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STAFF REPORT AND RECOMMENDATION

TO:

Missouri Public Service Commission Official Case File



Case No. GC-2004-0259, Haynes vs. Laclede Gas Company

FROM:
James A. Gray, Energy Department - Tariff/Rate Design



Nila Hagemeyer, Engineering and Management Services Department

DATE:

April 2, 2004

On December 17, 2003, Ms. Vanessa L. Haynes (Ms. Culley or Complainant) filed a Complaint with the Missouri Public Service Commission (Commission) against Laclede Gas Company (Laclede or Company).  The Complaint was docketed as Case No. GC-2004-0259.  On January 20, 2004, Laclede filed LACLEDE GAS COMPANY’S ANSWER TO COMPLAINT.  On January 21, 2004, the Commission issued its ORDER DIRECTING STAFF TO INVESTIGATE AND REPORT.  Due to ongoing negotiations between Ms. Culley and Laclede, on March 19, 2004, the Commission’s Staff (Staff) filed its MOTION FOR EXTENSION OF TIME TO FILE STAFF’S INVESTIGATION.  On March 22, 2004, the Commission issued its ORDER GRANTING MOTION FOR EXTENSION OF TIME TO FILE STAFF’S INVESTIGATION, giving Staff until April 2, 2004, to file its report.

The Complainant is disputing undercharges that were later billed by Laclede, and asserts that Laclede is “required by law to do actual meter readings at least every 12 months.”  Also, Complainant is seeking a $178 credit for the Low Income Heating Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) grant received by Laclede on behalf of the Complainant and returned to LIHEAP, due to Laclede’s mistaken belief that Complainant was not heating with gas.  

The Energy Department Staff and Engineering and Management Services Staff (Staff) reviewed the complaint filed by the Complainant and the documentation provided by the Commission’s Consumers Service Staff (CSS) and Laclede.  In addition, the Staff reviewed all correspondence between the Complainant, Laclede, the CSS, and the applicable tariff sheets currently on file with the Commission for Laclede.  At the Complainant’s request, the Staff also contacted the Complainant’s mother.

Staff believes this Complaint concerns whether the Complainant is responsible for the underestimated natural gas bills, whether Laclede is negligent in estimating bills for an extended time, and whether Laclede should not have returned the $178 LIHEAP payment.    

Commission Rule 4 CSR 240-13.020(2)(A) states that “...each billing statement rendered by a utility shall be computed on actual usage during the billing period except …(3) when the utility is unable to obtain access to the customers’ premises for the purpose of reading the meter or when the customer makes reading the meter unnecessarily difficult….”  Laclede has furnished evidence indicating that Laclede tried numerous times to gain access to the residence to read the meter.  On October 12, 2002, Laclede did get an actual meter reading, but Laclede chose not to believe the actual meter reading, and Laclede chose to estimate the bill.  It would seem that Laclede should have attempted a more thorough review of the Complainant’s meter usage patterns.  However, the customer is still liable for any gas consumed at the residence.  Complainant noted that her bill was higher than her mother’s residence and another nearby residence.  Staff prepared two graphs showing natural gas usage in hundreds of cubic feet (Ccf) and billed amounts comparing the three residences.  The graphs point out that Ms. Culley’s higher usage occurred in the colder, winter months, not during the summer months when there were no space heating requirements.  

Laclede returned the $178 LIHEAP payment on the belief that the Complainant did not have gas heat.  There is no evidence that Laclede was informed that a furnace had been installed in the residence.  However, the LIHEAP payment should have raised more of a concern.  

Staff recommends the Commission issue an Order to:

1. Require Laclede to install an outside meter reading device at the residence to prevent future billing problems at that residence and waive the $50 installation fee.  

2. Require Laclede to send a high bill investigator to the residence during the next winter season to attempt to ascertain the cause of the high bills.

3. Require Laclede to conduct a meter check.

4. According to Commission Rule 4 CSR 240-13.025(B), require the customer to pay the unpaid amounts for the twelve (12) months, calculated from June 11, 2003, the date of discovery of the undercharge.  Staff recommends customer be allowed to pay the amount owed over a period of eighteen (18) months without interest or late charges, as long as each payment is not in arrears.    
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