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MOTION OF CHAIRMAN CAWLEY
Before the Commission for consideration and disposition are the Exceptions of Dominion Retail, Inc., Interstate Gas Supply, Inc. and Shipley Energy Company (collectively “Natural Gas Suppliers” or “NGSs” or “Joint NGS Complainants”) filed September 8, 2008, to the Recommended Decision of Administrative Law Judges Kandace F. Melillo and Katrina L. Dunderdale, issued August 19, 2008 in Columbia Gas of Pennsylvania’s latest base rate proceeding.  The ALJs recommended approval of the Joint Petition for Settlement submitted by all the parties at Docket No. R-2008-2011621.  The Settlement provides for the resolution of all issues in the proceeding except for the issue of termination for non-payment of purchased receivables.
The parties are to be commended for reaching consensus on so many issues.  Distribution customers benefit from a number of very important concessions, including a reduced rate increase, maintenance of volumetric rates which reward customers for reducing energy usage, and an expansion of low-income usage reduction program spending.  Natural Gas Suppliers began the process of removing some significant barriers to the expansion of competition to provide natural gas supply, including a more equitable allocation on uncollectible costs, a more responsive enrollment timeline, a reduction in non-stress over/under delivery penalties, better access to customer usage and adjustment information, and a reduction in billing fee charges.  

Columbia proposed an option to reduce its charges to NGSs from 5.0% of receivables to 2.25% of receivables (and ultimately to 1.86% after Columbia’s recovery of implementation expenses) if and only if it was permitted to terminate (disconnect) service for non-payment.  In its testimony, Columbia emphasized that the principal change driving all Purchase of Receivables (POR) changes, including the reduction in receivables charges, was the ability to terminate for non-payment of purchased receivables.  
The ALJs concluded that no party established that the POR revisions that would be triggered under the settlement would enhance competition.  However, it is difficult to understand how the substantial reduction in POR NGS charges from 5.0% to 2.25% would not benefit competition for mass market customers, given this meaningful cost reduction to serve customers quantified by the Company in this proceeding.  NGSs argued persuasively that this POR program would enhance choice participation because they would be more capable of serving customers with lower credit scores.  For these reasons, the conclusion of the ALJs in this respect should be reversed.  This proceeding demonstrated that purchase of receivable programs that treat utility-supply and NGS-supply customers equally regarding termination rights remove barriers to the development of competition. 

However, the ALJs appropriately identified various regulatory impediments and consumer protection issues related to Columbia’s plan to terminate customers for non-payment of NGS supply charges.
  Therefore, given past precedent, the Commission should adopt the decision of the ALJs to deny Columbia’s proposed revisions to its Purchase of Receivables program.  However, the Commission’s Guidelines should be revisited to determine if they are still appropriate given the adoption of the SEARCH Action Plan on September 11, 2008.  Interested parties have been given the opportunity to comment before the Commission implements any changes to the Guidelines pursuant to the secretarial letter issued October 16, 2008 under docket M-2008-2068982.
Upon completion of this review and any modifications to the Guidelines, the Commission encourages Columbia to re-file an appropriate purchase of receivables plan soon thereafter, and further encourages the Office of Consumer Advocate, NGSs, and Columbia to work amicably to achieve a POR plan that is consistent with the SEARCH plan.  

 

THEREFORE, I move that:
 

1.       The Joint Petition for Settlement be approved consistent with this Motion.
 

2.       The Recommended Decision be modified, consistent with this Motion.
3. The Office of Special Assistants draft an appropriate order consistent with
          this Motion.

 

 

 

October 23, 2008                                             ______________________________
      Date                                            
 James H. Cawley, Chairman              

� Tentative Order Re: Guidelines for Maintaining Customer Services at the Same Level of Quality pursuant to 66 Pa. C.S. §2206(a), Assuring Conformance with 52 Pa. Code Chapter 56 pursuant to 66 Pa. C.S. §2207(a), §2208(e) and (f), and Addressing the Application of Partial Payments; Docket No. M-0099124F0003 (Order Entered August 26, 1999)(“Commission Guidelines”) pp.16-19.
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