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A Short History   !!
!Many communities have adopted varying technology upgrades to enhance customer 
service over the past 10 to 15 years. The most obvious change was simply upgrading 
their customer information systems. The next step in enhancing customer service was 
through the creation of a website that increased customer access to the utility, which 
eliminated the need for reliance on the telephone to obtain information and created  
virtual 24/7 access. !!
Websites evolved from relatively simple descriptions of the utility, processes for opening 
an account, and other perfunctory tasks, to the more evolved websites with embedded 
email addresses dedicated to the utility, or with a link to the utility from a municipal or 
district website, offering direct access to consumption information and offering payment 
options. Among the many benefits to customers was direct access to their account 
information where available; the ability to pay their bills online, again, where available; 
and the avoidance of making telephone calls for information that was conveniently and 
easily available online. !!
The utility customer service world quickly moved online and continues to do so at a 
rapid rate. Much work remains to be done, especially where existing websites have 
limited functionality and information.!
 !
What is a Mobile App?  !!
The next and most obvious step in the evolution of enhancing customer convenience is 
the move to mobility. Why is mobility, in the form of a mobile application (or mobile app), 
important or even necessary when there is a website available? Simply put, websites 
are typically not configured to be viewed in their entirety or to function properly on any 
device other than a desktop or laptop computer. A mobile app is specifically designed to 
function on a mobile device, such as a smartphone or tablet, and is sized to be viewed 
on smaller screens or displays. !!



The essence of a mobile app is to take the information and functionality the utility 
currently makes available to its customers on its website and to reconfigure it to a more 
user-friendly visual and functional experience, specifically adapted for the mobile 
environment. !!
What Can a Mobile App Do? !!
A mobile app is a potentially powerful tool, useful both to the customer and the utility.  
From the utility’s perspective, the most basic function of a mobile app is to provide a 
mobile alternative to desktop and laptop access to information that is currently made 
available to customers on those devices. If, for example, a utility only presents current 
usage and current billing information—for policy, security, or other reasons—then the 
mobile app can be configured to only reflect this information on the mobile device. 
However, the mobile app can be configured to display as much information as is 
presently contained on the customer information database, the automated meter 
reading/advanced metering infrastructure (AMR/AMI) database, and virtually any other 
database the utility, municipality, or district maintains.  !!
A mobile app can become a vital supplement to reverse 911, email, telephone, door 
hanger, and other forms of customer communication that are currently employed. The 
mobile app can be configured to provide two-way communication with the customer.  
For example when a new bill is available, a “push notification,” if enabled by the 
customer, can be sent to the routes, cycles, or individual customers (for “off-cycle” 
bills), whose bills were emailed or sent out via the U.S. Mail that day. Reminder notices 
of impending due dates or service termination dates can be automatically sent to a 
mobile device through an app. In addition, boil water notices, service disruption notices, 
and notification of permissible or impermissible irrigation days can be sent to selected 
customers. !!
Conservation messages and information that can assist customers in their water saving 
efforts can be sent out to all or selected customers, which can be especially important 
in drought-prone areas. These messages, as well as any commonly asked questions, 
can be in the form of videos, white papers, short text messages, or other formats 
supported by mobile devices. !!
Also, how-to or self-help videos, such as how to read a meter, change a showerhead, 
or fix a toilet flapper valve that is leaking can be cataloged and indexed for customers 
to browse or be pushed out to them upon request. These videos and messages can be 
automatically sent out when customers makes email inquiries about a subject (high 
consumption, for example) from their mobile app. Templates can be offered to assist 
customers in monitoring their consumption and allow for the creation of alerts 
(principally for customers who have AMR/AMI and access to daily consumption reports) 



when their consumption targets are approaching. Using global positioning system 
(GPS) functionality and the camera built into most mobile devices, customers can take 
a picture of their meters when a meter reading’s accuracy is in question, or photograph 
a water line break, a lift station alarm, or other utility or municipal event that would 
require the utility’s or municipality’s immediate attention.!!
An important side effect of a mobile app is to move customers away from the telephone 
and walk-in offices, especially for commonly asked questions, and encourage remote 
interaction. This can eventually have a positive economic effect on staffing and work 
allocation at the utility.  !!
While traveling, customers can be advised of high usage, potential leaks, or pending 
service terminations. The more efforts are made to communicate these types of events, 
the less likely customers will dispute the utility’s actions.!
 !
Security  !!
Security is an issue for all utilities, municipalities, and districts, as well as for their 
information technology (IT) departments and directors. The mobile app can be 
configured to emulate, in every aspect, the present payment system and options, 
utilizing the same information storage source, third-party payment processing firms, 
and all other aspects of the existing security structure. The simple answer to any 
suggestion that the mobile app is not secure is that it will be as secure as the present 
security structure employed by the utility, municipality, or district.  !!
Conclusion! !
A mobile app can become a powerful and limitless informational and functional tool in 
one-way and two-way communication between a utility, district, or municipality, and its 
customers. Among its many other uses, a mobile app can enhance communication 
between a utility and its field employees as a supplement or alternative to handheld 
meter reading devices, permitting real-time access to important customer information 
while out on the job.  !!
A mobile app can also grow to be shared with the utility’s municipal or district owner, 
where the utility is a department or otherwise attached, for other municipal or district 
purposes, to such areas as animal control, code enforcement, public works, etc. !!
With all the benefits they can provide to utilities—and their customers—the future of 
mobile apps is certainly bright. !!




