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(57) ABSTRACT 

A method and system for verifying charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor is disclosed. A set of billing data 
associated With the charges is loaded into a billing veri? 
cation system that is accessible by both the customer and the 
vendor via a distributed computer network. The customer 
revieWs the billing data via the billing veri?cation system to 
identify billing exceptions associated With any disputed 
charges. Abilling exception record is generated in the billing 
veri?cation system for each of the billing exceptions. The 
vendor is then noti?ed of the billing exceptions. The vendor 
revieWs and responds to the billing exception records via the 
billing veri?cation system. A billing exception response 
record is generated for each vendor response. The customer 
is then noti?ed of the revieWed billing exception response 
records. 
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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR TRACKING AND 
VERIFYING BILLING EXCEPTIONS 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] The present invention relates to billing exceptions. 
In particular, this invention relates to methods and systems 
for verifying charges billed by a vendor to a customer and 
for processing the customer’s exceptions to those charges. 
Although it is applicable to a Wide variety of industries, the 
invention Will be described With a particular emphasis on 
billing for railcar repair services in the railroad industry. 

[0002] The railroad netWork in the United States includes 
a number of railroad systems that are oWned by different 
companies. Together, these systems comprise a complete 
railroad netWork that connects locations across the nation. 
Although some railroad companies also oWn their oWn 
railcars, many railcars are oWned by other companies that do 
not oWn any part of the railroad netWork itself. To move 
from one location to another, therefore, one company’s 
railcars frequently need to travel over another company’s 
railroad system. 

[0003] Repair facilities are positioned at various locations 
throughout the railroad netWork. These facilities are avail 
able to perform any necessary repairs to railcars in the area. 
The repair facilities are oWned and operated by various 
railroad companies and independent repair contractors. 
When a railcar repair becomes necessary, it typically is 
performed at the nearest repair facility. Under limited 
authority granted by the Association of American Railroads 
(AAR) Interchange Rules, the oWner of the repair facility 
acts as a repair agent for the oWner of the railcar needing 
repair. In this Way, the oWner of a given repair facility may 
act as a repair agent for a number of different railcar oWners. 
Likewise, a given oWner’s railcars may be repaired by a 
number of different repair agents as those railcars travel the 
railroad netWork. In these situations, the repair agent is a 
vendor of services provided to its customer, the railcar 
oWner. 

[0004] Like many other types of vendors, repair agents 
typically bill railcar oWners for repair services on a monthly 
basis. Billing for railcar repairs is generally governed by the 
AAR Interchange Rules. A typical monthly bill may include 
charges for all repairs performed on the oWner’s railcars at 
all of the repair agent’s facilities. A billing repair card is 
included for each repair. Each billing repair card indicates, 
among other things, the date of repair, the railcar number, the 
type of car, the repair location, and a description and cost of 
the repair, including parts and labor. If not governed directly 
by the AAR Interchange Rules, the cost of repair may be 
governed by one or more repair agreements betWeen the 
repair agent and the railcar oWner. 

[0005] In some instances, a railcar oWner may Wish to 
dispute charges billed by a repair agent. For example, the 
repair agent may have charged the Wrong railcar oWner, 
charged more than is alloWed by the applicable repair 
agreement, or failed to justify the charge for a given repair. 
These situations also are governed by the AAR Interchange 
Rules. In these cases, the railcar oWner generates an “excep 
tion” to the repair bill, explaining the reasons for disputing 
the particular repair charges. According to existing practices, 
the railcar oWner prepares an exception packet, Which 
includes an exception letter, copies of the billing repair cards 
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for Which exceptions are taken, and any necessary support 
ing documentation. The railcar oWner indicates the reasons 
for the exceptions on the billing repair cards. The oWner 
sends the entire exception packet to the repair agent. The 
repair agent revieWs the exception packet and approves or 
disapproves each exception. For each exception approved or 
accepted by the repair agent, the appropriate repair charges 
are credited to the railcar oWner’s account or counter-billed 
bto the repair agent by the railcar oWner. In some cases, the 
repair agent may approve only a portion of an exception, in 
Which case only a portion of the repair charges are credited. 

[0006] The existing system for processing exceptions is 
inef?cient and paper-intensive. The railcar oWner must Wait 
to receive an exception approval from the repair agent 
before its account is credited. The repair agent, hoWever, 
must investigate the repair to Which an exception is taken to 
determine Whether the charges are appropriate. In many 
cases, a manager of the repair agent separates the billing 
repair cards according to the facility that performed the 
repairs. The manager then distributes the billing repair cards 
to ?eld representatives at the various repair facilities for 
their comments. Once the manager receives comments from 
all of the ?eld representatives, the manager makes a ?nal 
decision to approve, disapprove, or partially approve each 
exception. The manager then sends these responses to the 
railcar oWner. This process typically requires months to 
complete. Moreover, the shipping and handling associated 
With all of this correspondence is expensive for both the 
repair agent and the railcar oWner. Accordingly, there is a 
need for a more ef?cient and less expensive method and 
system for tracking and processing billing exceptions. 

[0007] It is, therefore, an object of the present invention to 
provide an improved method and system for ef?ciently 
tracking and verifying charges billed to a customer by a 
vendor. It is another object of the present invention to 
provide an improved method and system for ef?ciently 
tracking and verifying charges billed by a repair agent to an 
equipment oWner, preferably in a manner that complies With 
the AAR Interchange Rules. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0008] In accordance With the present invention, a method 
and system are described for verifying charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor. 

[0009] According to one aspect of the present invention, 
there is provided a method of verifying charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor. A set of billing data associated With 
the charges is loaded into a billing veri?cation system that 
is accessible by both the customer and the vendor via a 
distributed computer netWork. The customer revieWs the 
billing data via the billing veri?cation system to identify 
billing exceptions associated With any disputed charges. A 
billing exception record is generated in the billing veri?ca 
tion system for each of the billing exceptions. The vendor is 
then noti?ed of the billing exceptions. The vendor revieWs 
and responds to the billing exceptions via the billing veri 
?cation system. A billing exception response record is 
generated for each vendor response. The customer is then 
noti?ed of the vendor response. 

[0010] According to another aspect of the present inven 
tion, there is provided a method of verifying repair charges 
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billed to an equipment owner by a repair agent. A set of 
billing data associated With the repair charges is loaded into 
a billing veri?cation system that is accessible by both the 
equipment oWner and the repair agent via a distributed 
computer netWork. The equipment oWner revieWs the billing 
data via the billing veri?cation system to identify billing 
exceptions associated With any disputed repair charges. A 
billing exception record is generated in the billing veri?ca 
tion system for each of the billing exceptions. The repair 
agent is then noti?ed of the billing exceptions. The repair 
agent revieWs and responds to the billing exceptions via the 
billing veri?cation system. A billing exception response 
record is generated for each repair agent response. The 
equipment oWner is then noti?ed of the repair agent 
responses. 

[0011] According to another aspect of the present inven 
tion, a system is provided for verifying vendor charges billed 
to a customer. The system includes a billing veri?cation 
database and means for loading a set of billing data asso 
ciated With the charges into the database. Acustomer graphi 
cal user interface is in communication With the database and 
is operable to facilitate customer revieW of the billing data 
to identify a plurality of billing exceptions associated With a 
plurality of disputed charges and to generate a billing 
exception record in the database for each of the billing 
exceptions. Avendor graphical user interface is in commu 
nication With the database and is operable to facilitate 
vendor revieW of the billing exception records to generate a 
billing exception response record in the database for each of 
the revieWed billing records. 

[0012] The invention, and its objects and advantages, Will 
become more apparent in the detailed description of the 
preferred embodiment presented beloW. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0013] The subsequent description of the preferred 
embodiments of the present invention refers to the attached 
draWings, Wherein: 

[0014] FIG. 1 shoWs a block diagram depicting a billing 
veri?cation system according to one presently preferred 
embodiment of the invention; 

[0015] FIG. 2 shoWs a block diagram depicting a billing 
veri?cation system according to another presently preferred 
embodiment of the invention; 

[0016] FIG. 3 shoWs a How diagram illustrating a method 
of verifying charges billed by a vendor to a customer 
according to another presently preferred embodiment of the 
invention; 

[0017] FIG. 4 shoWs a How diagram illustrating, from an 
equipment oWner’s perspective, a method of verifying repair 
charges billed by a repair agent to the equipment oWner 
according to another presently preferred embodiment of the 
present invention; 

[0018] FIG. 5 shoWs a railcar oWner menu screen display 
from an equipment oWner graphical user interface of a 
billing veri?cation system according to another presently 
preferred embodiment of the invention; 

[0019] FIG. 6 shoWs a billing exception header screen 
display from the equipment oWner graphical user interface; 
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[0020] FIG. 7 shoWs a billing exception record screen 
display from the equipment oWner graphical user interface; 

[0021] FIG. 8 shoWs an exception document attachment 
screen display from the equipment oWner graphical user 
interface; 

[0022] FIG. 9 shoWs a How diagram illustrating, from a 
repair agent’s perspective, a method of verifying repair 
charges billed by the repair agent to an equipment oWner 
according to another presently preferred embodiment of the 
present invention; 

[0023] FIG. 10 shoWs a repair agent menu screen display 
from a repair agent graphical user interface of a billing 
veri?cation system according to another presently preferred 
embodiment of the invention; 

[0024] FIG. 11 shoWs a billing exception header screen 
display from the repair agent graphical user interface; 

[0025] FIG. 12 shoWs a billing exception response screen 
display from the repair agent graphical user interface; 

[0026] FIG. 13 shoWs a response comment screen display 
from the repair agent graphical user interface; and 

[0027] FIG. 14 shoWs a summary report screen display 
from the repair agent graphical user interface. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

[0028] Referring noW to the accompanying draWings, 
FIG. 1 shoWs a block diagram depicting an exemplary 
billing veri?cation system 100 according to one presently 
preferred embodiment of the invention. In this embodiment, 
the billing veri?cation system 100 preferably is controlled 
and operated by a customer, represented for purposes of this 
?gure as a dotted block 102. The customer is billed for goods 
or services by one or more vendors 104 that interface With 
the system via computer Workstations. The system 100 is 
useful for customers 102 and vendors 104 from a Wide 
variety of industries. For example, the customer 102 may be 
an equipment oWner Whose railcars are repaired by one or 
more repair agents acting as vendors 104. 

[0029] In the embodiment of FIG. 1, the customer 102 
maintains a server 106 and a database 108. The database 108 
in the present embodiment contains billing data relating to 
charges billed by the vendors 104 to the customer 102. The 
data includes billing exception records and billing exception 
response records, as described more fully beloW. The billing 
data is accessible by the customer 102 and, perhaps to a 
more limited extent, the vendors 104, via the server 106. The 
billing data, Which is based on bills sent by the vendors 104 
to the customer 102, may be loaded into the database 108 in 
a number of Ways. For instance, a vendor 104 may provide 
the bill in an electronic ?le that is uploaded to the server 106, 
Which loads the billing data from the electronic bill ?le into 
the database 108. Alternatively, the customer 102 may load 
the billing data into the billing veri?cation system 100 from 
a bill received from a vendor 104. The vendor 104 may 
provide the bill in traditional hardcopy format, or it may 
provide the bill in an electronic bill ?le stored on a magnetic 
tape or other storage media. If the bill is provided in 
hardcopy format, a customer operator manually enters the 
billing data into the database 108. In the case of an electronic 
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bill ?le, the billing data may be automatically transferred 
from the magnetic tape to the database 108. 

[0030] Once the billing data is loaded into the database 
108, the customer accesses the billing data via a Workstation 
110 that is connected to the server 106 via a distributed 
computer netWork 112, such as an intranet, local area 
network, or, preferably, the Internet. Alternatively, the cus 
tomer Workstation 110 may be connected directly to the 
server 106. Access to the server 106 preferably is controlled 
via an authentication and access control procedure. Through 
the Workstation 110, the customer is able to revieW the 
billing data and generate exceptions, as described more fully 
beloW. Preferably, the server 106 generates a customer 
graphical user interface in the form of custom Web pages that 
provide access to the billing data. These Web pages are 
vieWable by the customer via a broWser application resident 
on the customer Workstation 110. The server 106 also 
communicates With the customer accounts payable system 
114, preferably via the internal distributed computer net 
Work 112. 

[0031] Although only one customer Workstation 110 is 
shoWn in FIG. 1, the system 100 may be accessible to 
various customer representatives via a number of different 
Workstations 110. For instance, if it is necessary or helpful 
for customer ?eld representatives in remote locations to 
revieW the billing data, they may do so via customer 
Workstations 110 connected to the server 106 via a distrib 
uted computer netWork 112, such as the Internet. In this Way, 
various customer employees are provided convenient and 
ef?cient access to the billing data for purposes of expedited 
revieW. 

[0032] As an alternative to loading the billing data directly 
into the database 108, the customer may ?rst load the billing 
data into a mainframe accounting system 116. This alterna 
tive provides a transition system for customers that have 
traditionally processed vendor billing data via a mainframe 
accounting system 116. For instance, the customer 102 may 
?rst revieW the billing data and generate exceptions on the 
mainframe accounting system 116. The resulting processed 
data is then loaded into the database for revieW by the 
vendors 104. After a transition period, the customer 102 may 
eliminate the mainframe accounting system 116 and process 
all billing data via the server 106 and the database 108. 

[0033] When the customer 102 generates exceptions to 
billing data, billing exception records are created and even 
tually stored in the database 108. Once the customer 102 has 
generated exceptions to billing data provided by a particular 
vendor, the exceptions are released, or made available, to 
that vendor via the server 106. The vendor then revieWs the 
relevant billing exception records by accessing the server 
106 via an external distributed computer netWork 118, such 
as an intranet or preferably the Internet. Again, access to the 
server 106 preferably is controlled via an authentication and 
access control procedure. The server 106 provides a vendor 
graphical user interface, preferably in the form of custom 
Web pages that are vieWed by the vendor 104 via a broWser 
application resident on a Workstation maintained by the 
vendor 104. The server 106, restricts vendor access to only 
those billing exception records that relate to billing data for 
that particular vendor. The authentication and access control 
procedure ensures that one vendor is not alloWed access to 
other vendors’ billing data. After revieWing the billing 
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exception records, the vendor may approve or disapprove 
the exceptions, as described more fully beloW. 

[0034] The system depicted in FIG. 1 preferably is con 
trolled and operated by the single customer 102, but pro 
vides access to multiple vendors 104. Each vendor may have 
a variety of employees that require access to the billing 
veri?cation system 100. For instance, if it is necessary or 
helpful for vendor ?eld representatives in remote locations 
to revieW the billing exceptions in order to con?rm or deny 
their legitimacy, they may do so via computer Workstations 
that connect to the server 106 via a distributed computer 
netWork 118, such as the Internet. In this Way, various 
vendor employees are provided convenient and ef?cient 
access to the billing data for purposes of expedited revieW of 
the billing exceptions. 

[0035] The block diagram shoWn in FIG. 2 depicts an 
alternative billing veri?cation system 200 according to 
another presently preferred embodiment of the invention. 
The billing veri?cation system 200 depicted in FIG. 2 
provides billing veri?cation services to a number of different 
customers 102. In this Way, the billing veri?cation system 
200 of FIG. 2 may act as an industry-Wide clearinghouse for 
billing exceptions. The billing veri?cation system 200 itself 
may be controlled and operated by a customer 102 or by a 
third-party service provider. 

[0036] Operation of this billing veri?cation system 200 is 
similar to that of the system 100 shoWn in FIG. 1. Billing 
data is uploaded to the database 108 either by a customer 
102 or a vendor 104. The customer 102 then accesses the 
billing veri?cation system 200 via a distributed computer 
netWork 118, such as the Internet. The customer 102 then 
revieWs the billing data, and generates any necessary billing 
exception records through use of the customer graphical user 
interface. The vendor 104 also accesses the billing veri?ca 
tion system 200 via the distributed computer netWork to 
revieW the billing exception records via the vendor graphical 
user interface. As described above, the authentication and 
access control procedure restricts customer and vendor 
access to only the billing data that relates to that customer 
102 or vendor 104. Again, multiple employees of both the 
customers 102 and the vendors 104, perhaps in remote 
locations, may access the billing veri?cation system through 
Workstations connected to the server 106 via the Internet. 

[0037] Operation of these billing veri?cation systems 100, 
200 Will noW be described With reference to FIGS. 3-13. 
Unless otherWise noted, the discussion Will be applicable to 
both the billing veri?cation system 100 of FIG. 1 and the 
billing veri?cation system 200 of FIG. 2. 

[0038] The ?oWchart shoWn in FIG. 3 illustrates a method 
of verifying charges billed by a vendor 104 to a customer 
102 according to one preferred embodiment of the inven 
tion. The folloWing description of the method refers gener 
ally to customers 102 and vendors 104. Because the method 
is applicable to a Wide variety of industries, the vendors 104 
may represent parties that provide any of number of different 
products or services to the customers 102. The method 
involves a billing veri?cation system 100, 200, as described 
above. For purposes of this method, the billing veri?cation 
system 100, 200 may be controlled and operated by a 
customer 102, a vendor 104, or a third-party. 

[0039] First, the billing data is loaded into the billing 
veri?cation system 100, 200 in step 302. Depending on the 
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format in Which the billing data is provided by the vendor 
104, the data may be loaded automatically from an elec 
tronic bill ?le or it may be entered manually from a hardcopy 
bill. Except in the case of the transition system described 
above, the billing data resides in the database 108 once it is 
loaded. The customer then accesses the database 108 and 
revieWs the billing data to identify any billing exceptions in 
step 304. Customer revieW of the billing data in step 304 
may be performed manually by a customer audit represen 
tative, automatically by a computeriZed auditing system, or 
by a combination of both manual and automatic revieW. In 
addition, multiple customer employees, such as ?eld repre 
sentatives in remote locations, may access the billing veri 
?cation system 100, 200 to revieW the billing data. In step 
306, for each billing exception identi?ed by the customer, 
the billing veri?cation system 100, 200 generates a billing 
exception record in the database 108. The billing exception 
record may contain information identifying the bill to Which 
an exception is taken, the amount of the exception, and the 
reasons justifying the exception. The vendor 104 is then 
noti?ed of the customer’s billing exceptions in step 308. 
Preferably, this noti?cation is via an electronic mail message 
generated by the billing veri?cation system 100, 200 and 
sent to the vendor 104. 

[0040] The vendor 104 then accesses the database 108 and 
revieWs the billing exception records in step 310 to identify 
acceptable billing exceptions. Like the customer revieW, 
vendor revieW may include revieW by a number of vendor 
employees, such as ?eld representatives in remote locations. 
The vendor may approve, disapprove, or partially approve 
each billing exception. In each case, the billing veri?cation 
system 100, 200 generates a billing exception response 
record in the database 108. The billing exception response 
record may contain information indicating Whether the 
exception has been approved or disapproved, as Well as a 
reason for the approval or disapproval. If the exception is 
partially approved, the billing exception response record 
also may include the partially approved dollar value. The 
billing veri?cation system 100, 200 then noti?es the cus 
tomer of the vendor’s billing exception responses in step 
314. Like the vendor noti?cation, customer noti?cation 
preferably is via an electronic mail message generated by the 
billing veri?cation system 100, 200 and sent to the customer. 

[0041] In another preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, the billing veri?cation system 100, 200 is used in 
the speci?c industry of railcar repair. In this embodiment, 
the billing veri?cation system 100, 200 is used to process 
billing exceptions for railcar repair charges billed by a repair 
agent to a railcar equipment oWner. The repair agent serves 
as a vendor 104 of repair services to its customer 102, the 
railcar oWner. This embodiment of the invention, as vieWed 
from the railcar oWner’s perspective, Will noW be discussed 
With reference to FIGS. 4-8. 

[0042] The How diagram shoWn in FIG. 4 illustrates a 
transition method of verifying repair charges using both a 
mainframe accounting system 116 and the billing veri?ca 
tion system 100, as described above With reference to FIG. 
1. The method begins With the step 402 of loading billing 
data from billing repair cards into the mainframe accounting 
system 116. Repair agents provide billing data to railcar 
oWners in the form of billing repair cards. A billing repair 
card indicates, among other things, the railcar number, the 
kind of car, the repair date and location, and description and 
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cost of the necessary parts and labor. The format of billing 
repair cards is governed by the AAR Interchange Rules. 

[0043] As described above, the billing data may be loaded 
into the mainframe accounting system 116 in a number of 
Ways. If the billing repair cards are provided in hardcopy 
format, the railcar oWner may manually enter the billing data 
via a data entry interface. If the billing repair cards are 
provided in an electronic ?le, the billing data may be 
uploaded to the system automatically. 

[0044] After the billing data is loaded into the mainframe 
accounting system 116, the railcar oWner revieWs the billing 
data for any incorrect, or disputed, repair charges in step 
404. For each disputed repair charge identi?ed in step 404, 
a billing exception record is generated in step 406. In step 
408, the railcar oWner determines Whether all billing repair 
cards for a particular time period have been revieWed. If not, 
the railcar oWner returns to step 404 to revieW the next 
billing repair card. Once the railcar oWner has revieWed all 
billing repair cards, the method proceeds to step 410 in 
Which the billing exception records are transferred to the 
billing veri?cation system 100. 

[0045] Using the billing veri?cation system 100, the rail 
car oWner may perform a ?nal revieW of the billing excep 
tion records in step 412. The railcar oWner accesses the 
billing veri?cation system 100 via a railcar oWner graphical 
user interface. The graphical user interface displays infor 
mation and alloWs the railcar oWner to interact With the 
interface by using a pointing device to click on buttons and 
hypertext links. A similar graphical user interface is pro 
vided for the repair agent, as described more fully beloW. 

[0046] An example of a railcar oWner menu screen display 
500 from an exemplary railcar oWner graphical user inter 
face is shoWn in FIG. 5. Under the Auditor RevieW section 
502, the railcar oWner may click on hypertext links to select 
and vieW billing exception records for various repair agents 
and time periods. The billing veri?cation system 100, 200 
may contain billing data for all repair agents that perform 
repairs for the railcar oWner. Selecting billing exception 
records for a particular repair agent and a particular time 
period preferably causes the railcar oWner graphical user 
interface to display a billing exception header screen display 
600, an example of Which is shoWn in FIG. 6. Aheader area 
602 of the display 600 shoWs summary information relating 
to the billing repair cards and billing exceptions, including 
bill number, account date, received date, total bill amount, 
and total exception amount. A search area 604 provides 
options for selecting billing exception records that corre 
spond to certain criteria, such as car number, exception 
amount, and repair location (SPLC). When the railcar oWner 
clicks on the “SEARCH” button 606, the graphical user 
interface displays a billing exception record screen display 
700, an example of Which is shoWn in FIG. 7. A repair 
header area 702 of the display 700 shoWs, among other 
things, the railcar number, the date of repair, and the location 
at Which the car Was repaired. A repair description area 704 
of the display 700 shoWs line item descriptions of the parts 
and labor required for the repair. Each repair line item begins 
With a repair line number that is used to reference billing 
exceptions. Abilling exception area 706 of the display 700 
shoWs exception line item descriptions of any exceptions to 
the repair charges. The exception line item begins With an 
exception line number that references the repair line number 
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associated With the repair line item to Which an exception is 
taken. For instance, in the display 700 of FIG. 7, an 
exception is shoWn for repair line item number seven, Which 
is described as “LABOR, JACK CAR”. The exception line 
item description indicates that an exception is taken because 
the repair agent provided no justi?cation for jacking the car. 

[0047] The repair header area 702, repair description area 
704, and billing exception area 706 preferably are formatted 
in a manner that complies With the AAR Interchange Rules 
governing billing repair cards. A navigation area 708 is also 
included in the billing exception record screen display 700. 
By clicking the buttons in the navigation area 708, the railcar 
oWner is able to navigate betWeen different billing exception 
records. 

[0048] If necessary, the railcar oWner may attach elec 
tronic documentation to support an exception in step 414 of 
the method illustrated in FIG. 4. This may be accomplished 
by clicking the “MATL”, “DUP”, or “OTH” hypertext links 
in the appropriate exception line item of the exception area 
706 shoWn in FIG. 7. Clicking these links causes the 
graphical user interface to display an exception document 
attachment screen display 800, an example of Which is 
shoWn in FIG. 8. The railcar oWner locates and selects the 
document to be attached, or enters the location of the 
document in the path ?eld 802, and then clicks the attach 
button 804. In this Way, the railcar oWner may attach emails, 
draWings, reports, and scanned documents to the exception 
line item. Preferably, the “MATL” hypertext link is used to 
attach copies of a materials requisition that shoW the railcar 
oWner already paid for the parts billed. Similarly, When a 
repair agent inadvertently bills a railcar oWner tWice for the 
same repair, the “DUP” link may be used to attach copies of 
the duplicate billing repair card. The “OTH” link may be 
used to attach any other form of supporting documentation. 

[0049] The hypertext links labeled “MATL”, “DUP”, and 
“OTH” in repair line item number seven of the repair 
description area 704 shoWn in FIG. 7 indicate that support 
ing documentation of all three forms has been attached to the 
billing exception record associated With that repair line item. 
Clicking on any of these three links causes the graphical user 
interface to display the corresponding attached documenta 
tion. 

[0050] In step 416 of the method illustrated in FIG. 4, the 
railcar oWner determines Whether all necessary documenta 
tion has been attached to the billing exception record. If not, 
additional documentation is attached in step 414. Once all 
documentation has been attached, the method proceeds to 
step 418, in Which it is determined Whether all billing 
exception records have been revieWed. If not, the railcar 
oWner returns to step 412 to revieW the next billing excep 
tion record. Once all billing exception records have been 
revieWed, the railcar oWner releases the billing exception 
records to the repair agent in step 420 by clicking on the 
“RELEASE” button 608 shoWn in the billing exception 
header screen display 600 of FIG. 6. Until this time, the 
billing exception records are not accessible by the repair 
agent. Once released in step 420, hoWever, the billing 
exception records become available to the repair agent via 
the billing veri?cation system 100, and the repair agent is 
noti?ed of their availability in step 422. Preferably, the 
billing veri?cation system 100, 200 provides noti?cation by 
generating an electronic mail message and sending the 
message to the repair agent. 
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[0051] The preceding discussion addressed a transition 
method of verifying railcar repair charges from the railcar 
oWner’s perspective. The transition method is useful for 
railcar oWners as they transition from processing billing 
exceptions via a mainframe accounting system 116 to pro 
cessing exceptions solely via a billing veri?cation system 
100, 200. Once a railcar oWner has completely transitioned 
to the billing veri?cation system 100, 200, the method 
illustrated in FIG. 4 may be simpli?ed. The ?rst simpli? 
cation is that steps 402 through 408 may be performed via 
the billing veri?cation system 100, 200 rather than the 
mainframe accounting system 116. As a result, the billing 
data from the billing repair cards may be entered directly 
into the billing veri?cation system 100, 200, and the billing 
exception records may be created directly in the database 
108. In addition, the repair agent optionally may upload the 
billing data from an electronic ?le directly to the billing 
veri?cation system database 108. The second simpli?cation 
is that step 410, transferring the billing exception records 
from the mainframe accounting system 116 to the database 
108, becomes unnecessary. In addition to these simpli?ca 
tions, transitioning completely to the billing veri?cation 
system 100, 200 enables multiple customer employees, such 
as ?eld representatives in remote locations, to revieW the 
billing data and identify disputed charges by accessing the 
billing veri?cation system 100, 200. 

[0052] The method of verifying railcar repair charges Will 
noW be described from the repair agent’s perspective With 
reference to FIGS. 9-13. After the billing veri?cation system 
100, 200 sends noti?cation to the repair agent that the billing 
exception records are available, the repair agent accesses the 
billing veri?cation system 100, 200 in step 902. A repair 
agent graphical user interface presents the repair agent With 
a repair agent menu screen display 1000, such as the 
example shoWn in FIG. 10. From this display 1000, the 
repair agent may select billing exception records relating to 
a particular railcar oWner and time period by clicking on the 
appropriate hypertext link. The billing veri?cation system 
100 of FIG. 1 contains only one railcar oWner’s billing 
exception records. The billing veri?cation system 200 of 
FIG. 2, hoWever, may contain billing exceptions records for 
all railcar oWners for Which the repair agent performs 
repairs. 

[0053] After the repair agent clicks one of the hypertext 
links relating to a particular railcar oWner and a particular 
time period in the repair agent menu screen, the graphical 
user interface presents a billing exception record header 
screen display 1100, an example of Which is shoWn in FIG. 
11. A header area 1102 of the display 1100 displays infor 
mation such as the bill number, a control number ?eld 1104, 
account date, received date, total bill amount, total exception 
amount, and total CBA amount. Asearch area 1106 provides 
options for selecting billing exception records that corre 
spond to certain criteria, such as car number, exception 
amount, and repair location (SPLC). When the repair agent 
clicks on the “SEARCH” button 1108, the graphical user 
interface displays the ?rst billing exception response screen 
display 1200, an example of Which is shoWn in FIG. 12. 

[0054] A header area 1202 of the display 1200 shoWs, 
among other things, the railcar number, the date of repair, 
and the location at Which the car Was repaired. A billing 
exception area 1204 of the display 1200 shoWs a line item 
description of the exception. The exception line item begins 
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With an exception line number that references the repair line 
number associated With the repair line item on the original 
billing repair card to Which an exception is taken. The 
display 1200 also includes a repair agent response area 1206 
in Which the repair agent may select a response to the 
exception. Preferably, the repair agent is presented With 
three possible responses. The repair agent may alloW the 
exception, disalloW the exception, or partially alloW the 
exception. If the exception is partially alloWed, the repair 
agent must designate a partially alloWed exception amount. 
The repair header area 1202, billing exception area 1204, 
and repair agent response area 1206 preferably are formatted 
in a manner that complies With the AAR Interchange Rules 
governing billing repair cards. 
[0055] Also Within the response area 1206, the repair 
agent may include comments supporting or explaining the 
response (step 906 of the method illustrated in FIG. 9). This 
is accomplished by clicking on the “COMMENTS” hyper 
text link, Which causes the graphical user interface to display 
a response comments box 1302, and example of Which is 
shoWn in the comments screen display 1300 of FIG. 13. The 
comments are added to the “COMMENTS” ?eld in the 
response area 1206 of FIG. 12 after the repair agent clicks 
the “ADD” button 1304 in the response comments box 1302. 
The repair agent optionally may attach supporting documen 
tation in step 908 in a manner similar to that in Which the 
railcar oWner attaches supporting documentation as 
described above. 

[0056] The billing veri?cation system 100, 200 may 
accommodate varying levels of revieW by different repre 
sentatives of the repair agent. This is particularly useful 
because ?eld representatives of the repair agent may need to 
be consulted to con?rm certain information related to repairs 
that Were performed in the ?eld. The level of revieW for 
different repair agent representatives is governed by the 
authentication and access control procedure. For instance, a 
repair agent manager and various repair agent ?eld repre 
sentatives may be granted different authentication creden 
tials, such as usernames and passWords. Based on these 
credentials, the authentication and access control procedure 
preferably grants the manager access to all billing exception 
records relating to the repair agent. The ?eld representatives, 
hoWever, are preferably only granted access to those billing 
exception records that relate to their particular ?eld repair 
facility or category of appropriate repair. In this case, the 
manager may notify each ?eld representative When the 
billing exception records are available for their revieW. The 
?eld representatives then notify the manager When they have 
completed their revieW. Alternatively, the billing veri?cation 
system 100, 200 may generate the appropriate noti?cation 
messages. Once a ?eld representative has completed revieW 
of billing exceptions and prepared the appropriate responses, 
those billing exception records may become inaccessible to 
the ?eld representative, although the repair agent manager 
still may access them. At any time, the manager may revieW 
the status of pending billing exceptions according to various 
categories, such as completed responses, ?eld-completed 
responses, and in-process responses. For instance, the man 
ager may revieW an exception processing status report 
screen display 1400, an example of Which is shoWn in FIG. 
14, by clicking the “STATUS RPT” button on the exception 
record header screen display 1100 of FIG. 11. The display 
1400 includes a processing summary area 1402 that indi 
cates hoW many of the exceptions for each location (SPLC) 
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have been completed, hoW many have been ?eld-completed, 
and hoW many are currently in-process. The summary area 
1402 also includes information regarding the dollar amounts 
of the exceptions that have been alloWed, disalloWed, and 
partially alloWed. Preferably, the manager revieWs all billing 
exception responses before they are released to the railcar 
oWner, as described beloW. 

[0057] In step 910 of the method illustrated in FIG. 9, the 
repair agent submits the exception response by clicking 
either the “SUBMIT” button 1208 or the “SUBMIT/NEXT” 
button 1210 on the billing exception response screen display 
1200. The “SUBMIT/NEXT” button 1210 also causes the 
graphical user interface to display a billing exception 
response screen for the next billing exception to be 
revieWed. After the repair agent clicks on either of these tWo 
buttons, the billing veri?cation system 100, 200 generates a 
billing exception response record in the database 108 (step 
912 of the method illustrated in FIG. 9). It Will be under 
stood in the art that the billing exception response record 
may be an independent database record or it may be con 
tained Within the corresponding billing exception record. 

[0058] The next step 914 is to determine Whether the 
repair agent has revieWed all billing exception records. If 
not, the method returns to step 904, in Which the repair agent 
revieWs the next billing exception record in the same manner 
as described above. Once the repair agent has revieWed all 
of the billing exception records for a particular railcar oWner 
and time period, the repair agent completes the exception 
revieW process in step 916 by clicking the “COMPLETED” 
button on the exception header review screen display 1100 
of FIG. 11. The railcar oWner is then noti?ed of the billing 
exception responses in step 918. At this time, the billing 
exception response records become available for revieW by 
the railcar oWner. The railcar oWner accesses the billing 
exception response records via the “RAILROAD COM 
PLETED” hypertext link 504 on the railcar oWner menu 
screen display 500 shoWn in FIG. 5. 

[0059] Preferably, before the railcar oWner is noti?ed that 
the billing exception response records are available for 
revieW, the repair agent designates a control number, or 
credit billing authority number, to be associated With the bill 
and its corresponding billing exceptions. For instance, the 
repair agent may designate a control number in the control 
number ?eld 1104 of the billing exception header screen 
1100 shoWn in FIG. 11. The repair agent may update the 
control number by clicking the “UPDATE CBA” button 
1110. The railcar oWner then uses this control number to take 
a credit on its repair charge account With the repair agent or 
to counter-bill the repair agent in accordance With the credit 
billing authority procedures provided by the AAR Inter 
change Rules. For example, the billing veri?cation system 
100, 200 may generate a message that is sent to the railcar 
oWner’s accounts payable system 114 indicating that the 
appropriate credit may be deducted from the next bill paid 
to that repair agent. 

[0060] If necessary, the methods described above may 
include a number of revieW iterations by both the customer 
(i.e. railcar oWner) and the vendor (i.e. repair agent). For 
instance, if a vendor disapproves a customer’s billing excep 
tion, the customer may reply With further documentation 
supporting the exception. The vendor may then provide an 
additional response. This iterative process may continue 
until all disputed charges are resolved. 
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[0061] The invention has been described in detail With 
particular reference to preferred embodiments thereof and 
illustrative examples, but it Will be understood that varia 
tions and modi?cations can be effected Within the spirit and 
scope of the invention. 

1. A method of verifying charges billed to a customer by 
a vendor, comprising: 

loading a set of billing data associated With the charges 
into a billing veri?cation system that is accessible by 
both the customer and the vendor via a distributed 
computer netWork; 

facilitating customer revieW of the billing data via the 
billing veri?cation system to identify one or more 
billing exceptions associated With one or more disputed 
charges; 

generating a billing exception record in the billing veri 
?cation system for each of the billing exceptions; 

notifying the vendor of the availability of the billing 
exception records; 

facilitating vendor revieW of and response to the billing 
exception records via the billing veri?cation system; 

generating a billing exception response record for each of 
the vendor responses; and 

notifying the customer of the availability of the vendor 
response records. 

2. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 1, Wherein: 

the vendor provides the set of billing data in the form of 
an electronic data ?le; and 

the set of billing data is loaded into the billing veri?cation 
system from the electronic data ?le. 

3. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 1, Wherein: 

the vendor provides the set of billing data in the form of 
a hardcopy bill; and 

the set of billing data is loaded into the billing veri?cation 
system by an operator that manually enters the billing 
data from the hardcopy bill. 

4. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 1, Wherein the set of billing 
data represents one or more invoices from the vendor. 

5. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 5, Wherein the disputed 
charges consist of one or more line items selected from the 
vendor invoices. 

6. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 5, Wherein the disputed 
charges consist of all line items selected from one or more 
of the vendor invoices. 

7. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 1, Wherein each of the 
vendor responses corresponds to an action selected from the 
group consisting of: 

alloWing the billing exception; 

disalloWing the billing exception; and 

partially alloWing the billing exception. 
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8. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 7, Wherein the partial 
alloWance of the billing exception includes identifying a 
partially alloWed dollar value. 

9. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 1, further comprising: 

incorporating customer comments in the billing exception 
record. 

10. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 1, further comprising: 

attaching customer supporting electronic documentation 
to the billing exception record. 

11. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 1, further comprising: 

incorporating vendor comments in the billing exception 
response record. 

12. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 1, further comprising: 

attaching vendor supporting electronic documentation to 
the billing exception response record. 

13. A method of verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer by a vendor as in claim 1, further comprising: 

automatically generating a credit for an alloWed billing 
exception dollar value against a vendor account in a 
customer accounts payable system. 

14. A method of verifying repair facility charges billed to 
an equipment oWner by a repair agent, comprising: 

loading a set of repair billing data associated With the 
repair charges into a computer-based billing veri?ca 
tion system that is accessible to both the equipment 
oWner and the repair agent via a distributed computer 
netWork; 

facilitating equipment oWner revieW of the repair billing 
data via the billing veri?cation system to identify one 
or more billing exceptions associated With one or more 
disputed repair charges; 

generating a billing exception record in the billing veri 
?cation system for each of the billing exceptions; 

notifying the repair agent of the billing exceptions; 

facilitating repair agent revieW of and response to the 
billing exception records via the billing veri?cations 
system; 

generating a billing exception response record for one or 
more repair agent responses; and 

notifying the customer of the repair agent responses. 
15. A method of verifying repair charges billed to an 

equipment oWner by a repair agent as in claim 14, Wherein 
facilitating repair agent revieW further comprises facilitating 
revieW by a repair agent managing representative of all 
billing exception records. 

16. A method of verifying repair charges billed to an 
equipment oWner by a repair agent as in claim 14, Wherein 
facilitating repair agent revieW further comprises facilitating 
revieW by a repair agent ?eld representative of only those 
billing exception records that are associated With a ?eld 
repair facility for Which the ?eld representative is respon 
sible. 
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17. A method of verifying repair charges billed to an 
equipment oWner by a repair agent as in claim 14, Wherein 
the billing exception records are displayed in a format that 
complies With the Association of American Railroads Inter 
change Rules governing billing repair cards. 

18. A system for verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer, comprising: 

a billing veri?cation database; 

means for loading a set of billing data associated With the 
charges into the database; 

a customer graphical user interface in communication 
With the database and operable to facilitate customer 
revieW of the billing data to identify a plurality of 
billing exceptions associated With a plurality of dis 
puted charges and to generate a billing exception record 
in the database for each of the billing exceptions; 

a vendor graphical user interface in communication With 
the database and operable to facilitate vendor revieW of 
the billing exception records to generate a billing 
exception response record in the database for each of 
the revieWed billing exception records. 

19. A system for verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer as in claim 18, Wherein each billing exception 
response record is contained Within the corresponding bill 
ing exception record. 

20. A system for verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer as in claim 18, further comprising: 
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a server in communication With the billing veri?cation 
database, and operable to generate a plurality of custom 
Web pages; and Wherein 

the customer graphical user interface and the vendor 
graphical user interface each include at least one of 
the plurality of custom Web pages generated by the 
server. 

21. A system for verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer as in claim 20, Wherein the customer graphical 
user interface is displayed on a customer computer Work 
station that is in communication With the server via a 
distributed computer netWork. 

22. A system for verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer as in claim 20, Wherein the vendor graphical user 
interface is displayed on a vendor computer Workstation that 
is in communication With the server via a distributed com 
puter netWork. 

23. A system for verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer as in claim 18, further comprising: 

a mainframe accounting system operable to store the set 
of billing data; and Wherein 

the means for loading the set of billing data transfer the 
set of billing data from the mainframe accounting 
system to the billing veri?cation database. 

24. A system for verifying vendor charges billed to a 
customer as in claim 18, Wherein the server is in commu 
nication With a customer accounts payable system. 

* * * * * 


