BEFORE THE PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION

OF THE STATE OF MISSOURI

In the Matter of the Rate Increase for
)

Timber Creek Sewer Company Inc.
)
Case No. SR-2004-0532

RECOMMENDATION OF THE OFFICE OF THE PUBLIC COUNSEL

COMES NOW, the Office of the Public Counsel, and respectfully submits the following recommendation to the Missouri Public Service Commission regarding the proposed agreement between the Commission Staff and Timber Creek Sewer Company, Inc. (Timber Creek), in this pending small company rate case.  For the reasons set forth below, Public Counsel conditionally agrees with the proposed agreement between the Staff and Timber Creek. 


1.  On April 15,Timber Creek filed notice that it had reached agreement with the Commission Staff regarding a rate increase, along with tariff sheets designed to implement that rate increase. The Staff then filed a copy of the agreement with the Commission. Public Counsel filed a request for a local public hearing, which the Commission held on May 17, 2004.


2.  Public Counsel has reviewed the Staff audit in this case, letters from customers regarding the proposed increase (including letters received since the filing of the request for the local public hearing, which are attached to this motion), and the testimony at the local public hearing held May 17, 2004 in Platte City, Missouri.


3.  Although the amount of increase in the Company’s revenue requirement under the rate request filed by the company and agreed to by the Staff is significant ($80,000 in additional revenues per year for a small sewer company) the audit does support increasing the revenue requirement in that amount.  However, Public Counsel remains concerned about the rate impact on the company’s customers.


4.  Timber Creek provides sewer service to its customers based upon a flat rate, not a usage rate. For residential customers, this means that the rate increase will result in an increase of approximately $10 per month on their sewer bills. This calculation was based on the customer count as of December 23, 2003.  Since that date, the company has increased its customer numbers.  The rate design in this case is premised on the Company having 637 customers.  At the local public hearing, one customer testified that, based on information she received from Platte County Planning and Zoning, there may now be as many as 893 customers on the system.  The company disagrees with this number.


5.  Public Counsel has been in contact with Platte County Planning and Zoning.  According to this department, the data relied on by the customer may have counted a different item than actual customers of Timber Creek.  However, Gayle Cantu of that department did advise Public Counsel that Planning and Zoning has issued 60 single-family residence building permits in Timber Creek’s service territory between January 1, 2004 and May 21, 2004.  This supports the customer’s contention that the area has substantial and continual growth. 


6. At the local public hearing, some customers expressed concern that the sewer service was billed at a flat rate, regardless of usage.  While Timber Creek does not currently have the capability to bill according to usage, Public Counsel believes that it would be prudent for the Commission to direct Timber Creek to investigate the costs associated with obtaining water usage information in order to develop usage based rates in the next rate case.   


WHEREFORE, Public Counsel respectfully recommends that the Commission adopt the proposed agreement between the company and the Staff, subject to the following conditions:


1. That the Commission Order Timber Creek to re-file tariffs to reflect a rate designed to increase revenues by $80,000 annually, but to collect that level of revenue based on an actual residential customer count that more accurately reflects the current customer base.  In effect, Public Counsel proposes that Timber Creek “true up” its customer number through the date the notice of agreement as filed, April 15, 2004.   Public Counsel recommends that the Commission find that good cause exists to allow the Company to seek an effective date on the re-filed tariffs of 10 days, so that the new tariffs will be in place as soon as possible.


2.  That the Commission Order Timber Creek to investigate the costs associated with obtaining water usage data from its customers’ water supplier and any other prudent method, such as installing meters, for determining a customers cost of service based on usage, and that the Company provide the results of this investigation to Staff and Public Counsel at the time of its next rate case.  In the next rate case, then, the parties can evaluation whether it would be cost effective to move from a flat rate to a metered sewer rate for this Company.
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