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My name is Jacqueline A. Hutchinson, I am Director of Crisis Assistance Programs with the Human Development Corporation. I am also on the board of directors for The National Center for Appropriate Technology (NCAT), The National Fuel Funds Network (NFFN), and Co-Chair of the Committee to Keep Missourians Warm. 

Last winter, Low-Income families in Missouri find themselves faced with unexpected financial cost this winter caused by the increase in natural gas prices, coupled with the increase in gasoline prices. Those families living at or near the federal poverty line faced the greatest hardship. According the April 2006 report “On the Brink” by Roger Colton, the energy burden for the poorest familes in Missouri, is more than 39% of their income. While those living at or above the states median income pay 4% of their income. (see attached report)

The working poor  who have incomes above 125% of poverty, which is the maximum eligibility currently used by LIHEAP,  were hit extremely hard. Applications and inquiries about assistance from families who do not qualify for federal assistance  and cannot meet the high cold weather rule turn-on amount increased substantially state-wide.  The health and safety risk faced by many elderly and young children who live in households that do not receive any type of federal assistance continues to increase as the gas prices increases.
I support the commission’s efforts to be proactive and adopt provisions of last winter’s emergency rule as part of the permanent rule. The proposed changes to the cold weather rule would offer the ability for many households who may not otherwise be able to have their heat restored a better possibility of reconnection.
I would like to recap the recommendations in my testimony before the commission on July 19, 2006:
1. I recommended that these new provisions of the cold weather rule coincide with the current CWR starting date of November 1 through March 31. The delay in start date could put many elderly and young children at considerable health risk.  
2. That services be restored for 50% of their current arrear or $500 whichever is less, for families with service off and income below 185%  of the poverty level.  
3. I am opposed to the clarifying   language offered by the utilities that would limit this to a one-time event. This language would nullify this provision and cause the rule to be ineffective and would cause us to continue the need emergency rule making. AmerenUE and other utilities are already doing this, and have done  it voluntarily for many years. 
4. I do support the utilities ability to recover cost associated with the CWR, however I do not support, the “Uncollectible Expense Tracker” or the tariff filing to establish maximum income levels at 150% of poverty; proposed by the three gas utility companies.  I do not have enough information or understanding to formulate an opinion.  I do think that the data that the utilities have submitted which relates all residential bad debt to the CWR is misleading and very little relevance to the CWR. Unless utilities can show the actual amount of bad debt that correlates with the cold weather rule, this information is not relevant to this provisions of the cold weather rule.
Although I fully support the efforts of the commission to reach a compromise in this matter, the cold weather rule, even with the proposed amendments offers a bare minimum in protections for low-income Missourians, and fall short of the protections offered in other neighboring states. (see attached report Utility Consumer Protection Resource Guide)
In response to Commissioner Gaw’s question, below are some additional recommendations that would strengthen the current proposed rule:

1. Restore service for 25% of the bill or $250 

2. Offer arrears forgiveness for the remaining balance, based on customer payments. This would act as incentive for customers to pay and would also reduce the monthly payment amount for low-income customers and give them a more manageable payment.  
3. Allow payment arrangements that take into consideration a low-income customers ability to pay, for those customers who are receiving LIHEAP assistance payment arrangements should extend for up to two years.
4. Low-income customers who cannot pay their entire bill but make “good faith efforts” to pay each month should not be subject to service disconnections.

Ultimately, if Missouri is to protect low-income families for the health and safety risks associated with inability to afford necessary utilities,  we must go much further than cold weather rule protections; we must adopt a comprehensive long-term affordability plan. Such a plan could require a combination of PSC regulation, legislation, and participation by FSD, DNR, as well as utilities and consumer advocates.

 In March 2005, the Cold Weather Rule, and Long Term Affordability Task Force, appointed by the Commission, issued a report that included recommendations that could be used to develop a long-term affordability strategy for Missouri. I would like to ask the Commission to reconvene members of that taskforce to review the pilot affordability programs that have been tried in this state and others, and to come up with a viable comprehensive strategy that will protect venerable Missourians. (see attached copy of report LTEA_TF_Report)   
