BEFORE THE PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION

OF THE STATE OF MISSOURI

Marcia Johnson,




)








)

Complainants,

)


v.





)  Case No. GC-2006-0456






)

Laclede Gas Company,



)





Respondent.

)

LACLEDE GAS COMPANY’S ANSWER TO COMPLAINT   

COMES NOW Laclede Gas Company (“Laclede” or “Company”), pursuant to the Commission’s June 2, 2006 Notice of Complaint in the above captioned case, and submits its Answer to the Complaint filed against Laclede by Marcia Johnson.  In support thereof, Laclede states as follows:

1. In her complaint, Ms. Johnson states the following:

(i) She and John White lived at 6721 Alabama during the period November 2003 to November 2005;

(ii) During that two year period, the gas account at 6721 Alabama was in Mr. White’s name, and not in her name;

(iii) She benefited from the gas service provided by Laclede to 6721 Alabama during this period, as did Mr. White;

(iv) In November 2005, she became directly responsible for the gas service at 6721 Alabama;

(v) In February 2006, she left 6721 Alabama and moved to 6919 Alabama;

(vi) Laclede Gas Company has asserted that she is responsible for paying for service rendered at 6721 Alabama from November 2003 to November 2005;

(vii) Laclede made no attempt to read the meter at 6721 Alabama from November 2003 to November 2005;

(viii) Laclede is trying to collect the entire amount due for gas service at 6721 Alabama from both John White and her;

(ix) Because both she and John White benefited from the gas service, the Commission should split the amount actually owed between them;

(x) She does not believe Laclede should be able to bill her for three years of corrected estimations;

(xi) She is willing to pay $334.71 for service at 6721 Alabama, which was her balance in February 2006, at the time she vacated that address.
2. As its answer to Ms. Johnson’s complaint, Laclede states that it admits the allegations made by Ms. Johnson in items (i) through (vi) in paragraph 1 above.  Pursuant to its tariffs and Commission rules, Laclede is authorized to discontinue Ms. Johnson’s service at 6919 Alabama based on her failure to pay the balance owed for service at 6721 Alabama during the two-year period that she benefited from such service.  

3. Laclede denies the allegation made by Ms. Johnson in item (vii) in paragraph 1 above.  This account was established on November 22, 2003, after which Laclede attempted and failed to gain monthly meter readings on the meter inside the property at 6721 Alabama for the next 11 months.  Pursuant to Laclede’s procedures, Laclede’s meter reader would have left notice of such visits on the customer’s door.  On October 21, 2004, Laclede mailed a notice to the customer seeking to obtain a reading of the meter at this address.  In January 2005, Laclede received a meter reading from the customer indicating that the account had been undercharged.  In February 2005, Laclede sent an adjusted bill based on the customer read that adjusted the amount owed on the account to $857.86.  Following the rendering of this bill, Laclede received a call from the customer’s home stating that the customer read was in error.  In response, Laclede reversed the adjustment and continued its efforts to obtain a monthly meter reading.  When these further attempts proved unsuccessful, Laclede again sent letters to the customer, on August 1, August 26, and September 23, 2005, seeking to obtain a meter reading.   
4. Laclede admits the allegations made by Ms. Johnson in item (viii) in paragraph 1 above, but denies that the Commission should order the remedy requested in item (ix).  Laclede has attempted to collect the entire amount due at 6721 Alabama for the above referenced period from both Mr. White and Ms. Johnson, since both parties were the customer of record and/or a beneficiary of gas service.  Pursuant to Laclede tariffs and Commission Rules, both of these parties can be held jointly and severally responsible for payment of the service.  While Laclede seeks to collect payment in full for services rendered, it has no intention of overcollecting for such service.  Laclede has no objection to Mr. White and Ms. Johnson agreeing between themselves to divide payment, nor of either party having a claim against the other party for contribution.  However, payment of less than the amount due from either party does not relieve that party vis-à-vis Laclede of liability for the remainder due.

5.   Laclede denies that it is attempting to bill Ms. Johnson for 3 years of corrected estimates, as alleged it item (x) in paragraph 1 above.  Pursuant to its tariffs and Commission Rules, Laclede is entitled to adjust an undercharge for up to 12 months from the date of inquiry, discovery or actual notification of the utility, whichever was first.   Laclede’s adjustment beginning in November 2003 is within 12 months from its meter reading inquiry made in October 2004.

6. Laclede denies the allegation made by Ms. Johnson in item (xi) in paragraph 1 above.  The balance of $334.71 as of February 2006 was based on estimated bills that were rendered for service beginning in November 2005.  Upon turn-off of the inside meter at the customer’s request on February 4, 2006, Laclede obtained a meter reading.  Based upon this reading, Laclede made a billing adjustment covering the period November 18, 2005 to February 4, 2006.  During this period, the customer had received gas service in the sum of $623.05, and paid -0-.  Adding this sum to previous amounts owed by Ms. Johnson, and to the debt of $1550.19 owed by her (and Mr. White) at 6721 Alabama for service to November 2005, her balance as of February 2006, was $2,311.14.  

7. Since initiating service at 6919 Alabama in February 2006, Ms. Johnson has incurred more than $300 in gas service.  It should be noted that, until one week ago, no payments had been received on this service either.  Ms. Johnson finally made a payment of $100 in late June 2006 upon being assured by the Commission Staff that Laclede was entitled to disconnect service for failure to pay undisputed bills.
WHEREFORE, Laclede respectfully requests that the Commission accept Laclede’s Answer to the complaint in this case.  


Respectfully submitted,



/s/ Rick Zucker






Rick Zucker



Assistant General Counsel



Laclede Gas Company



720 Olive Street, Room 1516



St. Louis, MO 63101



(314) 342-0533 Phone



(314) 421-1979 Fax



rzucker@lacledegas.com

Certificate of Service


The undersigned certifies that a true and correct copy of the foregoing Answer was served on the Complainants, the General Counsel of the Staff of the Missouri Public Service Commission, and the Office of Public Counsel on this 3rd day of July, 2006 by United States mail, hand-delivery, email, or facsimile.


/s/ Rick Zucker
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