                         

    
                                       STATE OF MISSOURI

PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION

At a Session of the Public Service Commission held at its office in Jefferson City on the 25th day of July, 2002.

In the Matter of Laclede Gas Company’s

)

Application for Variance from the 


)

Provisions of Certain Commission Rules

)

Case No. GE-2002-1159
to Offer Electronic Billing



)

Tariff No.  200201125

ORDER GRANTING APPLICATION FOR VARIANCE AND

APPROVING TARIFF

Syllabus:


This order grants Laclede Gas Company’s application for a variance to Commission Rules 4 CSR 240-13.015(1)(A), 13.015(1)(R), 13.050(5) and 13.055(3).  These rules require Laclede to bill its customers in writing, either through the mail or by hand delivery, and to provide written notice of disconnection.  Laclede proposes to provide its customers with the option of receiving bills electronically, through the Internet.  Customers who choose electronic billing will initially be notified of disconnection through the Internet. 

Discussion:


On June 26, 2002, Laclede Gas Company filed an Application for Variance, requesting approval for a variance from certain Commission rules.  Laclede seeks a variance in order to be able to promote a program by which it can electronically (over the Internet) bill and receive payment from customers.  With its application, Laclede also filed a tariff (tariff file No. 200201125), delineating its electronic billing program.  The tariff has an effective date of July 27, 2002.  


Laclede requests a variance from Commission Rules 4 CSR 240-13.015(1)(A), 13.015(1)(R), 13.050(5) and 13.055(3).  Rule 13.015(1)(A) defines a “bill” as a “written demand for payment for service . . . .”  Rule 13.015(1)(R) defines “rendition of a bill” as “mailing or hand delivery of a bill . . . .”  Rule 13.050(5) describes the process a utility company must go through in order to discontinue residential service.  Generally, this rule requires written or hand-delivery notice prior to disconnection.  Rule 13.055(3) requires written notice and other steps a utility company must take prior to disconnection, during the period of November 1 through March 31 (the cold weather rule).


Laclede seeks to include in the definition of a “bill,” electronic demand for payment.  Similarly, it proposes to include in the definition of “rendition of a bill,” delivery through the Internet.  Pursuant to Commission Rule 4 CSR 240-13.065, applicants for a variance must give reasons for the proposed variance and show good cause.  Laclede asserts that there is good cause for offering customers an option of conducting business through the Internet in that it would increase customers’ options for billing and payment, would reduce cost to the company, and is convenient and reliable.  Laclede asserts that savings resulting from electronic billing would be passed on to all of its customers.  Also, in support of its application, Laclede points out that under Commission Rules 4 CSR 240-33.020(4) and (21), applicable to telecommunications companies, a “bill” is defined as written or electronic.  Rendition of a bill is defined as the date it is “mailed, posted electronically or otherwise sent to a customer.”  Laclede asserts that customers should have the same options with respect to gas service.  With respect to disconnection notices, Laclede further states that the first notice of disconnection would be delivered electronically, with the bill that follows the unpaid bill.  Subsequent notices of discontinuance of service would be communicated according to Commission rules.  Specifically, the second notice would be sent though the mail; the third, through reasonable efforts to personally contact the customer. 


On July 17, 2002, Staff of the Missouri Public Service Commission filed a recommendation, asserting that Laclede has shown good cause for a variance and suggests that the Commission approve Laclede’s application and tariff.  In an attached memorandum, Staff notes that the changes to Laclede’s tariff (implementing electronic billing, payment and notice procedures) “would provide increased customer choice for billing and payment, cost savings, convenience, and reliability.”


On July 23, 2002, the Commission issued an Order Directing Filing, ordering Laclede to indicate (by filing) whether and how customers, upon enrolling in the program, will be made aware that the initial disconnection notice will be sent electronically.  Laclede responded on July 24, 2002.  In its response, Laclede notes that its current computer enrollment form does not explicitly advise customers that initial disconnection notices will be sent electronically.  However, Laclede affirms that it will modify the text on the computer enrollment form to specifically inform customers that disconnection notices will be sent electronically.


Upon review of Laclede’s application and response to the Commission’s concerns, the Commission rules and Staff’s recommendation, the Commission finds that Laclede has shown good cause in its request for a variance.  With electronic billing, payment and notice, customer choices are increased, the company cuts its expenses and convenience is better afforded. 


IT IS THEREFORE ORDERED:

1. That Laclede Gas Company’s request for a variance is granted.

2. That the following tariff sheets, effective July 27, 2002, are approved:

P.S.C. MO. No 5 Consolidated










Third Revised Sheet No. R-3, Cancelling Second Revised Sheet No. R-3

First Revised Sheet No. R-3-a, Cancelling Original Sheet No. R-3-a



First Revised Sheet No. R-3-b, Cancelling Original Sheet No. R-3-b



First Revised Sheet No. R-6-b, Cancelling Original Sheet No. R-6-b



First Revised Sheet No. R-6-c, Cancelling Original Sheet No. R-6-c



First Revised Sheet No. R-12-b, Cancelling Original Sheet No. R-12-b



First Revised Sheet No. R-26, Cancelling Original Sheet No. R-26



First Revised Sheet No. R-32, Cancelling Original Sheet No. R-32

3. That Laclede Gas Company shall specifically inform customers enrolling in 

the electronic billing program that initial notices of disconnection will be sent electronically.  

4. That this order shall become effective on August 4, 2002.

5. That this case may be closed on August 5, 2002.

BY THE COMMISSION

Dale Hardy Roberts

Secretary/Chief Regulatory Law Judge

( S E A L )

Simmons, Ch., Murray, Lumpe, Gaw and Forbis, CC., concur

Jones, Regulatory Law Judge
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