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NEED OF A COMMl bbION 

Before taking u p the Public Service Commission of 

MaryJand in particular, it w0uld be we ]'l to consider the 

origin of the public s e rvice commis si on. Why is such a body 

necessary? This question was partially answered as far back 

as the middle ages. At that time there was usually only one 

man to each trade. V'ithout competitj~n th0se men we~e able 

to char Ee wha t they pleased and could va ry the charfAs fo r 

different people ~ithout interference. In order t o protect 

the publid aga"nst any exploitations such a s this the · courts 

as su-"Ced the power to regul a te and control the pri ce s of the 

different trades. 

The s ame conliit1ons do rot prAvaiJ jn rrodern ti YDes. 

Pract 'l cally all t rades are we} 1 filled and. "n'ell re e,u Jat .d by 

competi,ti n. Co~petition s 0~et imes , ~owever, dORs m0re har~ 

t ha n e- 00 d . Su c h W 8 S t h r- , c 8 s e , fir s t Vii i t h t hI=> r a i ]. r 0 ads, and 

the n with other public u ttJ lties. 

Wi th Lhe jn troducti oy of ra i.. lroads the st f-ltes \Iere 

v ry liberal and Eave thA~ all encourarement pcs. "hIe, even 

to the extent of making land gr~nts. The public believed 

that competit ion could r egulate t~js industry a s effici e ntly 

as befare, but here competit i or f qi l ed. 'lbe pr o jec t W ·?t S too 

bif t o he t aken u p by se vQral smal l co~papi~s a~d a merger 

was necessary. With this success was r apid, i n fac t it was 
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too good. With the free hand given by the states the rail­

roads made charge s to su5t themselves and di scr imina ted 

bAtween diffe~ent parties. 

These condition s brought public resentment and, 

incidentally, a demand for government control of ral.lro a ds. 

This resulted in the formati on of a commission with power to 

regulate and control rates Bud service of the corporattons. 

~uch wa s the beginning of governmeht control of 

public s ervices through a special body for t h at purpo se. 

With the advent o f other public utilities such as streAt 

railways, te le ptone and t elegra ph , and e as and electric 

companies; a nd with the incide~tal failure of competition, 

its sc ope was widened and it changed from a railroad com­

mi ssion to ~ public service commi ssion. 

The ques ti. on ma y be asked , what is a public s ervice 

commi ss:i.on; i s it a court or does it have the aspects of a 

lerislature? It i s neit~er an~ yet it has so~e p owers of 

both. It is an intermediate body between thA legislature 

and the court. where it cannot make laws tt can recommend 

l egtslation and where it is not t 'eallv a court, its inves­

tigations enable i t to furnish nece ssary data to the courts, 

and it can i mpose fin e s in certain cases. 

ORIGIN OF THE MARYLAND COMMISSION 

Th e Public Service COrrll11.i sslon of Maryland was 

created by an a ct of the Maryland state Le gislature April 5, 

1910. Its pur po se is well s hown in the preamb le of this 

a ct. which reads--fl An act to create 8.nd establtsh a Public 



( 

-3-

Service Commission, and prescribing its powers and duties; 

and to provide fo r the regulation and control of publi c 

service corporat ion s and public utilities; and to ~ake 

appro pr iations therefor." 

This a c t wa s ~odeled a l~ o st exactly after that 

c reatlng the New York Publi.c Se rvice Comm issi.on, VI,1'1i ch was 

the second of its kjno to b e formed. 

The body of the act follows explaining in detail 

the personnel, .iurisoict 'jon, power s, and dut ie s of the com­

mi ssion. 

PhRSONN~L 

The commis s ion consls t s of three C 0'111. i.ssioners 

appointed by the fo vernor, ho e l sa de si gnate s 0ne as cha i r­

man. The term of the ft rst t hree commi ssioners were all 

different in orde~ that only one ~ould vacate office at a 

time. One commissioner was in for t wo year s only, and a 

second was in fo four years. The t i rd nd all succe eding 

c mni ss10ners were to ~ave terms of siy years. In this way 

the r e are al11 ays t,wo experienced , me n on the commi ss ion. 

Besides the cornmi sstoner s there is a general counsel and an 

assis tan t couns e l, a lso appointees of th~ eovernor f or six 

years. A steno€rapher and secretary are also mentioned as 

assistant s to the commi ssloners. BesidAs these the cOill.Jis ­

s ioners ar e empo~ ered to employ any othe~ assist ants they 

dee~ nec pss ary, prov i ded that written pe r rr issi n is receive d 

from the governor. 
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SALARIES 

The Sa lRries of t he ma in members of the body are 

to be divided between the State of Maryland Rnd the City 

of Baltimore. In the case of the three commjsstoners the 

s tate provides for three thousand dollars e a ch annually and 

Baltimore contributes two thousand dollars. The chatrman 

receives an,additional compensation from the state , of three 

thousand dollars. 

The e;eneral counsel anrt s flcrAtary receive three 

thousand do llar s from the state ano pip'hteep hundred dollars 

from Balti~ore. The s a l ary of the stenographer is set at 

fifteen hundred dollars annually. 

ThAse salaries are Hmonr the hie-hes t paid in the 

country, being second (along with several other stat.es) to 

those of New York which are ten thousand dollars annually. 

QU ALIl:<'IC ATIONS OF COMlV'ISSIONE}IS 

No one who is offiCially connected with any of the 

corporations affected by this ac t is eligible to the position 

of publj c serv ice comm issioner. In order to be eligible for 

thls appointment the candidate must have 'Jeen a qualined 

voter and a resident of the State of Maryl and for a pe riod 

of at least n\ie ye ar s. The minjmum ae-e li'1'lit is set 'Jy the 

act as twenty-five years. 

,T URlSD1C I'JON 

The power of tht" commission extpnns over a ll rail­

roads and street railways operat;n!,: in the stat p , to comrr,on 

carriers, to pas and electric corporations which manufacture 
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or di stribute their pr oduc t in the s tate, to telephone and 

telegr aph companie s, to wate companie s, and other co~pani es 

engaged in the business of transportin~ property and freight. 

These companies it wi ll be noticed are pr Rctically 

aJJ without sufficient competition to rAEu] te t~A 1 r r ates 

and s8rv ice . They are businesses w~tch in order to perate 

successfully and economi cally must operate alone; ann Nhi ch 

in order to do this fairly, must have the cont-r o J ling in­

fluence of the goverTh~ent. 

E 1'ENT O} f OW-;R 

Followlng t he .1uris r1 i cti. n of' thA comrrl s~ion its 

power is outl5ned completely. In su~s tRnce, it has control 

of t hp r ates , s e rvices, ti e schedule q , franchi s e s, and 

issues o f stocks and bonds of the~e companies. rrhe com~i s­

s ione r s also have pow~r to j ns pe c ~ t he records and Bccounts 

o f any of these corporations. The results of these ins pect­

ions, however, were to be aId con fide ntial, unless t~Q y 

lere necessary f or public hearin~s or cou r t inf . p~ati on. 

The~e inspections are usually made in order t~at 

t he commi ssion may arrive a t a v a ]u ation of the busi ne ss. 

It is on t hi s result t hat the rates and tax~ s are ba sed, and 

it i s t ni s item which caUS AS most of the court liti ga t ion 

between the co~~is sion nd t he public serv i ce corpor ation. 

In order t ha t the in s pe c tions may ~ e made effi­

ciently 8nd a ccurate ] y, a un j for~ sy-sterr o f ac counts i s 

pr escribed bv the corn~ission f or th~ use of these co~pan i es. 

This system must e followed by the companies. 
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In the event that any rulings or orders of the 

con:mission meet ; . th refusal of compl i snce by the corpora­

tion affected, the com~i ssion is empowered to take the case 

to court where the matter wi]l be settled. In refusals to 

co~p ly wjth the rules of the commissi on, the co~~issione r s 

are empowered to make a fine of fiv thousand dollars or 

less, pro7ided the court dec:sion is in their favor. 

PROC.:JDURR AND RULES 

The Commissioners and other members of t~ ,q C0m­

mi.ssion first assumed office on the first Monda~ of May, 

1910. Offices ere thereafter cha Eed on this day. 

The 10 C F.? t t on of the cOTJ1rri s s j on 'T ~l. s fi.xed as BaIt i -

more City. Meetings are to be held a leas t once a week at 

announced tires, and office hnurs are set between eight 

o'clock in the morning to nine o'clock at nipht. At the 

meetinEs where, by the way, two comm·ssioners are suffi­

cient to m ke a Quorum; the comwission holds he arings on 

colTtDla1.nts received· fr~m the public, on appB~ls .r requp,sts 

from the public sAryice c rporations, and: on changes or 

orders of its own aEainst the se corporations. In this way 

the comm ission brings the public nrl the cor poration togeth­

er in orrl~r that an understanding betweAn the t~o ~~y be 

:reached. 

AI] records and infop~atjon receiverl in thAse 

hearinp-s Hnrl all ot1Ler inforrration, except that 'Nhich ".s 

considered confident·al~ are to be made public. Where it 

is considered advisable by the commi ssi n, however, t~ese 
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facts C8n be withheld for ninety days. 

The commission !nay summon all witnesses necessary 

for an inve stifat·on. No wi tness is to be excused from 

testtfying, on th~ ground that he may incriminate himself. 

On the ot~er hand, no prosecution of witnesse s is alJowed 

for any of thei.r st8.ternents , except per:ury. On refusal to 

answer a summons the courts can co pe 1 a w 0 . tnes s to te s ti f'y. 

In cases of a ccid ents the com~ission is required 

to make co~plete investieations t o determine the blame. In 

order that these inv~stigat~ons may be made prorrptly the 

corporation is rnquired to file a notice to the com~ is ~ :on 

immediately following the accident. 

In o.nve s tiEa t ions, one cornmi s s i. oner may condu ct it 

a]one, but all findine-s by him must b p approved at a rAp:1)Jar 

meeting of thp entire commissj on. 'rhe commission may also 

hire experts to make investigations which require expe­

rjenced advice. The expert is to make reports of his find­

ines and make recommendations for remedies or improvements 

to the service. For the purpose of these investifations the 

sum of seventy-five thou s a d dollars is appropriated an­

nuaJly. 

All fines af1d fees collected ')y the eor(lrn i.ssion are 

t . be rlivided between the state of Maryland and the City of 

Baltimore. Maryland is to -receive all but one fourth of the 

receipts, whiJe this portion is remitted to Baltimore, to 

reimburse the cjty for its expen itures toward the salaries. 
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WORK OF TH. COMMISSION 

The f~ ct t _at the commission tackled a l a r ge and 

diff ·cult job ~i th gre at effici ency is shown by its reports. 

In the 1910 report the commi s s·on showe d three hundred and 

ninety cas e s handled fro~ the t i e offices were assumed up 

to December 31, 1910. Of these two hundred and eighty-three 

were completed, either y::l fina l dec ision or by defau lt of 

the ~laintiff . The re st of th~ c a s es' e r e either awaiting 

decisions or f urther investigations. 

In the ·first f ew ye ar s the ~ork o f the commi ssj.on 

wa s almost en t irely put on thA telephone and t e le graph , and 

ga s f1 nd e 1 e c t ric con d i t ion s • The rep 0 rtf' 0 r 1911 s tat e s 

. that the work W8. S hampered by inves t j ea ti ons 0 f the f~as and 

electric, and tele phone rates in Balt imore. scattered 

throughout thjs report are re ports of investip-a t i ons consum­

ing many paEes. Amo ng these r:e por t s are some fro'TI eneineers 

from other state s, s~o ling that t h. co ~ issi on would not 

hesita te to hire outside engineers and experts where it wa s 

necessary to straighten out the complicated situati.ons that 

confronted the commi ssioners. 

One dif~tcult prob l em that wa s pu t to the com is­

sioners for s olu tion rose fr m t he te leph ne question and 

required the assistance of an outs i de traffic engi eer. Ih 

the busi~ ness sect ion of Baltimore t he telephone rates were 

or iginally on a set rate and unlimited service system. The 

company desired to make all new connec tion s on a set rate 

wi th additi onal char ge s for calls abo ve a ce rta in number. 
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If this plan was followed those already having serv'ce would 

have to change over, or one of the princi ples in the founda­

ti n of the com :lssion "'I!ould bre ak do~}\ .. n. There '\ auld exist 

a discrimination between the old and new subscribers. If, 

on the other hand, the rates of t he old subscribers were 

changed, they would complain fervently against the .change. 

It wa s ne~ess ary in t his ca se for a complete and 

accurate investi.gation, so an outside expert " ~l S, according­

ly, ask~d to investi gate the situation an n ~ . ke recommenda­

tions f or clearing it up. His investi8:ati.on a nG report is a. 

long one, and the de·cis) on of the commiss ioners was based on 

it. The decision W8 S a compro~ ise between the old system of 

ra te s and the proposed one. The company 'Nt . S [i ven the 

Ii mi ted servi.ce, bu t the numher of calls were incre~tsed, and 

the r a tes for add:tional calls decreased. 

Such problems as this constantly faced the com111is-

81 n tn its early ye ars and continue to d so, though in a 

lesser degree. Besides the s e laree proble~s there are a 

erea t nu'"nber of small case s. The reports on t e se cases, 

someti mes fill less than half a pa.e~e, Hnd deal with cases of 

great variety. One sees a complai.nt ap:ainst the Baltl."rnore 

and Ohio Railroad, by a farmer 'hose cow ra s kilJ ed on the 

tracks. Immedia t ely followine this may be q request by "the 

railroad for a change in schedule or rates. Then there are 

complaints by the public regarding high rates, poor service, 

djscourteous tY'eatment, and many other items. ~o-rn e of these 

reports have touches of' humour in them, ma inly because tlte 
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complaint can be called nothing else but ridiculous. 

From these facts jt c a n be seen that the ~o~k of 

the commissioners requires 8. great dea} of p atience a nd 

diplomacy on their par t and they obviously recAive many 

complaints and many boosts. 

RESULTS Olt1 COMMIS ION'S WORK 

Whatever may be s <.,id about the ork of the commis­

sian, it must be ad~i tted that the conditi ns of the publi c 

utilitjes of Maryland a e much improved over what they were 

In 1910. They are better, both for the public servtce 

cOTpan es Bnd for the pub lic. 

For the companies their earni~gs have bAen in­

creased because of increased patronage. If the ~ates were 

higher than the profit of the companies ~ould just"fy, the 

public would refrain from patrqnizing the corporations; 

either b8caus~ it Wq S unable to afford hifh rates, or because 

it did not care to increase the profits of an unscrupu]ous 

company. 

The comp anies have also gained from the systematic 

methods of accounting imposed upon them by the commission. 

Where they previously had little knowled~e of ~at their 

expenses were for and where they went, they were forced by 

the commi ssion to kno 1 the.e fRcts and have them avaIlable 

for investjfation. 

For the public the benefits are ~re r t. Their 

confidence in public service corporation has been restored 
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until they now fear only sJi.ghtly that the corporations are 

endeavoring to "bleed" them. 

The service to the public is considerably more 

efficient and convenient than it w~s in the days when the 

companies were free to do as they pleased. The carrieJ"ls 

now provide the most confortablA riding possible within the 

] imi ts of the fare and the number of passengers. ifhe tele­

phone companies supply more efficient and fastpr service, 

and other public services are improv~d and serving tbe puhJic 

consistently and efficiently. Where thpy are not, the public 

has the right of complaint to the commission . 

The rates ~aV8 b~'?en lowered unt -j J t~f~ cornpsni t~S are 

makj.ng only what 1s considered a fair earning on the valua­

tion made by the commission . This has :-pade j t possi. bl'~ for 

A greater majority of people to have these faciJities at 

hand than ever before . 

The best thin€?: that; the commission 1;.88 donA for t~.e 

public i.s the prevention of discriminat:i.on . Before t~e com­

m1ssi~n ' s innovation the corporations rave certain persnns or 

CO'11par"ies f'l'ee service because they deemed it prot'ita~le in 

other v\.Iays for them to rio thls . The companies sometimes 

discri~inated between certain secttons and charpsd rtifferent 

rates to the different parts. It might even he satd that the 

companies sometimes refused to serve certain tndividuals or 

companies at all . These evils of discrimination by public 

service companies of Maryland hav8 been mostly eliminated by 

the commission . 
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For the State of MaryJand , it mieht be said the 

cn~m1ssjon has served a good purpose. It has taken the 

burden of public utiJltiAs regulation off thA s~oulders of 

the courts anrl the legislature , and by devoting its time 

~holly to publi c service companies has succeeded in ~akjng 

for a more systemati.c8lly and effjcipntJy handled public 

utjllties situat :ion. 

To qu()te, i.n canclus jon, fro'11 the p~ ' per by Art'-1ur 

Stedman Hills--the commission ~as fol1o lJl!Ad the t1t.ree C01TIYtlon 

law princlpJes upon w~ich it was founded, by for~ing t~e 

public service ca~paniAs to "serve all who applied, at fair 

rat8s, anrl without discrimination ." 
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