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STAFF REPORT AND RECOMMENDATION

TO:

Missouri Public Service Commission Official Case File



Case No. GC-2005-0078, Brant vs. Union Electric Company 

d/b/a AmerenUE

FROM:
James A. Gray, Energy Department - Tariff/Rate Design

DATE:

January 24, 2005

On September 30, 2004, Mr. Roy W. Brant (Mr. Brant or Complainant) of Cape Girardeau, Missouri, filed a COMPLAINT (Complaint) with the Missouri Public Service Commission (Commission) against Union Electric Company d/b/a AmerenUE (AmerenUE or Company).  On November 5, 2004, AmerenUE filed its ANSWER AND MOTION TO DISMISS (Answer).  On December 8, 2004, the Commission issued its ORDER DIRECTING FILING STAFF INVESTIGATION AND REPORT, giving the Commission's Energy Department - Tariffs/Rate Design Staff (Staff) until January 10, 2005, to file its report.  On January 7, 2005, the Commission issued its ORDER EXTENDING DEADLINE FOR STAFF REPORT, giving Staff until January 24, 2005, to file its report.

The Complainant is disputing AmerenUE’s $719.79 billing adjustment for an inoperative gas meter from December 15, 2003, to July 20, 2004.  At issue is whether AmerenUE followed its tariff in calculating the billing adjustment for an undercharge.

In July of 2003, the Brant residence enrolled in AmerenUE’s Budget Billing Plan.  On June 3, 2004, Mrs. Brant was told that the Budget Billing Plan was “ahead.”  On June 7, 2004, Mrs. Brant requested that Budget Billing be stopped, and on June 11, 2004, Mrs. Brant requested that AmerenUE mail a $709.08 credit.  

On July 16, 2004, AmerenUE’s billing system initiated a “stopped meter investigation” because Complainant’s gas meter had registered seven (7) consecutive months of zero (0) usage.  As a result of the “stopped meter investigation,” AmerenUE replaced Complainant’s defective gas meter on July 20, 2004.  AmerenUE calculated a billing adjustment of $719.79 for an undercharge based on estimated gas usage when Complainant’s meter was inoperative, from December 15, 2003, through July 20, 2004. 

In the Complaint, Mr. Brant states:  “Made contact with AmerenUE as to why this went undetected for 8 months and why it was my responsibility to cover UE’s billing dept. negligence in not noticing the failure of said meter to register usage.”   Because Complainant was on a Budget Billing Plan, Complainant’s monthly bills, when the gas meter was inoperative, showed the same dollar amount due along with zero (0) gas usage.  Mr. Brant does not claim that he did not use gas during the time period that the meter was not recording.      

In investigating this complaint, AmerenUE supplied Staff with the spreadsheets used to estimate the usage, the customers’ meter reading history, billing and payment history, and copies of correspondence and telephone logs between Complainant and AmerenUE.  Additionally, Staff examined AmerenUE tariffs:  VII. Measurement of Service, G. Billing Adjustments, 1. Residential, b. In the event of an undercharge, … (tariff sheet no. 54) and, VIII. Billing Practices, C. Estimated Bills for Full Billing Periods” (tariff sheet nos. 56 & 57). 

On January 3, 2005, Staff called Mr. Brant to clarify the fundamental facts in Mr. Brant’s Complaint.  Mr. Brant stated that AmerenUE made a billing mistake and that he should not have to pay for that mistake. Mr. Brant had other concerns that did not enter into the calculation of AmerenUE’s billing adjustment or liability for the billing adjustment.    

To check the reasonableness of AmerenUE’s procedures, Staff looked at the weather at the Cape Girardeau FAA Airport, from December 15, 2003, through August 15, 2004, approximately when Complainant’s meter was not working, and the year prior - December 15, 2002 through August 15, 2003.  Staff used heating degree days, a standard measure, for estimating the amount of gas required for heating the inhabited space during colder weather. Heating degrees days measure the extent of departure below a standard mean daily temperature of 65°F.  The mean daily temperature is the average of a day’s low and high temperature.  In other words, heating degree days are the difference between 65°F and a mean daily temperature below 65°F.  On days warmer than a mean daily temperature of 65°F, the heating degree day is zero.  For example, if a day has a mean daily temperature of twenty degrees (20°F), then the day would have 45 heating degree days (65 - 20 = 45).   Using this weather measure, Staff was able to quantify the difference in colder weather between the two years.  Based on the weather at the Cape Girardeau FAA Airport, the weather, during the meter failure, was seven (7) percent warmer than the prior year.  While the weather was seven (7) percent warmer, AmerenUE’s billing adjustment results in a twenty-one (21) percent lower estimated usage than the previous year. Staff verified that the proper gas rates were applied to the estimated usages to arrive at the $719.79 billing adjustment.  Considering only the weather, AmerenUE’s $719.79 billing adjustment seems to be a conservatively low estimate.  

The June 11, 2004, Budget Billing Plan credit (refund) of $709.08 closely matches the August 19, 2004, $719.79 billing adjustment for an undercharge.  The two comparable amounts demonstrate that if Complainant had stayed on the Budget Billing Plan that there would have been a minimal billing adjustment to correct for the undercharge due to the inoperative meter.

Mr. Brant did not experience an interruption of gas service during the time the meter was not registering volumes.  When receiving monthly bills from AmerenUE, Complainant had an opportunity to notice the zero (0) usage on the monthly bills.  

Malfunctioning meters are unusual, but not rare.  These events happen with enough frequency to have well-established procedures to estimate usage for inoperative meters.  Staff reviewed AmerenUE’s calculation of the estimated bill for an undercharge.  The formulas in the tariff used by AmerenUE to estimate bills are consistent with standards in the natural gas industry and Commission rules.  While these principles may not be familiar to the average customer, the procedures are designed to assure that customers pay a reasonable amount for the gas they use, even though their meter may not have been operating properly.  AmerenUE’s procedures do comply with their Commission approved tariffs.  

Therefore, Staff recommends the Commission issue an Order dismissing the complaint. 

Staff has verified that this company has filed its annual report and is not delinquent on any assessment.  Staff is not aware of any other matter before the Commission that affects or is affected by this filing; however, the following Cases are pending before the Commission:
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