



                        STATE OF MISSOURI


 
     PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION

At a session of the Public Service Commission held at its office in Jefferson City on the 31st day of March, 2005.

In the Matter of an Investigation into the Tree

)

Trimming Policies of Union Electric Company

)
Case No. EW-2004-0583
d/b/a AmerenUE





)


ORDER REGARDING UNION ELECTRIC COMPANY’S 
TREE-TRIMMING POLICIES AND CLOSING CASE
Syllabus:
  This order requires Union Electric Company d/b/a AmerenUE to report to the Staff of the Commission concerning its tree-trimming policies, and closes the case.
On May 13, 2004, the Commission opened this case for its Staff to investigate the tree-trimming policies of Union Electric Company d/b/a AmerenUE.  The Commission opened this case as a spin-off from a complaint case.
  The Commission ordered Staff to file its report no later than August 11.
August 11 Staff Report
On August 11, Staff filed a report.  In that report, Staff stated that AmerenUE customers in the St. Louis area lost power during a series of storms on July 5 and 6.  Staff further stated that the Commission directed Staff to report on those storm outages and AmerenUE’s restoration of service.
Staff’s report contained an overview of AmerenUE’s vegetation management policy and practices.  Staff stated that AmerenUE prunes vegetation as recommended by the International Society of Arboriculture.  AmerenUE also uses herbicides, as allowed by AmerenUE’s Environmental Safety and Health Department, Manager of Vegetation, and easement and government restrictions.  
To manage vegetation, AmerenUE employs contractors, and randomly audits 10 to 30 percent of the assigned projects.  AmerenUE also uses the National Electrical Safety Code as its minimum safety standards.  AmerenUE’s pruning practices vary according to the voltage of the line to be protected.  The higher the line’s voltage, the more often AmerenUE patrols the line.  Finally, AmerenUE also has customer brochures available that suggest vegetation types and planting locations that would benefit both AmerenUE and landowners.
November 30 Staff Report


On November 30, Staff filed another report.  That report included Staff’s August 31 report on AmerenUE’s response to the storms.


The July 5 storms affected over 250,000 AmerenUE customers.  Peak winds were measured at about 92 m.p.h.  AmerenUE facilities in the St. Louis area are designed to withstand 70 m.p.h. winds, which is what local building codes require.  Much of the damage to AmerenUE’s distribution system was due to downed trees and limbs.  AmerenUE immediately sent crews out following the first band of storms, and also had contract help working by the next day.

Despite AmerenUE’s following its emergency plan, AmerenUE did not accurately inform its customers about when it would restore service.  Customers could not talk to a person, but instead received a recording.  That recording underestimated the time it would take for AmerenUE to restore service.  AmerenUE also used an automated calling service to ask customers if their power was on.  Some customers misunderstood the message, and thought that the message told them that their power was on, when, in fact, it was not.

Staff listed five recommendations concerning AmerenUE’s storm response.  The recommendations are:

1) That AmerenUE should immediately address its backlog of tree-trimming its distribution systems;

2) That AmerenUE should review its mutual assistance agreement to ensure that it allows AmerenUE to use all outside crews that are actually available;

3) That AmerenUE should review the algorithm it uses to estimate restoration times for customers, and either should incorporate large outages such as the July 5 storm into the algorithm, or should develop an alternative way to estimate restoration times after massive storms;
4) That AmerenUE should review and improve its automated message that informs customers when they should expect their service to be restored;

5) That AmerenUE should inform its medical equipment registry customers that they may have lengthy outages during massive storms, and that those customers are not ensured priority in getting back online.
Included with the Staff report was a November 2 letter to Staff from Ronald Zdellar, AmerenUE’s Vice President of Energy Delivery.  That letter listed the steps that AmerenUE had taken to address Staff’s five recommendations.  AmerenUE’s responses to the recommendations are:
1)
The limited availability of properly trained tree-trimmers makes eliminating the backlog virtually impossible.  But AmerenUE will increase its tree-trimming budget from $23.5 million in 2004 to $30 million in 2005.  AmerenUE will require annual tree-trimming budgets of approximately $30 million to eliminate the tree-trimming backlog by December 31, 2008.  AmerenUE agrees to give Staff reports on tree-trimming schedules, staffing and funding on January 15, 2005 and July 30, 2005, and thereafter every January 15.  AmerenUE is also willing to participate in joint field reviews of the program.
2)
AmerenUE has reviewed its mutual assistance agreements, and has confirmed that reasons other than actual crew availability are not resulting in a reduction of outside crew availability.  The other parties in those agreements decide when outside crew is available.

3)
AmerenUE agrees that its algorithm used to estimate restoration times becomes inaccurate when applied to a large outage.  AmerenUE plans to turn off the algorithm system when orders in the metro area reach 1,000, or when orders in a region outside the metro area reach 250.
4)
AmerenUE has changed its customer callback message.
5)
AmerenUE has changed its medical equipment registry enrollment letters.

March 7 Status Report

On March 7, 2005, Staff filed another report.  That report referenced a February 1 meeting between AmerenUE and Staff.  After that meeting, AmerenUE and Staff agreed that AmerenUE would supply Staff the following:

1)
AmerenUE Reports on Metro Tree-Trimming Schedule and Other Area Tree Trimming Schedule – approximately 45 days after the end of each calendar quarter – hard copy and electronic copy;
2)
AmerenUE Reports on Missouri Vegetation Management O&M Budget, Missouri Overhead System Feeder Master File, Budget Dollar Amounts for Transmission & Distribution for the Next Year, and Actual Dollar Amounts for Transmission & Distribution for the Previous Year – approximately February 15 of each year – hard copy and electronic copy;

3)
“High Level” Four Year Schedule of AmerenUE Vegetation Management Plan; and
4)
Staff being invited to participate in field reviews – biannualy, initially around May 15 and November 15 of each year.

AmerenUE did not respond to Staff’s March 7 report.
The Commission finds that AmerenUE and Staff have appropriately addressed the Commission’s concerns regarding AmerenUE’s tree-trimming policies and vegetation management.  The Commission will order AmerenUE to abide by the agreement described in Staff’s March 7 Status Report, and will close the case.
IT IS THEREFORE ORDERED:

1. That Union Electric Company d/b/a AmerenUE shall file Reports on Metro Tree-Trimming Schedule and Other Area Tree Trimming Schedule – approximately 45 days after the end of each calendar quarter – hard copy and electronic copy.
2. That Union Electric Company d/b/a AmerenUE shall file Reports on Missouri Vegetation Management O&M Budget, Missouri Overhead System Feeder Master File, Budget Dollar Amounts For Transmission & Distribution for the Next Year, and Actual Dollar Amounts for Transmission & Distribution for the Previous Year – approximately February 15 of each year – hard copy and electronic copy.
3. That Union Electric Company d/b/a AmerenUE shall file its “High Level” Four Year Schedule of AmerenUE Vegetation Management Plan.
4. That Union Electric Company d/b/a AmerenUE shall invite the Staff of the Commission to participate in field reviews – biannualy, initially around May 15 and November 15 of each year.
5. That this order shall become effective on April 10, 2005.
6.
That this case shall be closed on April 11, 2005.






BY THE COMMISSION

( S E A L )

Dale Hardy Roberts

Secretary/Chief Regulatory Law Judge

Davis, Ch., Murray, Gaw, Clayton and Appling, CC., concur 
Pridgin, Regulatory Law Judge
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