
1 

 

Austin Energy customer service fail: The tale of a $12,000 water bill  

metro-state 

By Elizabeth Findell - American-Statesman Staff 

10  

Paul Saustrup owns property in Southeast Austin where he waters cows from a pump that fills his tank 

once a month. He experienced an extremely high water bill of $12,000 that led to a monthslong back-

and-forth with the city. RALPH BARRERA / AMERICAN-STATESMAN  

Posted: 5:26 p.m. Friday, April 06, 2018 

 

Highlights 

Customer service representatives repeatedly failed to resolve the issue. 

User had hundreds of dollars seized from his bank account over the mistaken bill. 

It took months before the utility discovered that a city water main break had caused the problem. 

For nearly a year, the monthly bills for water on Paul Saustrup’s vacant agricultural lot in Southeast 

Austin were predictable: $7 here, $6 there. 

Then came one that made him look twice: $12,111.68. 

https://www.mystatesman.com/metro-state
https://www.mystatesman.com/staff/elizabeth-findell/
https://www.mystatesman.com/news/local/austin-energy-customer-service-fail-the-tale-000-water-bill/Koztua5OMMDefR1oSRjkBP/?utm_source=newspaper&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=4332962&ecmp=newspaper_email&#comments
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“I just got a literally shocking water bill,” he told a customer service representative in a Nov. 22 call to 

Austin Energy, which handles billing for both utilities. “I think it was a clerical error (or) they read the 

wrong meter or something.” 

Austin Energy is amid a reckoning of its customer service policies, after initially dismissing accounts of 

meter reading problems that spiked the September bills of thousands of residents citywide. Since then, 

the utility has acknowledged it was too slow to see the billing problems, refunded customers and said it 

will retrain agents to pay more attention to indications of system errors. 

Saustrup’s case, while an isolated incident, provides insight into a system that, even facing the most 

unbelievable of charges, is structured to insist that the customer is on the hook for unexplained water 

use spikes. For months, customer service agents failed to return Saustrup’s phone calls, even as the 

utility added late fees to the bill in question and withdrew hundreds of dollars from his bank account. 

Using the Texas Public Information Act, the American-Statesman obtained transcripts of all of Saustrup’s 

phone calls with the utility. 

On that first Nov. 22 call, a customer service agent named Robert looked at the account information for 

a few minutes before he said he’d found an explanation for the spike. Meter readers missed Saustrup’s 

meter for about seven months. 

“It read at basically the total amount and billed at a tiered level,” the agent told Saustrup. 

Saustrup knew better. Even seven months of water use wouldn’t add up to $12,000, no matter how high 

the tier. When he argued that point, the agent said he didn’t know what happened but would mark the 

account for escalation. Someone would be in touch. 

ALSO READ: Austin: Meter readers made up numbers, causing fall water bill spikes  

Three weeks later, no one had called Saustrup back. But the utility deducted $800 from his bank account 

without warning. Because of that, Saustrup’s rent check bounced. He called again on Dec. 12. 

The customer service agent, Debra, put him on hold while she called a support line, according to the 

transcript. 

“We should be putting him on a payment arrangement,” the support agent said. “Let him know, we’re 

still looking at it.” 

When Debra came back on the line with Saustrup, he asked her who was looking into it. It wasn’t 

assigned to anyone yet, she told him. An agent would call him back within 24 hours, she said. 

A week later, no one had called. But the utility sent him a notice that he owed a $600 late fee on top of 

the $12,000. So he called again on Dec. 18. 

“If you look at my file, or whatever, you should see that I have called several times and expressed 

extreme concern that my bill went from $6 to $12,000,” he told the agent, Toni. “All I have is a faucet in 

a field to water cows.” 

“Have you been monitoring how much water you’ve been using?” the agent asked, after pulling up his 

account. She told Saustrup he should be checking his own meter every three days or so to make sure 

he’s not overbilled. 

https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4433285-Saustrup-water-bill-transcript.html
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/4433285-Saustrup-water-bill-transcript.html
https://www.mystatesman.com/news/local/austin-meter-readers-made-reads-causing-fall-water-bill-spikes/zUx8R4qIc3X918bW3mVygO/
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Saustrup, who owns a laundromat that sometimes uses up to 60,000 gallons a month, is familiar with 

water use. The bill for his 15-acre parcel claimed he’d used nearly 800,000 gallons — more than an 

Olympic swimming pool and as much as an average American household uses in eight years. 

“It would have flooded the whole neighborhood to use the amount they are claiming I used,” he said. 

“There’s obviously a big error somewhere.” 

The agent put him on hold for a few minutes. Then she came back and said an empty lot with a few 

cows isn’t really a residential property. She recommended that he call back and follow automated 

prompts to reach the commercial billing department. 

Later that day, a fourth customer service agent, Mark, called Saustrup. A frantic email Saustrup had sent 

earlier in the month to elected officials had paid off: Mayor Steve Adler’s staff had intervened to ask 

someone at the utility to give him a phone call. Mark said he’d look into Saustrup’s case and would be in 

touch soon. 

Saustrup thanked him, but was beginning to tire of the nonanswers. “I lost my faith and trust in the 

system that would … bill me $12,000,” he told Mark, “and then raid my bank account at night for the 

maximum amount they could get after taking a month to not call me back.” 

Mark called a couple of times to check in over the next month, each time saying investigators were 

working on it. By Jan. 22 he had an answer: Investigators hadn’t found anything, so Saustrup owed the 

money. 

The utility would spread the costs over the months it didn’t read the meter, to reduce the impact of the 

highest-rate tiers, but the total wouldn’t change much, Mark said. “The bill is still almost $11,000,” he 

said. “However, on this end, there is no more to dispute because we know we have the right meter. … 

We know the beginning and ending reads.” 

Mark suggested that Saustrup try his luck at a monthslong administrative hearing process. 

Saustrup was incredulous. “There’s no way,” he said. “There’s no way that $12,000 worth of water went 

through that meter.” 

“I can’t tell you any more than that,” Mark responded. 

MORE SYSTEM CHANGES: New Austin Water billing safeguards coming amid unexplained spikes  

Later that night, Saustrup’s wife, Sasha, went to an Electric Utility Commission meeting to plead with 

commissioners to do something. 

“I don’t know if the meter is broken, the meter reader is broken, but certainly the utility department 

customer service is broken,” she said. “It seems like there should be some kind of stopgap measure 

where, if a bill comes out to $12,000 one month, they might investigate.” 

After those words in front of public officials and utility executives, Austin Energy took a second look at 

the Saustrup case. By the next month, staff members told the commission they had discovered that a 

water main break on an Austin Water Utility line had caused the Saustrups’ meter to malfunction. 

The utility credited them $12,121.76. (It’s unclear why that precise amount.) 

https://www.mystatesman.com/news/local/new-austin-water-billing-safeguards-coming-amid-unexplained-spikes/x8ckBy8owA6PMjsTZoS39J/
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Paul Saustrup is continuing to negotiate over a subsequent unexplained $300 charge. But other than 

that, his bills have returned to their normal $6 a month. 

Austin Energy officials said this week that Saustrup’s case was unusual and represented failures by 

multiple people. Agents should have called him back. He should have been immediately flagged for 

escalation and given a single agent to contact. The drafts from his bank account should have stopped at 

$100, but multiple drafts were created to cover skipped bills from March to October, allowing the utility 

to withdraw $800 in one swoop. 

“It was one mistake after another,” Austin Energy Deputy General Manager Kerry Overton said. “It’s 

very rare that I would see something with this number of mistakes made on an account.” 

The training of customer service agents, which has typically focused on finding a problem on the 

customer’s side, will begin to help agents recognize whether a problem on the utility’s side is possible, 

Overton said. 

Two former contracted meter readers made up readings for August water use in certain neighborhoods, 

which caused overbilling in September for more than 7,000 customers when accurate readings were 

made. Austin Energy insisted multiple times to residents who challenged their bills and to the Statesman 

that errors in the system couldn’t be to blame, before investigators finally determined the truth. 

City auditors last month analyzed Austin Energy’s water billing procedures, in response to concerns from 

City Council Members Ellen Troxclair and Alison Alter. Auditors looked at a sample of 41 of 3,000 

complaints made in 2017. 

“Austin Energy handled every complaint in accordance with their policies,” auditors concluded. 
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TRANSCRIPT OF SAUSTRUP INTERACTIONS WITH AUSTIN ENERGY 
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CALLER: and do they have a way to contact me? 
AGENT: That's what uh I wanna get a good contact number for you, uhh what would be the best 
number? Is the number you are calling on the number (inaudible) the best number to, well actually, lets 
do this just to be sure we're not missing anything. What's the best contact number? 
CALLER: 
and also I'd like to include the number I am calling from, the 
that's my home and my cell because this is too big of a deal to slip through the cracks. I've gotta gotta 
know know that they are going to be able to reach me 
AGENT: Yeah, um sure 
CALLER: The other thing I would like you to include in the notes is that besides the tier misapplication 
there is absolutely no way we used 700,000 gallons. It's a faucet feeding account. We have a child's 
swimming pool, one of those 5 or 10 gallon plastic kiddie pools that we fill every couple of days. So 
Umm, I feel that its not only the misapplication of the tiers but also uhh gross miss estimation of our 
possible water usage. There's no structure there. Its strictly being used you know for pets and wild life. 
AGENT: I understand 
CALLER: So I mean even if it was billed at..l saw one that showed some crazy tiers your know but um 
there is just no way we are use that amount. So I think they are reading the wrong meter and they sub 
subtracted the wrong one from the previous reading or something. Yeah 10, 739000 gallons, that for, 
yeah, that's. Umm what month, month did that supposedly happen in? 
AGENT: Well that was back billing that's from 
CALLER: Ohh 
AGENT: that's what what I said earlier. That's back bill from March, I believe from March all the way to 
October 
CALLER: Well you see I called them on almost a monthly basis and say hey I'm not getting my bill and 
they say you have a credit, you have a credit, that's probably why you are not getting a billed, why 
you're not getting billed. So 
AGENT: right, that was ( intelligible word said) incorrect because we weren't able to read the meter 
and that's what its coming down to and we need to go ahead and submit this request here for ya 
CALLER: Yeah 
AGENT: Um but I've got your contact numbers here for you so and I put both of them down and a 
request and you should be able to get a contact on that. Just to be sure I have the contacts - 
CALLER: No, 
AGENT: Ok 
CALLER: is the home number, yes sir 
AGENT: Allrighty 
CALLER: Cool man, I hope you have a great thanksgiving even though its alittle shocking for me. 
AGENT: Yeah 
CALLER: I know we'll, we'll get to a simple solution, there's gotta be a simple answer and also just for 
your information, if you see a paper laying around on somebody's desk, there is a big story on this exact 
thing happening to hundreds of people it was in yesterday's paper. 
AGENT: Ok, yeah no thank you for saying, I mean usually I work the late shift and as soon as I get home 
I pass out so ahh I'll definitely look into that. But uh we will definitely get this taken care of. Im going to 
go ahead and submit your request like I said, we will reach out and I am sure we can come to a 
satisfactory conclusion for both parties. 
CALLER: Have a great one. 
"I just got a literally shocking water bill"  
"I do show a current balance of 12111.68"  
"I guess you read yesterday's paper?"  
"It read at basically the total amount and billed it at that tiered level"  
Saustrup calls back Dec. 11  
"they automatically drafted my account $800 which really messed me up"  
"Let them know we are still looking at it okay?"  
Saustrup calls back Dec. 18  
"I got a $600 late fee on my $12,000 bill"  
"I have called several times and expressed extreme concern"  
"Have you been monitoring how much water you've been using?"  
"I would recommend at this time using our commercial services"  
Agent Mark calls Dec. 18  
"executive escalations department"  
"I lost my faith and trust in the system"  
Mark checks in Dec. 19  
Mark checks in Jan. 3  
Mark calls back Jan. 22  
"the bill is still almost $11,000"  
"I don't have enough to make that change myself"  
"Have a good day" 
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AGENT: alright you do the same I'm gonna go head and (inaudible) this call Mr Saustrup. Lastly there is 
a survey at the end of this call if you would like to take it, go right ahead and if not, go ahead and 
disconnect, Ok? 
CALLER: Sure, than you. 
AGENT: You're welcome Sir, bye bye.  
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Caller: So if you could make em, let em know of my concerns. My concerns are: that we, this is just a 
vacant lot with, no structure, no nothing, no sewer. We use that to fill a water bowl for our livestock. So 
there's absolutely no way that we used 88,000 gallons of water or whatever. 
Agent: Okay. 
Caller: That's a vacant lot with one faucet in it. 
Agent: Okay. 
Caller: So umm, and then also the other thing if you can make a note on the account, I was drafted $800 
out of my account yesterday without anybody contacting me and that's really upsetting. And I guess I 
need to talk to somebody about that. I need to file a formal complaint; I don't think that's any way to 
conduct business. When I called and they said don't worry. We're gonna put this to the escalation 
department, we'll call you we won't do anything. And then the first thing you did was take my rent 
money out of my account so. 
Agent: Okay I'll note that as well. 
Caller: I need to file a formal complaint with whoever I can do that with . 
Agent: Okay. And umm I'll let the person know, they should be giving you a call back all of your 
concerns, and I've made note of those. Anything else? 
Caller: Yes, can you transfer me to a supervisor or whatever the channels are to for a customer to file a 
formal complaint? 
Agent: Okay so what that would be would be umm the escalation person that is to be giving you a call 
back, you can do that with them, umm and so we just don't have uh they should be giving you a call 
back within the next 24 hours, to let you know that they received your case. 
Caller: (shouts Hey) That's what they told me last week, and they didn't. 
Agent: Okay 
Caller: So would you make a note on my account, would you make a note on my account that I'm upset 
and wish to file a formal complaint against the billing department. 
Agent: Okay, 
Caller: Thank you. 
Agent: You're welcome, anything else? 
Caller: Nope, but thank you and I hope you have a great day. 
Agent: Okay, you too Mr. Saustrup. 
Caller: Alright bye 
Agent: Bye. 
Agent: Hi joseph, 
Support Line: Mhm 
Agent: Okay so he said he wanted to disconnect because he said he's at work. 
Support Line: Okay not a problem. (Mumbling to himself) so he has current phone numbers on his 
person record right? (silence, no response from agent) Is that right? Miss Ross? 
Agent: I'm sorry, what did you say? 
Support Line: His phone number is current on his person record right? 
Agent: the 7518? Yes. 
Support Line: Yeah, we should have offered him a payment arrangement at least in the meantime. Umm 
so what I'll do is I'll call him to go ahead to do that because yeah, we haven't addressed his case yet 
right? 
Agent: Right. 
Support Line: But we still need to get him on a payment arrangement so that he doesn't' have any 
collection activity or send a 30 day postponement to collections so that they can know that we're 
working this out. So that's just something for you to know about okay, and umm we'll go ahead and  
make sure the customer gets an update. Umm was he interested in a payment arrangement or you 
never had that conversation right? 
Agent: I never had that conversation, he was talking all hyper and he just wanted to repeat umm what 
was already on the case, umm he keeps thinking that we drafted $800 out of his account, I ... I don't see 
that we did that umm. And so he said he wanted to file a formal complaint about uh his rent money for 
$800 being drafted out of his account, he repeated there was one faucet and that they umm use one 
bowl to feed the livestock, 
Support Line: Well then you know, as far as what we're showing here there's a lot of cancelled rebills 
because there was estimated reads. 
Agent: Mhm 
Support Line: And so when we're dealing with a high water bill issue you know we want to go ahead and 
identify the high volume adjustment application ... umm obviously we have a case already filed, so I'm 
going to go ahead and get him to get an update from the CSC's about that. And then of course if the 
customer's not interested in umm a payment arrangement you know we would need to ask collections 
to postpone for 30 days while we work this issue out. If the customer's not willing to get on an 
arrangement. So those are kinda just things you want to think about umm as a solution to calm them 
down of course. Umm you know hopefully it does work out, but of course he already hung up so I'll go 
ahead and get back to him and round off the details okay. 
Agent: Okay 
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Support Line: Did you have any other questions? 
Agent: I don't ... umm oh okay I guess I do, I'm sorry, 
Support Line: Oh 
Agent: Okay so in the event that umm in this scenario, that the case the escalation case wasn't umm you 
know like received by anyone, 
Support Line: Addressed ... Addressed 
Agent: Okay, umm okay and time has lapsed it the next thing for me to do is reach out to a lead? To get 
them ... 
Support Line: Yeah yeah you contact us, cause were gonna contact those umm those umm those work 
parties to get an update. 
Agent: Okay 
Support Line: So yeah you go ahead and go through us about that okay. 
Agent: Okay, okay 
Support Line: And then the auto pay all of that did draft on the 1ih after the customer called us on the 
22 nd, I'm assuming we should have cancelled all that auto pay business. So I'm gonna have to probably 
listen to a call as well. Yeah let's see, yeah no, he has a maximum of $100. 
Agent: Mhm 
Support Line: And 
Agent: Mhm and that's ... (unintelligible) 
Support Line: Yeah, so we we drafted the maximum because each of those bills were over $100, like for 
example: one of em was like $1,096, so we drafted that one on the fourth, another was $1,100, $11,000 
we drafted that on the fourth. Yeah the other was just $9.00 so that that we didn't have to worry about 
that, $10, $8.00 for another. So yeah we did draft all those $100 across the board because of the 
nd 
forwarded balance. So he's upset about the draft taking place after he called us on the 22 I'm 
assuming. 
Agent: Mhm 
nd 
Support Line: Yeah if I go back a little bit let me see here, because it got to Robert Dickson on the 22 I 
don't know who Robert Dickson is, outbound call, left message. Oh yeah cause the balance is more than 
$100. Rosa Bell On the 17th said (unintelligible) Sarah (unintelligible)at AWU gave the okay to bill the account for his irrigation meter. Billed 
from March 2017 to Oct 2017, that didn't aren't being issued, 
emailed Sarah to let her know the account has been billed. Part of that is they did a start for his DUF and 
inquiry on the 22 nd of September, issued a service order to ping read and check what meter feed 
(unintelligible) this is not a fire hydrant. Per service order the meter is on site to the left of the drive way 
and the irrigation meter read was obtained. And then they started processing the adjustment because 
they were just getting system estimates. Randy Ortega did a to do please release uh pending bill as soon 
as possible, thank you because back then the bill was being estimated and the bills weren't coming out. 
Then they finally all came out. 
Agent: Mhm 
Support Line: And then so yeah this Is like a high water bill issue, which we have a case for, he's upset 
about the draft that took place you know. It's gonna have to be the way it's gonna be. Then we have to 
get him on an arrangement so that you know he doesn't get cut off. But it looks like he had a stopped 
meter or crossed meter issue. Yeah? So, umm yeah you definitely need to just call the support line for 
things like this. I'll go ahead and figure out what we need to do with him on the next steps okay. 
Agent: Okay, thank you so much. 
Support Line: Alright you take care, bye bye 
Agent: Bye 
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