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As a member of the Public Service Commission’s Cold Weather Rule Task Force, I appreciate the opportunity to participate in this forum to review and make recommendations for changes to the Cold Weather Rule. There were many areas where we were able to reach consensus, and I fully support the proposed amendments to the rule as submitted by the task force.

There where some issues, that I deem most important to providing protection to vulnerable populations, that we were not able to reach consensus. I submit the following recommendations for those sections where consensus was not reached:

Section (4/5)Weather Provisions:

1. I recommend that the temperature be raised to 35 degrees. This would provide protection from cut off approximately 78% of the coldest days of the winter.

2. I further recommend a complete moratorium from cut-off during the cold weather rule period from November 1 through March 31, for customers who are registered elderly or disabled and who’s incomes are below 150% of the federal poverty index. Utility companies may require documentation be sent by the customer along with the elderly registration form, or may elect to include a self declaration of income statement on their elderly registration forms. 

Section 10/8 c. Payment Arrangements:

1. For a low-income customer who has defaulted on a previous cold weather rule payment agreement, the initial payment required for reconnection shall be 50% of the total bill, with a maximum payment required of $600.

Section (3) Notice requirements:
2. Add an additional notice requirement: Notify all customers who have been disconnected for non-payment during the period of April 1 through October 30, of the provisions of the cold weather rule. This communication should be sent by mail, to the last known customer address, during the month of October each year.
Section (12/10) Utility Company Recovery:
The utility companies should be allowed reasonable recovery of any increased cost associated with this cold weather rule. Any estimated rates must be   reviewed by, and agreed to in advance by the PSC.  An annual review, of those rates should be done by the PSC staff, and refund of any overcharges by the utility should be required. 

Comments in support of my recommendations 

The basis for my recommendations can be found in a recent study by Roger D. Colton for the National Low-Income Energy Consortium published in May 2004. 

“Unaffordable home energy is a fact of life for more than a quarter of a million Missouri households. They face a daily struggle to cope with energy poverty—an excessive energy cost burden that frequently affects their health and well-being.”

That report found these startling facts:

· Households with incomes below 50% of the federal poverty level pay a staggering 38% or more of their annual incomes simply for their home energy bills.

· Forty-six percent of the households surveyed went without food in order to pay their home energy bills.

· Forty-five percent failed to take medicines, as prescribed by their doctors, in order to pay their home energy bills.

· 39% of households reported using inappropriate appliances for space heating after being disconnected

· To cope with unaffordable energy bills, households took actions considered to be detrimental to children's educational achievement: frequently uprooting their children and not making needed purchases of school materials.  Seventy percent of the highly transient households were families with children.

A copy of the executive summary of this study, Paid But Unaffordable: The Consequences of Energy Poverty in Missouri -- and Elsewhere is included as an Attachment to these comments.

While 13 of the 50 states have a temperature-based seasonal termination protection policy, a majority of the states have provisions to identifying “protected classes” of customers who are low-income elderly, disabled are families with children. Those families are usually receiving income from an easily verifiable source such as TANF, SSI, SSA, unemployment compensation, LIHEAP, Weatherization, or other types of fixed income

Although the utility companies will argue that it is not their responsibility to document income or determine eligibility, according to Mr. John Nall, Manager of Low Income Energy Efficiency Programs for Southern California Edison, it is disingenuous to say that setting up a protected class system is too difficult or costly to implement.  There are enough models throughout the country of utility companies who identify and enroll customers for income-based rate systems or set up a protected-class system that Missouri would not have to "reinvent the wheel."  For instance, he says, Southern California Edison's CARE program, which offers up to a 20% discount on energy costs to eligible customers, is based on the customer meeting the guidelines of being 175% of FPG.  The utility has an extensive outreach programs to find as many eligible customers as possible, utilizing mass media, targeted (ethnic) media, CEO participation and grass-roots outreach events at schools, churches and places of employment. 

 Verification can be as simple and non-threatening as possible, with a single form that is self-certified by the client, or by verbal self-declaration of eligibility. According to Mr. Nall, verifying employment, income and even household size is a costly undertaking, and Southern California Edison feels that, with a random eligibility verification of 1% per year, they have proven that fraud is at a minimum thus saving the cost of verifying each household.  Similar programs with different overview methods be found at Southern California Gas (SoCalGas), San Diego Gas & Electric (SDGE), and Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E), to name just a few in his geographic area, as well as other states throughout the country.

I urge you to adopt the recommendations I have made above

