BEFORE THE PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION

OF THE STATE OF MISSOURI

In the Matter of the Tariff Filing of Laclede

)

Gas Company to Implement an Experimental
) 

Low Income Assistance Program Called

)
Case No. GT-2003-0117
 

Catch-Up-Keep-Up




)
Tariff No. JG-2003-0396

PUBLIC COUNSEL’S RESPONSE TO

LACLEDE’S MOTION FOR RECONSIDERATION

Comes Now the Office of the Public Counsel (“Public Counsel”) and for its Response to Laclede Gas Company’s (“Laclede”) Motion for Reconsideration states as follows:

1.
On January 23, 2003, Laclede filed its Motion for Reconsideration of January 16, 2003 Report and Order Based on a Reduced Funding Level, Motion for Expedited Treatment, or, Alternatively, Application for Rehearing (“Motion for Reconsideration”) in the above-referenced proceeding.  The Commission should deny Laclede’s request.

2.
Laclede’s Motion for Reconsideration fails to raise any new issues that were not already addressed by the Commission’s January 16, 2003 Report and Order. Laclede’s Motion for Reconsideration also fails to present any new information that persuades Public Counsel that implementation of the Catch-Up/Keep-Up Program (“CUKU”) as proposed in Laclede’s Motion for Reconsideration is consistent with the public interest and lawful.

3.
In its Motion for Reconsideration Laclede offers to fund the CUKU program at “the approximately $3 million funding level that was suggested as an alternative by the Office of the Public Counsel to the $6 million funding level originally proposed by the Company.” (Motion for Reconsideration, p. 1). What Laclede fails to point out is that Public Counsel offered this alternative only if the Commission determined that Laclede’s CUKU program overcame the significant public policy and legal flaws pointed out by Public Counsel and the Staff in testimony and briefs.

4.
Laclede’s “offer” to accept Public Counsel’s $3 million funding level does nothing to address Public Counsel’s belief that the CUKU program: (1) establishes a revolving door of delinquency rather than addressing the real need of low-income customers for affordable rates, (2) requires mandatory contributions from the general body of ratepayers without the ratepayers receiving any share of the uncollectible or billing cost savings that would likely result from the CUKU program, (3) proposes a funding method that is contrary to law and (4) should be proposed and considered during a general rate case proceeding.

5.
Moreover, Laclede’s “offer” comes too late in the process and is made to the wrong entity.  Laclede attempts to bargain directly with the Commission after its Report and Order has been issued.  Such a misuse of the regulatory process should not be condoned by this Commission.

6.
Public Counsel supports properly designed programs that assist low-income customers with paying their bills and developing regular bill paying habits.  Public Counsel believes that the collaborative process identified in the Commission’s Report and Order is an appropriate avenue to facilitate meaningful and open negotiations toward achieving a properly designed low-income program.  Public Counsel is prepared to begin working with Laclede, Staff and other interested parties to try and reach consensus on the details of a properly designed low-income program that all parties can support in Laclede’s next general rate case proceeding.

WHEREFORE, Public Counsel recommends that the Commission deny Laclede’s Motion for Reconsideration or Rehearing.
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