
BEFORE THE PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION


OF THE STATE OF MISSOURI
In the Matter of a Commission Inquiry into
)

Affordable Heating Energy for Customers of
)
Case No. GW-2004-0452               

Regulated Missouri Utilities and Possible
)

Changes to the Cold Weather Rule.

)

ORDER ESTABLISHING CASE AND CREATING TASK FORCE
Since 2000, the wholesale price of natural gas has more than doubled, from less than $2.50 per thousand cubic feet (Mcf) to more than $5.00 per Mcf.  High natural gas prices and recent cold weather have contributed to customer heating bills that may be 20% to 25% higher during the winter of 2003/2004 than the winter of 2002/2003.  

The impact of high natural gas prices coupled with cold winter weather has had a harsh impact on Missouri utility customers.  The Missouri Department of Social Services notes a dramatic increase in the number of consumers who have, for the first time, applied for Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program grants.  

The Missouri Public Service Commission first established the Cold Weather Rule in 1977.  Since its inception, the rule has helped more than 2 million needy Missourians maintain heat-related service during the winter.  

The Commission, through rulemaking proceedings, modified the Cold Weather Rule
 in 1984.  The revisions to the rule in 1984 included new reconnection provisions, additional notice requirements to customers before discontinuance of service and allowed more customers to register for special notice requirements if they are elderly or handicapped.  In 1993, the Commission again modified the rule expanding the time the rule is in effect, adopting a temperature moratorium and implementing additional notification procedures.  

In an effort to assist those customers who were disconnected from their natural gas service due to non-payment or who faced disconnection for non-payment due to natural gas price spikes in the winter of 2000-2001, the Commission approved an emergency amendment to the Cold Weather Rule that took effect on November 18, 2001.  That emergency amendment expired when the Cold Weather Rule period ended on March 31, 2002.

The Commission has also thoroughly examined and modified the reporting requirements of the utility companies that are required to comply with the Cold Weather Rule.  These reporting requirements are designed to provide the Commission with the necessary information to closely monitor the rule’s effect.

While the Commission continues to closely monitor the Cold Weather Rule and its effect on Missouri consumers, the Commission has not substantially changed the provisions of the rule, on a permanent basis, since 1993.  Given these facts, the Commission believes it is imperative that the rule be closely examined again to determine if it continues to adequately address consumer needs.

Given these current circumstances, the Missouri Public Service Commission will open an investigatory case to examine possible programs for improving long term energy affordability for those in need of assistance, and to propose any immediate amendments to the Commission’s current Cold Weather Rule that may provide short term help.  The Commission will establish a task force to accomplish the objectives of this investigation.

The task force is to explore measures and programs that could have a long-term impact on the affordability of heat related bills, such as energy efficient appliances and weatherization in homes that currently are not energy efficient.  This inquiry should include an evaluation of possible funding sources and mechanisms that can be used effectively by those struggling with energy bills.  The task force will report its findings, and any recommendations on this subject no later than March 31, 2005.

The task force will also consider possible changes to the Cold Weather Rule, and submit any proposed changes to the Commission for possible implementation in the 2004-05 heating season.  Any such amendments must be submitted to the Commission by April 14, 2004.  The task force may also explore additional topics of concern regarding low-income customers.

The task force will be co-chaired by Warren Wood, Manager of the PSC Energy Department and Gay Fred, Manager of the PSC Consumer Services Department.  The Commission will assign to this task force one representative from the Office of the Public Counsel; one low-income advocate representative and one utility representative from the Committee to Keep Missourian’s Warm; one representative from the Department of Natural Resources; two representatives from heat related utility companies in Missouri; and four representatives from the Missouri Legislature.  The Commission encourages the task force to seek further input from affected utility consumers.

IT IS THEREFORE ORDERED:

1) That case number GW-2004-0452 shall be docketed for the purpose of documenting and coordinating the progression of this investigation.

2) That this case shall be docketed as a W, or working, case and thus is not a contested case under chapter 536 of the Missouri Administrative Procedures Act or under the provisions of 4 CSR 240-2.  The requirement to be represented by legal counsel does not apply to participants in this case nor does the prohibition against ex parte communications apply in this case.

3) That any person or organization wishing to receive notice of hearings and other developments in this matter shall so indicate by submitting a request to the Commission on the form attached to this order.

4) That this order shall be effective on March 3, 2004.

BY THE COMMISSION

Dale Hardy Roberts

Secretary/Chief Regulatory Law Judge

( S E A L )

Dale Hardy Roberts, Chief Regulatory 

Law Judge, by delegation of authority 

pursuant to Section 386.240, RSMo 2000.  

Dated at Jefferson City, Missouri,

on this 3rd day of March, 2004.

�    4 CSR 240-13.055
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