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REPORT AND ORDER
Syllabus:

This order approves the Staff of the Commission’s recommendation that the Commission continue the current requirements of the previously approved Stipulation and Agreement, with annual reporting from Staff to the Commission.

Findings of Fact

The Missouri Public Service Commission, having considered all of the competent and substantial evidence upon the whole record, makes the following findings of fact.  In making this decision, the Commission has considered the positions and arguments of all of the parties.  Failure to specifically address a piece of evidence, position or argument of any party does not indicate that the Commission has failed to consider relevant evidence, but indicates rather that the omitted material was not dispositive of this decision.

Procedural History:

The Commission opened this case on October 30, 1998, as a general investigatory case to receive information relevant to the adequacy of Laclede Gas Company’s direct-buried copper service line replacement program and the effectiveness of Laclede's leak survey procedures.
  On February 18, 2000, Laclede, Staff, and the Office of the Public Counsel filed a Unanimous Stipulation and Agreement.  As part of the Agreement, Laclede agreed to submit annual reports to Staff detailing direct-buried copper service line renewals and relays
 completed, and agreed to submit additional reports confirming the achievement of other milestones under the Agreement.  The Agreement provided that after the third year of the program, Laclede and Staff would review the progress and results of the program to determine future relay/renewal plans, including the rate of such future actions, and potential modifications to survey techniques and other related matters.  On May 18, 2000, the Commis​sion issued an order approving the Unanimous Stipulation and Agreement.

On August 1, 2003, Staff filed its Three-Year Summary Report.  Laclede and Public Counsel filed their responses on September 4, 2003, and November 25, 2003, respectively.

The Commission conducted a limited hearing on December 5, 2003.
  The format of the hearing was largely that of a Question and Answer Session, although Joseph Schulte appeared and testified at the invitation of the Commission.   Mr. Schulte is not a party to this case.  In response to Commission questions, Staff witnesses Robert Leonberger and John Kottwitz, along with Laclede witnesses Mark Lauber and Craig Hoeferlin, testified at the hearing.  The parties filed briefs in January 2004.

Staff’s Three-Year Summary Report:

Staff requests that the Commission continue the current requirements of the Unanimous Stipulation and Agreement, with annual reporting from Staff.  Staff states that the requirements of the Copper Service Line Replacement Program reflect the overall goals of protecting the public, achieving a substantial number of replacements annually, using effective leak detection methods, and making timely repairs, while also being mindful of ratepayers’ costs.  Staff suggests that Laclede has met or exceeded the guidelines of the Stipulation and that the crucial goal of public safety is being maintained.  The Stipulation’s guidelines are outlined under three headings in Staff’s Report:  (1) Priority Replacements; (2) Leak Surveys; and (3) Timely Leak Repairs.

1. Priority Replacements:  Copper Service Line Relay/Renewals

At the start of the program, Laclede recorded an official count of 76,966 direct‑buried copper service lines as qualifying for replacement in accordance with the Stipula​tion.  Although the Stipulation permitted Laclede to do partial replacement of certain copper lines, Laclede chose to do complete main-to-meter copper service line replace​ments for program years two and three.  Staff commends Laclede for its preference for renewals (main to meter replacement) of copper service line in lieu of qualifying relays (partial replacements).  Staff notes that this results in more actual feet of copper piping being removed and replaced than is required under the Stipulation.  Laclede has replaced or eliminated a total of 26,246 direct-buried copper service lines during the first three years of the program, which represents approxi​mately 34 percent of the program's beginning total qualifying lines.

Staff notes that unless otherwise ordered by the Commission, Laclede must continue to relay a minimum of 8,000 direct-buried copper service lines annually.  Staff recommends that this annual requirement be maintained as the results to date support this rate as a viable solution.

2. Leak Surveys

The Stipulation requires Laclede to perform bar‑hole surveys for the first three years of the program.  Laclede successfully completed an annual bar‑hole survey for each of the first three program years.  Bar‑holes were strategically made over each qualifying copper service line to facilitate both the venting and detection of any subsurface leaks.  Staff states that no prior replacement program requiring an annual leak survey has required this enhanced form of leak surveys.

Staff recommends that the annual bar‑hole leak surveys continue, thus allowing for consistent measurement of leak detection trends.  Staff notes that in 1999, Laclede completed a bar‑hole survey producing a 3.4 percent leak rate covering approximately 85,000 service lines in Pressure Regions I and II.  Over the same two pressure regions in 2002, Laclede found a leak rate of 1.1 percent when it bar-hole leak surveyed approxi​mately 60,000 service lines, a 68 percent reduction in discovery of new leaks during annual bar‑hole surveys.  This reduction moves the overall leak discovery rate towards common industry leak rates for nonreplace​ment program pipelines.  In 2003, Laclede completed bar‑hole surveys of approximately 52,000 direct‑buried copper service lines, with a new leak discovery rate that remains slightly over 1 percent, but below the year 2002 rates.

Staff believes that this trend will continue and that the number of leaks found will soon be at, or better than, the industry standard.  Staff further notes that leak detection enhance​ments, such as:  (1) providing descriptive measures of mains and services to leak surveyors, (2) better placement of surveyors’ leak detection instruments in close proximity to the pipelines, and (3) requiring strategic bar‑holes, have not been limited to the company’s annual bar‑hole survey.  Staff states that nothing has been shown to be superior in the detection of sub-surface leaks than strategically placing bar-holes over certain service line locations.  Staff recommends that Laclede continue to perform an annual bar‑hole survey as provided for in the Stipulation.

3. Leak Repairs

For the first three program years, a downward trend of detected leaks during the annual bar-hole survey has confirmed the parties’ expectations and the program’s goals.  Staff notes that the leak repair requirements in the Stipulation Guidelines are more aggressive than those of the state and federal requirements and those of previous successful replacement programs.  Laclede repairs most Class 3 leaks in Pressure Region I within an average time of three to four months from discovery, instead of the six months allowed under the Program.  While Class 3 leaks in Pressure Region II require repair within one year of discovery, Laclede averages seven to nine months for these repairs. 

Staff recommends maintaining the timely repair requirements of six months for Pressure Region I leaks, and one year for Pressure Region II leaks, as stated in the Stipulation.
Responses of Laclede and Public Counsel:

Laclede generally concurs in Staff’s recommendations.   Laclede notes that if the Commission does maintain the Program’s current annual replacement requirements, the Program, like any other safety obligation mandated by the Commission, will continue to be subject to potential revision by the Commission as new information concerning the Program’s operation and impact on public safety is gathered and evaluated.

Public Counsel indicates that it also generally agrees with Staff’s recommendations in this matter.  Thus, none of the parties to this case have objected to the recommendations set forth in Staff’s Three-Year Summary Report.

Conclusions of Law

The Missouri Public Service Commission has arrived at the following conclusions of law.

Laclede is a “gas corporation” and a “public utility” pursuant to the Missouri Public Service Commission law.
  The Missouri Public Service Commission has the jurisdiction and statutory authority to require a public utility to “maintain and operate its line, plant, system, equipment, apparatus, and premises in such manner as to promote and safeguard the health and safety of its employees, customers, and the public . . .” and to promote and safeguard the public safety.

The information presented suggests that the Copper Service Line Replacement Program is working as intended, and that many of the Program’s goals have been achieved at a pace that exceeds the Program’s original requirements.  The Commission finds that Laclede should continue the current requirements of the Stipulation and Agreement, which was approved on May 18, 2000.  The Commission also finds that its Staff should continue its annual reporting to the Commission.  

IT IS THEREFORE ORDERED:
1. That Staff’s recommendation is approved.  Until ordered otherwise, Laclede Gas Company shall continue to meet or exceed the requirements of the Unanimous Stipulation and Agreement.

2. That the Commission’s Staff shall continue its annual reporting to the Commission until otherwise ordered.

3. That this Report and Order shall become effective on March 15, 2004.

BY THE COMMISSION

Dale Hardy Roberts

Secretary/Chief Regulatory Law Judge

( S E A L )

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

concur and certify compliance with the 

provisions of Section 536.080, RSMo 2000.

Dated at Jefferson City, Missouri,

on this 5th day of March, 2004.
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� Staff’s investigation into the Pralle Lane (Case No. GS�98�422) and Bergerac Drive (Case No. GS�98�423) natural gas incidents led to Staff filing, on October 14, 1998, a motion to open this case.


� As used in this order, the term “renewal” refers to a main to meter replacement of a service line and the term “relay” refers to the replacement of a specific segment of a service line.


� The Commission indicated that the purpose of the hearing was to determine whether Staff’s recommendations should be approved without the necessity for further hearings.  The Commission also noted that if it does not approve Staff’s recommendations, it would establish a procedural schedule.


� Section 386.020(18) and 386.020(42), RSMo 2000.  Unless otherwise noted, all subsequent statutory references are to the Revised Statutes of Missouri, 2000.


� Section 386.310.
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