 
residential energy consumption, as well as shifting patterns in peak demand. 
Energy efficiency programs enable utilities to build deeper relationships with 
their customers by helping customers reduce their energy bill through resources 
and financial assistance.  Even prior to the pandemic, JD Powers Research 
showed that energy efficiency programs increased customer satisfaction with 
energy prices and with their utility.  And, not surprisingly, energy efficiency 
products and services enabled by digital and smart devices, are shifting 
customer experiences and expectations.

Despite the expected increase in customer bills resulting from COVID-19, and 
the importance of energy efficiency programs to customer satisfaction, few 
utilities are communicating to customers that they may see an increase in their 
bills, or are directly providing energy efficiency tips and resources to help them 
reduce their energy bill. Utilities that are helping customers make the linkage 
are often referring customers to existing energy efficiency resources and 
programs on their website.  These resources span the spectrum from simple, 
text-heavy lists of recommended actions customers can take to reduce their 
consumption, to bill calculators, virtual audits, rebates/incentives, and to on-
line stores. Utilities that have AMI (smart meters) are also able to provide high 
bill alerts and may even be able to pin-point specific end-uses that are causing 
increases in consumption.  This enables the tailoring of energy efficiency 
programs and offers based on consumption data and customer analytics.  

As utilities start to increasingly shift operations to recovery phase, it will be 
important for them to ramp up energy efficiency programs to assist income-
eligible customers who are facing financial hardships. Assisting commercial & 
industrial customers with targeted energy efficiency programs can also provide 
these customers with a competitive advantage during the economic recovery.

Utility Highlights - Energy Efficiency

Duke Energy ‘s Whole Home Program includes 
video tips, calculators, an EnergWise Demand 
Response program, free energy assessments for 
eligible customers, retail coupons and on-line store 
that provides up to 75% discounts on EE products. 

Hydro Ottawa is promoting its smart app along 
with a Smart Speaker trained to answer specific 
Hydro Ottawa inquiries. 

BC Hydro encourages customers to join Team 
Power Smart, where customers can save 10% and get 
a $50 bill credit.  Power Smart includes rebates and 
savings offer and bill calculators.

Georgia Power is bundling a special offer for 
smart home and security services from Vivint:  “We 
want to do our part in making all customers feel safe 
and in control of their homes during this time.”

Enbridge Gas While Enbridge has postponed in-
person audits, they are promoting instant rebates and 
incentives for smart incentives with helpful videos on 
how to install them.  

Hydro One links its energy efficiency resources 
directly in additional support resources, entitled 
“spending more time at home”.  Tips provided are 
focused and simple helping customers chose efficient 
appliances and operate them efficiently. 

Xcel Energy provides assistance via energy 
advisors to small business, including advice on how 
to protect equipment and reduce energy use when 
business are closed.



Best Practice: Proactively communicate to customers that they may expect an 
increase in their bill as a result of COVID-19 and offer appropriate energy efficiency 
programs and resources.  Where smart metering enables, provide high bill alerts to 
customers and tailored energy efficiency advice to customers on how to reduce their 
consumption.

Best Practice:  Where possible, modify existing programs from in-person to virtual 
offerings such as energy audits or self-install measures. Take advantage of existing 
energy efficiency resources that can be added to websites or mobile, such as Ontario’s 
Kilowatt Way. 

Best Practice: Low income energy efficiency assistance programs can provide an 
important lifeline for customers struggling with financial hardship.   Work with regulators 
and program administrators now to ramp up program availability and reach.  This may 
include changing program eligibility to recognize how the pandemic have created 
immediate and significant hardship to customers, that may not fall within the traditional 
definitions of low-income. 

3.0 COMMUNICATING WITH CUSTOMERS, EMPLOYEES AND 
STAKEHOLDERS 
Building empathy and trust with customers is paramount when communicating during times of crisis.  With 
most utilities operating under some active form of emergency operations, it is important to utilize all available 
channels to reassure customers, and to communicate with them often.  

First and foremost, this means reminding customers that the electricity grid and natural gas pipelines are all 
essential to allow customers to stay safe and connected within their home. Using sentiment analysis helps to 
understand what messages resonate with customers, such as “we are always there for you,” and “we are an 
active part of the community”. 

Second, it means talking often to customers.  For example, Hydro One recently found that despite efforts to 
communicate its Pandemic Relief Fund, 73% of customers were unaware of the program.   As a result, they 
launched a specific communications initiative to advertise the program across a number of channels (see 
Video 1).  

Third, it means building a longer-term communication plan that builds in how the utility plans to help 
customers during the recovery period 3-6 months out, particularly for those customers dealing with on-going 
financial challenges.  Building a plan now also allows utilities to build and reinforce their brand. 

Fourth, and equally important, have fact-based conversations with employees:  most employees are faced 
with new working conditions and many of them are on the front line dealing with new hazards.  Employees are 
the utility’s ambassadors and building confidence with them on the utility’s COVID-19 plan is paramount.

Video 1:  Hydro One Pandemic 
Relief Fund

Video 2:  Georgia Power Video 
– Power On

Our survey found that digital and social media channels 
are also being used creatively by utilities to connect with 
customers via relevant and informative news articles and 
stories.  This includes fresh articles on what to do while 
staying home or information on who uses more energy.  
Some utilities are also using social media to engage 
customers and to thank front-line workers through virtual 
wave or digital postcard thank you campaigns. These 
efforts have required utilities to pivot on a dime to adjust 
planned marketing and safety campaigns to prioritize 
COVID-19 related communications. 
  
One of the challenges that utilities operating in multiple 
jurisdictions face is to provide  overall clarity on the 
brand & values, while appropriately tailoring customer 
communications for different utilities and regulatory rules.  
Liberty Utilities, for example, operates in 12 states and 1 
province and provides overall messaging on what the utility 
is doing to support their communities, while appropriately 
directing customers to the right local site with specific 
messaging appropriate to their utility. 

One final thought on our survey findings is that it is 
important for utilities to have prominent COVID-19 pages 
and links on their websites, and to actively use digital 
channels and social media to support messaging.  Utilities 
that don’t do this run the risk of customers “taking the 
megaphone from them,” limiting their ability to build 
support and trust with customers

Video 3:  Xcel Energy – Strength 
in A Storm

Utility Highlights – Communication Plans

Georgia Power (see Video 2) highlights key messages that 
“we will get through this together.” “we will work together to 
keep your home and community safe.” And #WeHelpBecauseIt-
sHome.   The utility has also hosted Thank You digital cards that 
customers can share on social media to thank front line work-
ers. The utility also has a “Learning Power” sharing interactive 
lessons for parents to share with children at home. 

Toronto Hydro has a key message that builds support with 
customers: “Connecting You Even While Apart.”  

Hydro Ottawa provides specific and helpful tips to customers 
to avoid COVID-19 scams. 

BC Hydro is including articles on who uses more energy 
Boomers or Millennials, while Fortis BC has included fresh 
activities to do while staying home.

Xcel Energy encourages customers to call in emergencies and 
has a very clear “We’re Here to Help” section on their website 
that provides easy to find phone numbers, FAQ and online form. 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/kmBKS7NDgqE?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/embed/kmBKS7NDgqE?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kmBKS7NDgqE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8VrIlumZJ4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8VrIlumZJ4
https://www.youtube.com/embed/XpSpiBSMKfI?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/embed/XpSpiBSMKfI?feature=oembed


TABLE 1 - Important Messages to Include In Customer Communications
• What assistance is the utility providing me to pay my bill and not get disconnected? 
• Are your offices and customer contact centers open?  
• What can I do to control my energy bill if I have to spend more time at home? 
• What steps is the utility taking to keep workers healthy and the public safe during the pandemic? 
• How is the utility preventing outages in my neighbourhood? 
• How is my utility making sure that hospitals in my area won’t lose power during an outage?  
• Why are crews still operating and what essential work is continuing? 
• What COVID-19 scams should I be aware of? How the utility is supporting my community?

Best Practice: Use all communication channels, including social media.  Communicate 
with customers and stakeholders often building empathy and trust. Use social listening tools 
to ensure messages are fresh, relevant and up to date. Including a personal message and 
preferably a video from the utility President provides added reassurance. 

Best Practice:  Provide a variety of contact channels for customers, using channels that are 
convenient with customers and their new reality.  Make contact information visible and prom-
inent on websites and mobile, including emergency numbers. 

Best Practice:  Anticipate and answer customer’s questions such as those listed in Table 
1. Continue to refresh and update communication messages as the situation evolves and 
based on feedback from customers. 

Best Practice: Communicate tips to customers on how to avoid COVID-19 scams, such as 
ignoring text messages or emails with suspicious links promising refunds.
Best Practice: Build a longer-term communication plan that builds in how the utility plans to 
help customers during the recovery period 3-6 months out.

Best Practice:  Build engagement with customers AND workers through social media cam-
paigns thanking front-line workers for the efforts they are making to keep the energy flowing.    
Employees are the utility’s ambassadors.  Build fact-based communications with them, to 
inspire and build confidence. 

Best Practice:  Launch a long-term employee communications and training program that 
recognizes employees’ new work conditions & technology requirements.  Many employees 
are on the frontlines and have to deal with new hazards.  Other workers, including call center 
agents are now working remote and may have to deal with an increased number of custom-
ers facing hardships. Increase training on customer service, wellness & health and navigat-
ing technology. 

4.0 SUPPORTING OUR 
COMMUNITY

Utilities recognize that they play a very important 
role in the communities that they serve. Many 
already have in-place formalized community 
support programs, providing information on types of 
community organizations supported, and taking online 
applications for funding. As well, formal sponsorship 
arrangements with organizations like the United Way 
or Salvation Army are common and are often linked 
with funding and programs geared to income-eligible 
customers. In addition to these formal structures, 
some utilities have foundations that provide charitable 
giving on behalf of the utility.  Municipally owned 
or public entities may in contrast direct dividend 
payments to specific charities. 

Most utilities are tapping into their existing community 
support programs to provide additional funding 
support during the pandemic.  Having access to 
medical-grade Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), 
many are also generously donating PPE to hospitals 
and front-line workers, and even cutting-edge medical 
devices.  Some utilities are also using their unique 
public ownership structure to offer additional services 
to assist with the pandemic, including organizing 
employee volunteer efforts to conduct COVID-19 
contact tracing for health agencies.

As utility efforts shift to recovery and rebuild phases, 
it will be important for utilities to be seen as a 
community partner, actively providing employment 
and project opportunities.  Some utilities are already 
looking at their supply chains to see how they can 
support local businesses. Meaningful ways include 
ramping up energy efficiency initiatives and looking at 
creative ways how they can achieve corporate goals 
around clean energy targets, all of which have a high 
impact jobs multiplier.

Utility Highlights - Community Support

Xcel Energy is donating $20 million across its 8-state 
service territory to non-profits, united way and disaster 
relief efforts.  Xcel’s non-profit giving triples employees’ 
donations.  Xcel has also donated 300,000 face masks to 
local health organizations and used 3D printers to print ear 
pieces to relieve mask discomfort

ENMAX has donated $50,000 in community response 
funding to community service agencies and directed a $6 
million special dividends payment to support the  City of 
Calgary.

Liberty Utilities is donating $500,000 to support local 
community groups, with employees helping to decide which 
groups to sponsor.

EPCOR has donated $300,000 to various local community 
groups. 

Duke Energy has highlighted that it is donating $3 million 
in COVID-relief funding to local community groups. 

Georgia Power Foundation has donated $1 million to local 
community groups.

PPL has donated $500,000 to its Operation HELP fund

London Hydro donated $400,000 to LEAP, while Elexicon 
Energy donated $50,000 to support local hospitals. 

Hydro One has found a unique, innovative way to support 
the community.  Employees are volunteering to work with 
the provincial ministry of Health to perform COVID-19 
contact tracing. 

Alectra  is donating a unique, Made-in-Ontario N95 mask 
cleaner to Niagara Health, using validated sterilization and 
disinfection methods to decontaminate personal protective 
equipment (PPE) for future use. 

Hydro Quebec is supporting local supply chain partners, 
Hydro Quebec has recognized that cash flows are impactful 
and has accelerated AP which traditionally can range from 
Net 30 to Net 90 days. 

Nova Scotia Power teamed up with students at St. Mary’s 
University and local business, Halifax Distillery Company to 
support the production of 40,000 bottles of hand sanitizer 
for the community.



Best Practice: Reinforce the utility’s unique role as a community champion.  Many 
utilities are generously supporting their communities, whether it is through donations of 
PPE to front line workers to cash donations to charities.  Some utilities have separate 
foundations which have provided large incremental donations during this time of need. 

Best Practice:  As utility efforts shift to recovery and rebuild phases, look to supply 
chain initiatives to support local business as well as expediting specific clean energy 
and energy efficiency initiatives, both of which have a high impact jobs multiplier, while 
enabling the utility to achieve corporate goals on sustainability.

5.0 WORKER AND PUBLIC SAFETY 

As a provider of critical infrastructure, utilities are well-versed in responding to hazards, including natural 
disasters, cyber incidents, pandemics and power outages, using well-established, and tested business 
continuity plans. As a large portion of the workforce is critical to the continued operation of the business and 
the safe, reliable delivery of energy, plans are designed to maintain a healthy workforce and ensure they are 
not endangering the health of their workers.  COVID-19 has required plans to shift dramatically, however, in 
response to wide-spread quarantines, workforce disruptions and travel restrictions.  

Utilities have introduced a number of safety protocols to ensure worker and public safety (See Table 2). In 
addition, operating and control centers require continuous monitoring by employees.  Some utilities with these 
critical functions have activated back-up locations, minimized number of employees in control rooms, using 
a shelter in place rotation for an extended period.  During this time critical staff stay in nearby apartments or 
trailers to ensure that they aren’t exposed to COVID-19. 

Table 2 – Safety Protocols Being Adopted by Utilities

• Work from home where possible to reduce employee contact.
• Direct staff not to come to work if they exhibit cold/flu symptoms and/or if they travelled out of province or state.
• Work with local health authorities to institute employee and contractor testing.
• Increase physical separation for jobs roles that can’t be performed from home.  
•     Stagger hours of work & breaks and divide into rotating teams, where possible.
• Minimize prolonged contact and proximity between co-workers and members of the public.
• Encourage employees to practice healthy behaviours such as physical distancing and vigilant hand washing.
• Step up daily safety messages on COVID-19 employee safety protocols.
• Deep clean and disinfect facilities, vehicles, tools, and equipment.
• Dispatch field staff directly from their homes, using mobile work management technology.
• Do not allow employees to ride together in fleet vehicles.  Have crew members follow along separately.
• Limit access to operations control rooms to essential staff only.
• Develop warehouse protocols to quarantine deliveries arriving to site.
• Develop a pre-screening protocol for contractors on site.

Utility Highlights - Safety

Nova Scotia Power has worked with a licensed medical professional to develop employee safety 
protocols.  Additional measures being taken include, not allowing staff to travel in the same vehicle and 
dispatching work from home, providing daily covid-19 safety reminders to employees, deep cleaning 
facilities, tools and equipment, limited access to operations control room  and introducing a contractor pre-
screening program. 

Fortis B.C. is providing clear explanations to customers on what to expect during emergency, including PPE 
(respiratory devices, hand & eye protection).  

Enbridge Gas is introducing pre-screening questions for emergency customer visits and augmented PPE 
when required.

Hydro Ottawa will not be entering long-term care homes, day cares, and customer residences, unless risk 
assessments deem it is safe to do so.

Manitoba Hydro have included an extensive list of worker and public safety measures (many included in 
Table 2). 

Toronto Hydro provides a clear explanation on why sometimes crews can’t social distance and need to 
work as a team.  In these cases, teams perform hazard assessment before completing work.

ENMAX provides an important safety tip to customers “If you see our ENMAX team members in your 
neighbourhood, please do not approach them. Follow physical distancing practices by remaining at least six 
feet away.”

Southern California Edison has sent more than 90% of its workforce home and given employees 
a $250 stipend to purchase gear to make the transition easier. The utility has moved to sequester control 
center staff and has brought in RVs for operators to live in during 30-day shifts. Field crews are conducting 
daily temperature scans, & riding in separate trucks.

Duke has initiated a robust COVID-19 testing infrastructure for employees to quickly test employees, and 
reduce length of time that someone must stay isolated. Duke chose to activate its backup control centers and 
send half of its operators to those locations to minimize the risk of an outbreak at any one location.

Video 4:  Nova Sco-
tia Power Spotlight 
on Safety

https://www.youtube.com/embed/NAynA4JLC6U?feature=oembed


Best Practice: Communicate specific information to employees, customers and stake-
holders on how the utility is keeping workers and the public safe during COVID-19.  Set 
expectations on what to expect if a utility worker needs to enter a customer premise in 
the event of an emergency. Provide do’s and don’ts to customers and safety tips to help 
keep everyone safe

Best Practice:  Explain why some work types cannot employ social distancing (e.g. 
confined space work) and how the utility performs hazard assessments to keep workers 
safe. 

6.0 ENSURING SAFE AND RELIABLE OPERATIONS 

Utilities provide essential services to maintain safe and reliable operations of the power grid and pipeline network.  
As part of emergency operations, utilities are having to balance priority work that needs to continue, while ensuring 
they are protecting their workforce and have available staff to handle emergencies and other unforeseen hazards.  

Utilities are emphasizing to customers the critical nature of maintenance work, highlighting what work is being 
postponed and why they may still see utility crews out in the field.  Typical work types being deferred include in-
side meter reading and meter exchanges, non-essential customer visits, inspections & audits; non-emergency 
maintenance or infrastructure project work, tree trimming, customer requested isolations and panel changes.
With a heightened customer sensitivity to outages, utilities are being proactive, not only in communicating directly 
with impacted customers in advance, but also in taking steps to minimize disruption, including deferring work or 

increasing the number of crews on a project, where 
safe to do so.  

As extreme weather and storm seasons become 
more of a reality, however, utilities are having to 
plan for the dual impact of COVID-19 and potential 
outages.  Now is the time for utilities to evaluate 
and improve the efficacy of real-time online outage 
maps to ensure that customers will be quickly 
receive updates as required and be confident in 
the information being provided. 

One of the most significant assumptions in 
business continuity plans is ability to access 
mutual assistance covenants, allowing sharing of 
utility resources when needed. However, given the 
widespread nature of the pandemic, assumptions 
of mutual assistance may need to be revisited and 
alternatives sought.  For example, utilities in storm-
prone areas are taking the time now to harden 
the grid and prepare for upcoming storm season.  
Communicating clearly with customers on why 
these efforts are important helps to build trust and 
confidence with the utility.  Also planning for worst-
case scenario’s such as a combination of wildfires 
and sheltering in place allows utilities to prepare 
workforce plans and communicate proactively with 
customers. 

During the pandemic, some utilities are also 
stepping up safety messages, providing safety 
tips, reminding customers that they need to call 
in the event of emergency and also providing 
key information to customers on how to avoid 
COVID-19 scams which are significant issues for 
both customers and utilities as they look to shore 
up cybersecurity of operations. 

Utility Highlights - Community Support

EPCOR has delayed inside meter readings and non-essential 
meter replacements, inspections or maintenances.  

ENMAX has delayed non-emergency maintenance and 
infrastructure projects that involve outages.  If outages are 
required for essential maintenance work, customers will be 
notified in advance and the utility will work to minimize the 
impact and duration.

Toronto Hydro will postpone work where possible, but 
emphasizes that work is essential for the safety & reliability 
of grid.  The utility will minimize inconvenience where 
possible and will reach out to customers that are affected. 

Manitoba Hydro provides a clear definition of what an 
emergency is, provides numbers to call and what to expect 
with respect to field worker entering the home.

Hydro One recently released an outage map and tool on 
their app, which allows customers to report an outage from 
their mobile phone.

Florida Light & Power - continues working to improve the 
energy grid, as hurricane season quickly approaches. This 
means crews will still be out trimming trees, flying drones 
to assess equipment, putting power lines.

Hydro Ottawa – provides an extensive list of COVID-19 
scams on their website and provides customer 
cybersecurity tips. 

Southern California Edison is planning for a worst-case 
scenario that would involve the combination of PSPS (Public 
Safety Power Shutoffs) during wildfires while customers are 
forced to shelter at home because of the virus. The utility 
is beginning to communicate this possibility to customers 
now so they will not be taken by surprise if it happens.

Best Practice: implement a corporate governance system for monitoring the COVID-19 
situation, communications, and decision making.  Enacting business continuity plans and 
emergency operations provide clear roles of responsibility and lines of communication 
both within the EOC and also with stakeholders and customers. 
Best Practice:  Provide clear information to customers on what priority work is continu-
ing and what work is being delayed. Explain why some work types cannot employ social 
distancing (e.g. confined space work) and how the utility performs hazard assessments 
to keep workers safe. 
Best Practice: Review planned outages for critical work that cannot be deferred.  Evalu-
ate work force and project plans to develop strategies to reduce outage time and proac-
tively communicate to impacted customers.
Best Practice:  Remind customers that they need to call in the event of emergencies 
and provide emergency numbers in easy-to-find locations.  Provide safety reminders 
such as call before dig, as well as cybersecurity tips.  
Best Practice:  Evaluate the efficacy of real-time online outage maps and ability for cus-
tomers to report outages.  As customers deal with the dual impact of storm seasons and 
COVID-19, they will want to have confidence on the information provided on outages 
and expected restoration times.  



7.0 UTILITY PLANNING FOR THE 7.0 UTILITY PLANNING FOR THE 
RECOVERY RECOVERY 
The unprecedent impacts of COVID-19 are without question going 
to be long-lasting and have pervasive impacts to utility customers, 
employees, communities and utility operations.  Maintaining a 
Pandemic Taskforce and governance structure is important for utilities, 
both to plan for any second wave of the pandemic, as well as to gauge 
on-going impacts.  Development of a comprehensive recovery & 

CUSTOMERS
As the moratoriums on service disconnections and late pay-
ment penalties   end, focus shifts to assisting & encouraging 
customers to pay past-due amounts. Link customers with 
financial assistance programs and provide energy efficiency 
programs to help them reduce their energy bills.

EMPLOYEES
As utility operations return to a new normal, focus on thank-
ing employees, and providing wellness & health, and support 
resources.  Offer additional training opportunities on a range 
of topics, including customer service, navigating new collabo-
rative technologies for remote working and personal develop-
ment. 

OPERATIONS PLANNING
Work planning ramps up to deal with backlogs in meter read-
ing, billing exception mgmt, customer enquiry mgmt, credit & 
collections, service orders and capital projects.  Develop re-
covery plans for logistics and supply chain mgmt. Commence 
O&M cost management and regulatory recovery  of pandemic 
costs.

COMMUNITIES
Proactively work with local community groups to provide 
ongoing  resources to support community recovery from the 
pandemic, including mentorship, education, training & employ-
ment opportunities for community members.


