


Early in 2006, the district made the decision to implement a

new bill pay concentration service.“This was a very fast imple-
mentation,” Cherney says. “We were up and running in less
than 30 days.We had very little work to do on our end, except
getting our systems up to speed to accept the encrypted files
the service transmits to us.A big plus was that we didn’t have
to do any re-programming of our software, even though we
use an internally developed system for billing and account-
ing. Our IT people were very happy with the entire imple-
mentation effort, and [ was too. Before joining the district, |
worked for accounting and consulting firms, so I've seen
many system implementations. This is one of the smoothest
I've been through”

Cherney notes that the bill pay concentration service has
worked extremely well in practice.“Just weeks after we started
this solution, we were already seeing significant improve-
ments;” she says.“Each day, our service pulls three files of bill
pay payments, which we have consolidated into one nightly
transmission. So every morning, we receive a single electronic
ACH credit with remittance detail for all of the previous day’s
bill pay receipts”

Like Simi Valley, the Irvine Ranch Water District has been
especially impressed with the account number verification
feature of their service.“We no longer have to contact cus-
tomers to make corrections when they make a simple error
like leaving out a digit or putting in a leading zero,” Cherney
says. “Our provider works directly with the various bill pay
services to make those corrections on their systems”

Another plus is the service’s ability to simplify handling of
payments where the customer has made an error in the pay-
ment amount.“We recently received a payment which should
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have been $16.89 but the customer had entered as $1,689. In
the past, we would have had to notify the customer and then
manually cut and mail a refund check, which required vari-
ous levels of approval within our organization. With our new
bill pay concentration service, we have business rules built
into the system so that we can refund the payment electroni-
cally and still meet our internal control requirements. So all
we had to do was call the customer to say wed caught the
error and they should resubmit payment for the correct
amount, and that we'd already refunded their incorrect pay-
ment electronically”

Cherney also likes the on-demand online reporting avail-
able through her new service. “With our previous bill pay
aggregation service, our staff had to wade through 40-page
faxes of bill pay payment information to research transac-
tions. Now, we simply go online and can search for an indi-
vidual transaction or a series of transactions. We can also
archive all of this payment information electronically,which is
a great benefit”

THE BILL PAY FUTURE
FOR GOVERNMENT BILLERS

Because online bill pay is being so widely embraced by
consumers, it’s almost a certainty that bill pay payments will
grow into a significant percentage of your agency’s payment
mix in the near future.As bill pay service providers gain a bet-
ter understanding of the impact of check-and-list payments
on billers, we should see more and more of these paper pay-
ments converted to ACH.

In the meantime, a bill pay concentration service of the
kind we've discussed in this article is a highly effective solu-
tion for making the paperto-electronic conversion immedi-
ately. Furthermore, such features as account number verifica-
tion, automated return of incorrect payments, and online
reporting can significantly improve your receivables opera-
tions.And that makes a bill pay concentration service a highly
valuable proposition for the long term. |
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