

          STATE OF MISSOURI

     PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION


At a session of the Public Service Commission held at its office in Jefferson City on the 10th day of February, 2004.

In the Matter of Tariff Revisions of Missouri

)

Gas Energy, a Division of Southern Union

)
Case No. GR-2001-292
Company, Designed to Increase Rates for Natural
)

Gas Service to Customers in the Missouri Service
)

Area of the Company




)

ORDER EXTENDING AN EXPERIMENTAL LOW-INCOME RATE AND AUTHORIZING DISBURSEMENT OF FUNDS


On January 9, 2004, Missouri Gas Energy filed a motion seeking clarification regarding its experimental low-income rate.  MGE’s motion explained that the experimental low-income rate was authorized when the Commission approved a revised stipulation and agreement resolving the company’s last general rate case.   MGE indicated that there is some ambiguity in the stipulation and agreement regarding exactly when the low-income rate will expire.  The motion asked the Commission to clarify that the low-income rate is to remain operational until at least April 1, 2004, and no later than the effective date of the Commission’s order in MGE’s ongoing general rate case, Case No. GR-2004-0209.  

On January 13, the Commission ordered its Staff to file a recommendation by January 21, and directed that any other party wishing to respond to MGE’s motion do so by January 21.  Staff filed its recommendation on January 20 and the Office of the Public Counsel filed a response on January 21.  No other party filed a response. 

The experimental low-income rate – referred to by the acronym ELIR – about which MGE seeks clarification, went into effect on November 1, 2001, when the Commission approved MGE’s implementing tariffs.  The ELIR was funded by a rate element of $0.08 per month on residential customer bills, commencing on August 6, 2001.  The stipulation and agreement provided that the rate element would remain in place for two years.  As a result, it terminated on August 6, 2003.  MGE does not ask that the rate element be extended.

The stipulation and agreement also provided that the ELIR would remain in effect for two years.  The ELIR became operational in 2002 and the first customers began taking service under the ELIR in January 2002, with more ELIR customers being added in February, March, and April 2002.  MGE indicates that with ELIR customers having entered into the experimental program at different times, it is not clear when the two years expire and the program should end.    

MGE indicates that the 8-cent per month rate element has generated more than enough income to extend the ELIR for a few more months.  In fact, MGE indicates that it has approximately $568,000 of ELIR funding remaining.  MGE recommends that the ELIR not be discontinued during the remainder of the winter heating season.  That would mean that the ELIR would continue at least through April 1.  MGE also suggests that the ELIR be allowed to remain in effect until the Commission issues its final order in MGE’s current rate case, GR-2004-0209.  The operation of law date for that case is October 2, 2004.  Extending the ELIR until the effective date of the new rate order will allow the Commission to review the effectiveness of the experimental rate and possibly extend it without disrupting the program.

The stipulation and agreement that authorized the ELIR also provided that any money generated by the 8-cent per month rate element that was not used to fund the ELIR would be contributed to the Mid America Assistance Coalition – MAAC – to assist customers in MGE’s service territory who have difficulty paying their gas bills.  Since there is excess money generated by the rate element, and not all of that excess is needed to fund the extension of the ELIR, MGE requested that it be authorized to immediately disburse $250,000 of the excess funds to MAAC.

Both Staff and Public Counsel replied to MGE’s motion.  Staff recommended that operation of the ELIR be extended until the effective date of the Commission’s report and order in MGE’s current rate case.  Staff also agreed that MGE should be authorized to distribute $250,000 to MAAC for low-income energy assistance.  Staff asked the Commission to require MGE to submit for Commission approval a contract with MAAC to prescribe the manner of distributing those funds, as well as to cover funding of MAAC’s work in the process.  Public Counsel’s reply indicated that it does not oppose MGE’s motion.

On January 28, acting in response to Staff’s recommendation, MGE submitted a proposed contract with MAAC.   Staff and Public Counsel respond to the proposed contract on February 3, indicating that they generally approved of the contract but requested that changes be made to three paragraphs.  MGE responded to Staff and Public Counsel’s suggested revisions on February 6, indicating that it has discussed the changes with  MAAC and that they are willing to revise the contract as requested, with some further modifications that Staff and Public Counsel indicate are acceptable.  MGE states that when the Commission approves the proposed modification, it and MAAC will execute the revised contract and file it with the Commission.

The Commission finds that MGE’s proposal for extension of the ELIR is reasonable and will benefit MGE’s low-income customers by allowing an assistance program to remain in effect through the remainder of the winter heating season.  The Commission will extend the ELIR to the effective date of the Commission’s report and order in Case No. GR-2004-0209.  The Commission further finds that the contract between MGE and MAAC, as modified in accord with MGE’s Reply to Proposed Contract Modifications filed on February 6, is acceptable.   


IT IS THEREFORE ORDERED:

1.
That the experimental low-income rate – ELIR – established in Case No. GR-2001-292 shall remain in effect until the effective date of the Commission’s report and order in Missouri Gas Energy’s current general rate case, GR-2004-0209.  


2.
That Missouri Gas Energy is authorized to disburse $250,000 in ELIR funds to the Mid America Assistance Coalition – MAAC – for the specific purpose of assisting customers in Missouri Gas Energy’s service territory who have difficulty in paying their gas bills.  

3.
That Missouri Gas Energy’s contract with Mid America Assistance Coalition to prescribe the manner of distributing ELIR funds and to cover funding of MAAC’s work in the process, is approved, as modified as proposed by Missouri Gas Energy in its Reply to Proposed Contract Modifications filed February 6, 2004.

4.
That after the modified contract between Missouri Gas Energy and Mid America Assistance Coalition is signed, Missouri Gas Energy shall submit a copy of the executed contract to the Commission’s Staff and to the Office of the Public Counsel.  The executed contract does not need to be filed in this case.

5.
That this order shall become effective on February 20, 2004. 

BY THE COMMISSION

Dale Hardy Roberts

Secretary/Chief Regulatory Law Judge

(S E A L)

Gaw, Ch., Murray and Clayton, CC., concur

Woodruff, Senior Regulatory Law Judge
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