BEFORE THE PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION

OF THE STATE OF MISSOURI

Jim Fernandez,




)








)





Complainant,

)








)  Case No. GC-2004-0463

v.





)








)

Laclede Gas Company



)








)





Respondent.

)

LACLEDE GAS COMPANY’S

 ANSWER TO COMPLAINT 

COMES NOW Laclede Gas Company (“Laclede” or “Company”), pursuant to the Commission’s March 23, 2004 Order Directing Filing in the above captioned case, and submits its Answer to the Complaint filed against Laclede by Jim Fernandez (“Mr. Fernandez” or the “Customer”) on March 11 and 22, 2003.  In support of its Answer, Laclede states as follows:

March 11 Complaint

1. Laclede denies that it has practiced questionable billing methods.  Laclede has at all times complied with its tariffs in issuing bills to the Customer.

2. Laclede is without knowledge regarding the specific square footage of Mr. Fernandez’ apartment.  

3. Laclede is without knowledge regarding whether all of the units in Mr. Fernandez’ building have the same square footage, and therefore denies this allegation. 

4. Laclede denies that it has meters outside of Mr. Fernandez’ building.  All meters in the 4 units comprising that building are inside meters.

5. Laclede denies that there is a wide variance in billing from unit to unit.  Even if the units in Mr. Fernandez’ building are all the same size, the size of a unit is only one factor affecting gas usage.  Other factors include temperature settings, insulation, number of occupants, living habits, and furnace efficiency.

6. The higher bills for the month of February 2004 for Mr. Fernandez and his neighbor were based on estimated meter usage.  Actual meter readings taken in March 2004 indicated that the estimated use was in both cases higher than actual use, and the accounts were reconciled accordingly.  Mr. Fernandez’ neighbor pays a budgeted bill under the Cold Weather Rule, and was therefore completely unaffected by either the February estimate or the March reconciliation.  

7.  Laclede denies that the Cold Weather Rule is available in September.  The Cold Weather Rule period officially begins on November 1.

8. Laclede denies that the meter at the Customer’s apartment was not read.  In fact, a Laclede representative read the meter on October 15, 2003.  

9. Laclede admits that it also received a meter reading from the customer.  

10. Laclede admits that in November 2003, Mr. Fernandez received a bill reconciling previously underestimated usage with Laclede’s October 15, 2003 actual meter reading.

11. Laclede admits that Mr. Fernandez has paid at least $70 per month toward his bill beginning in November 2003. 

12. Laclede admits that the trace device on the Customer’s meter did not function properly in 2003, necessitating billings based on usage estimates.  However, the malfunctioning trace device means only that the device was not issuing a signal for the purpose of remotely reading the meter.  The malfunction of the trace device did not affect the meter itself, which continued to record usage. 

13. Nevertheless, after the Customer communicated a complaint regarding the size of the November 2003 reconciling bill, Laclede removed the meter to test it.  The test indicated that the meter was functioning properly.

14. Laclede admits that it suggested to Mr. Fernandez that he should seek heating assistance if his billings exceeded his present ability to pay based on his income.  Mr. Fernandez has to this point steadfastly refused to seek such assistance.  

15. Laclede denies that it has made any mistakes in this matter.  Laclede’s actions at all times have been in compliance with its tariffs.  

16. Laclede denies that Mr. Fernandez was not allowed to be billed under the Cold Weather Rule.  To the contrary, he has been offered a Cold Weather Rule budget on a number of occasions, but has declined because the monthly payment is more than he can presently afford to pay.

March 22 Supplement

17. The allegations in the March 22 Supplement to the Customer’s Complaint are addressed by paragraph 6 of this Answer.  Mr. Fernandez and his neighbor both received bills in February 2004 that were based on estimated usage.  These estimates were reconciled to actual meter readings obtained in March 2004.  

18.  Laclede admits that Mr. Fernandez’ and one other neighbor’s February 2004 bills were relatively higher than the bills of other neighbors.  Laclede adds that the March 2004 reconciling adjustment resulted in Mr. Fernandez’ and that same neighbor’s March 2004 bills being relatively lower than the bills of other neighbors. 

Conclusion

19.
Laclede has at all times complied with its tariffs in rendering bills for gas service to the Customer.  Laclede believes that this Customer is making an earnest effort to pay his gas bills.  The Company respects his desire to avoid reliance on heating assistance.  The Company intends to work with the Customer to reach a solution satisfactory to both parties. 






Respectfully submitted,


/s/ Rick Zucker
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Certificate of Service


The undersigned certifies that a true and correct copy of the foregoing Answer was served on the Complainant, on the General Counsel of the Staff of the Missouri Public Service Commission, and on the Office of Public Counsel on this 22nd day of April, 2004 by United States mail, hand-delivery, email, or facsimile.


/s/ Rick Zucker



1
4

