BEFORE

THE PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION OF OHIO

In the Matter of the Application of The 
)

East Ohio Gas Company d/b/a Dominion
)

East Ohio for Approval of Tariffs to

)

Recover Certain Costs Associated with
)
Case No. 11-5843-GA-RDR

its Automated Meter Reading Deployment 
)

Through an Automatic Adjustment Clause,
)

.and for Certain Accounting Treatment
)

JOINT COMMENTS

BY

THE OFFICE OF THE OHIO CONSUMERS’ COUNSEL

AND

OHIO PARTNERS FOR AFFORDABLE ENERGY

I.
INTRODUCTION


The Office of the Ohio Consumers’ Counsel (“OCC”) and Ohio Partners for Affordable Energy (“OPAE”), separate intervenors in the above-referenced proceeding, hereby file these joint comments (“Comments”) regarding the Application filed by East Ohio Gas Company d/b/a Dominion East Ohio (“Dominion” or “the Company”).  This case involves the rider rate that Dominion is authorized to charge to customers to recover the costs associated with the installation of Automated Meter Reading Devices (“AMR”), which upon installation will permit the Company to automatically read customers’ meters rather than having to manually read the meters.  


The Attorney Examiner established a procedural schedule by Entry (“March 5, 2012 Entry”).  On March 28, 2012, OCC filed a motion for a one-week extension to the procedural schedule (“Motion”).  The Attorney Examiner granted OCC’s Motion, and established the following procedural schedule that includes an April 6, 2012 due date for any Comments to be filed in this proceeding.
  By April 13, 2012, Dominion is required to file a statement informing the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio (“PUCO” or “the Commission”) whether the issues raised in the comments have been resolved.
  If the issues are not resolved, then the case is set for evidentiary hearing on Wednesday, April 18, 2011.
 

II.
RESERVATION OF RIGHTS

OCC and OPAE reserve the right to address any issues raised by Commission Staff or any other party in this proceeding.  In addition, OCC and OPAE reserve the right to file supplemental Comments and/or expert testimony on any matters not resolved by April 13, 2012, as set forth in the Attorney Examiner’s Entry.

III.
BURDEN OF PROOF

The Application has been filed pursuant to R.C. 4929.11.  The burden of proof regarding the Application rests upon Dominion.  In a hearing regarding a proposal that does involve an increase in rates, R.C. 4909.19 provides that, “[a]t any hearing involving rates or charges sought to be increased, the burden of proof to show that the increased rates or charges are just and reasonable shall be on the public utility.”
 Inasmuch as the annual AMR cases are an outgrowth of Dominion’s 2007 Rate Case, Dominion in this case bears the burden of proof.  Therefore, neither OCC, OPAE, nor any other intervenor bears any burden of proof in this case.

IV.
COMMENTS


A.
2011 Dominion AMR Application

OCC and OPAE have reviewed Dominion’s 2011 AMR Application, and the proposed $0.03 reduction to the AMR Rider Rate that will be charged to customers.  In this case, Dominion has proposed an AMR Rider Rate of $0.54 charged monthly to every residential customer, which is a decrease from the current AMR Rider Rate of $0.57.  OCC’s review also included Staff and OCC discovery requests and Dominion’s responses thereto.  Based on OCC’s and OPAE’s review, OCC and OPAE have no Comments to this particular Application or on Dominion’s proposed AMR Rider Rate reduction for residential customers.  


B.
2012 AMR Proceeding

In AMR cases, prior to the 2011 AMR Application, the level of meter reading operations and maintenance (“O&M”) cost savings has been a contentious issue.
  A claimed benefit to consumers from allowing Dominion’s accelerated collection of AMR costs has been that the AMR devices were projected to reduce the costs that consumers would be asked to pay because the meters would cost less to read (since a wireless signal from the meter would be used).   

In Dominion’s present Application, the Company has reflected meter reading O&M cost savings in the amount of $3,511,695.32.
  In this case, the meter reading O&M cost savings exceeded the Company’s estimated level of meter reading O&M cost savings when the program was authorized ($2,950,000).
  That was the reason that OCC and OPAE did not raise this issue in this case.  

However, in responding to OCC discovery (“OCC Interrogatory No. 18”) in this case, the Company has changed its past position.  Previously, Dominion had estimated that customers should receive the benefit of meter reading O&M cost savings in an amount $11.2 million
 between 2009 and 2012.  But now, Dominion is claiming that customers should only receive the benefit of costs savings in an amount of $6.2 million.  By using the word “cumulative,” Dominion could deny customers approximately $5.0 million in what should be offsets to the rates they pay.  Here is the Dominion answer at issue:

Further, this Interrogatory mistakenly implies that the referenced data-request response was a representation by DEO that it would achieve meter reading savings of $6,000,000 per year. The savings estimated in that response represented estimated, cumulative savings over a 5-year deployment period. Subject to and without waiving this objection, DEO answers: With the expense savings of $3,511,695.32 for 2011, cumulative meter reading expense savings as of December 31, 2011 total approximately $6.2 million, which exceeds the cumulative projection of $6 million through 2012 provided during the rate case. 

Case No. 09-038-GA-UNC 
$ (275,928.62)

Case No. 09-1875-GA-RDR 
$ (680,658.76)

Case No. 10-2853-GA-RDR 
$ (1,761,163.40)

Case No. 11-5843-GA-RDR
$ (3,511,695.32)

Total Savings to Date 

$ (6,229,446.10).

OCC’s and OPAE’s concern is that Dominion’s above discovery response mischaracterizes the referenced PUCO Staff data request.  The Staff did not ask for the information on a cumulative basis.
  In fact, the data request specifically requested an estimate of “annual meter-reading O&M savings.”
  Furthermore, there is no basis to believe that Dominion’s response to Staff’s data request was provided on a cumulative basis either. 

OCC has attached the document containing Dominion’s estimated meter reading O&M cost savings (attached hereto as Attachment 1) to its Comments filed in prior AMR proceedings.  Dominion has submitted testimony in prior AMR proceedings, and the Company, in its discussions of its estimates, has never raised this particular interpretation of the estimated meter reading O&M cost savings prior to its response to OCC Interrogatory No. 18 in this case.  

In her testimony in Case No. 09-1875-GA-RDR, -- where the issue of AMR meter reading O&M cost savings was litigated -- Dominion witness Friscic offered her explanation without stating the estimated cost savings had been derived on a cumulative basis.:

The cost savings estimates that DEO provided in its last rate case were just that - estimates. And the estimates that OCC cites were based on full deployment of AMR in 2012, with savings estimated from a 2006 baseline rather than the 2007 baseline ordered by the Commission. (OCC Comments, pp. 5-6, citing Case No. 07-829-GA-AIR; Dominion Responses to Staff Data Requests 02-12 & 06-1L) The estimates provided in discovery during the rate case were never represented as certain. DEO has always maintained that estimated savings likely will not and cannot be achieved until a “critical mass” is reached by full AMR installation. The response to Data Request 02-12 (OCC Comments, Attachment 1) specifically states: “The Company does not expect to realize material savings until a sufficient quantity of complete routes are automated for mobile reading.” Further, the estimates were “based on potential meter reading headcount reductions in the future.” Thus, OCC’s contention that the lack of immediate savings acceptable to them somehow creates an imbalance, or signals that savings will ultimately not be realized, is baseless and disingenuous. Full installation is necessary to comprehensively re-configure and restructure all meter reading schedules and routes to maximize meter reading savings. Without the complete reconfiguration of meter reading schedules through full AMR installation, the full extent of structural and staffing changes required to achieve maximum call center expense reduction cannot occur.

Thus, while Ms. Friscic’s above testimony attempts to back track from the level of estimated cost savings, there was no attempt to argue that the estimated meter reading O&M cost savings were to be cumulative.  In the event Dominion raises this argument in future AMR proceedings, the Commission should reject such an argument.  

Therefore, in Dominion’s 2012 AMR proceeding, Dominion should be expected to achieve, as was estimated, a minimum of $6 million in meter reading O&M cost savings.
  This expectation is reasonable in that next year the AMR’s will be completely deployed and all meter reading routes will be taking full advantage of the AMR technology, meaning that meters are being read remotely through a wireless signal.
  Furthermore, the Company should be expected to continue to file annual AMR applications -- and pass back to its customers at least $6 million in meter reading O&M cost savings -- until its next base rate application is filed that includes Dominion’s AMR-related investments in rate base.  The burden of proving the reasonableness of any lesser cost savings is on Dominion. 

Respectfully submitted,
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� R.C. 4909.19 (C).


� In re 2008 Dominion AMR Case, Case No. 09-1875-GA-RDR, OCC Comments at , 2-6 (April 10, 2009), See also In re 2009 Dominion AMR Case, Case No. 09-1875-GA-RDR, OCC Comments at 5 (March 29, 2010), See also .In re Dominion2010 AMR Case, Case No. 10-2853-GA-RDR, OCC Comments at 5-8 (March 30, 2011). 


� Application at Exhibit A Schedule 1.


� See Attachment 1.


� Id. (900,000 + $1,300,000 + $2,950,000 + $6,000,000 = $11,150,000).


� See Attachment 3, Dominion’s Response to OCC Interrogatory No. 18.


� See Attachment 1.


� Id. 


� See Attachment 1.


� See Attachment 2, Dominion’s Automated Meter Reading Plan Update.
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