






          STATE OF MISSOURI

        PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION

At a session of the Public Service Commission held at its office in Jefferson City on the 17th day of March, 2005.

In the Matter of the Application of Missouri Gas 
)

Energy, a Division of Southern Union Company,
)

for a Variance from 4 CSR 240-13.050(3), and
 
)
Case No. GE-2005-0247
MGE’s Tariffs, Pertaining to Permitted Hours for 
)

Discontinuance of Service




)

ORDER GRANTING VARIANCE
On January 27, 2005, Missouri Gas Energy, a Division of Southern Union Company, filed an application asking the Commission to grant it a variance from a Commission rule that limits the hours in which MGE may discontinue service to a customer.  Currently, Commission Rule 4 CSR 240-13.050(3) provides that a utility can disconnect service to a residential customer only between the hours of 8:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m.  MGE asks that it be allowed to extend the hours in which residential service may be disconnected to 7:00 a.m., but no earlier than sunrise.  MGE also asks that it be allowed to disconnect services until 7:00 p.m., but no later than sunset, under limited circumstances when the company has difficulty getting access to the premises to discontinue service.     

MGE explains that in Case No. GO-2002-137, the Commission granted MGE an experimental variance that allowed it to extend the hours for discontinuance to the hours between sunrise and sunset, but no earlier than 7:00 a.m., and no later than 7:00 p.m. from April 1, 2002 through October 31, 2002.  The Commission also ordered MGE to collect certain information about the effects of the variance and to provide Staff and Public Counsel with an overall assessment of the effectiveness of the variance.  That assessment was submitted on December 12, 2002, and a copy is attached to MGE’s petition.  

MGE’s assessment concluded that the early morning extension of discontinuance hours was effective in increasing the number and percentage of collections while avoiding service interruptions by decreasing disconnection percentages, resulting in fewer service interruptions for customers.  The early morning hours allowed MGE to find more customers at home and resulted in more customers making arrangements to pay their bill and thereby avoiding disconnection.  The assessment also concluded that extending the discontinuance hours from 4:00 to 7:00 was not effective in that it did not increase the number of customers found at home and as a result did not increase the number of successful collections. 

MGE’s application for variance asks that the early morning extension of discontinuance hours be made permanent.  It also asks that the late afternoon – early evening extension be allowed, but only in limited circumstances where the company is having difficulty in obtaining necessary access to the premises to make the disconnection. If the variance is granted, MGE will amend its tariff to include the waiver language.    

The Commission’s Staff filed a recommendation regarding MGE’s application on February 28.  Staff explains that the waiver that MGE seeks is similar to the variance that the Commission granted in GO-2002-137, which Staff supported at that time.  Staff agrees that allowing MGE personnel to begin collection and discontinuance attempts at an earlier hour increases the likelihood of making actual contact with the customer and thereby facilitates collections sufficient to avoid discontinuance of service.  Staff also represents that the early hour discontinuance and collection efforts have not resulted in consumer complaints.  Staff recommends that the Commission grant MGE’s request for variance.  
Although the Public Counsel is a party to this case, it has not filed a recommendation, nor has it responded to Staff’s recommendation for approval of the requested variance. 

Commission rule 4 CSR 240-13.065 provides that the Commission may grant a variance from all or part of its Chapter 13 rules “for good cause shown.”  Based on the information contained in MGE’s Application for Variance and upon the recommendations of its Staff, the Commission determines that the Application for Variance should be granted.    

IT IS THEREFORE ORDERED:
1. That Missouri Gas Energy’s Application for Variance is granted.

2. That Missouri Gas Energy shall amend its tariff to include the following language:
Pursuant to the Commission’s Order in Case No. GE-2005-0247, the Company has been granted a variance from the requirements of 4 CSR 240-13.050(3) and this section relating to the hours service may be discontinued.  The variance authorizes the Company to extend the hours service to a residential customer may be discontinued to those hours beginning at sunrise, but no earlier than 7:00 a.m. and continuing until 4:00 p.m.
The variance also authorizes the Company to extend the hours service to a residential customer may be discontinued until sunset, but no later than 7:00 p.m., but only in circumstances when the Company has difficulty getting the access to the premises that is necessary to discontinue service (including but not limited to, locked meter locations, animals obstructing access to the meter location and other obstructions to the meter locations).

The Company shall have sufficient personnel to reconnect service discontinued under this variance upon payment of delinquent accounts for a period of three hours following the last discontinuance made under this variance on the day that customer’s service was discontinued. 

3. That this order shall become effective on March 27, 2005.
BY THE COMMISSION

Dale Hardy Roberts

Secretary/Chief Regulatory Law Judge

( S E A L )
Davis, Ch., Murray, Clayton and Appling, CC., concur 
Gaw, C., dissents

Woodruff, Senior Regulatory Law Judge
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