Decision No. C97-436

BEFORE THE PUBLIC UTILITIES COMMISSION OF THE STATE OF COLORADO

DOCKET NO.  97L-146G 

in the matter of the application of Citizens utilities company for an order authorizing it to effect certain revisions in gas rates upon less than statutory notice.

commission order authorizing
upward revisions of gas rates

Mailed Date:  April 24, 1997

Adopted Date:  April 22, 1997

I. BY THE COMMISSION:


Statements

On March 31, 1997, Applicant, Citizens Utilities Company, filed a verified application.  Applicant seeks a Public Utilities Commission of the State of Colorado (“Commission”) order authorizing it, without formal hearing and on less than statutory notice, to place into effect on May 1, 1997, tariffs resulting in an increase to its existing natural gas rates now on file with the Commission.  Applicant states that its proposed increase in rates is to reflect its increased cost of gas purchased from its supplier and to pass on to Applicant's customers the increased costs to purchase natural gas for resale.
Applicant also requests a waiver of its tariff (Colo. P.U.C. No. 10) Tariff Sheet R27, regarding the interest rate used in computing the interest accrual on overrecovered and underrecovered gas costs.  The tariff requires an interest rate equal to the rate of return on rate base allowed in Applicant’s last general rate case.  Applicant proposes in this application to use the Commission’s deposit interest rate on the interest computation relating to the over and under recovery of gas costs.

The proposed tariffs are attached to the applica-tion, and affect Applicant's customers in, and in the vicinity of, La Junta, Rocky Ford, Swink, Ordway, Fowler, Manzanola, Las Animas, Crowley, Ft. Lyon, Olney Springs, Sugar City, Cheraw, (Arkansas Valley system), Pagosa Springs, Fairfield, Bayfield, Gem Village, (Western Slope system).
Subsequent to the filing of the verified applica-tion, on April 18, 1997, Applicant filed a motion to amend applica-tion and request to waive response time.  Applicant states that, in the event that the Commission will not approve the waiver, Appli-cant’s alternative prayer for relief is for approval of gas cost adjustment rates calculated by using an interest rate equal to its authorized rate of return on rate base.
On April 21, 1997, the Colorado Office of Consumer Counsel (“OCC”) submitted a protest on Applicant’s request to modify its tariffs on the appropriate interest rate used in inter-est accrual on overrecovered and underrecovered gas costs.
Findings of Fact

Applicant is an operating public utility subject to the jurisdiction of this Commission and is engaged in the dis-tribution and resale of natural gas for domestic, mechanical, or public uses in various certificated areas within the State of Colorado.
The majority of Applicant's natural gas require-ments are purchased from various suppliers and subsequently trans-ported for delivery to Applicant's Arkansas Valley customers via Colorado Interstate Gas Company (“CIG”) and to its Western Slope customers via Public Service Company of Colorado (“PSCO”).  Pipe-line delivery services provided by CIG are regulated by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (“FERC”).  Pipeline delivery services provided by PSCO are regulated by the Commission.
Transportation rates of CIG are regulated by FERC.  The Commission has no jurisdiction over the transportation rates of interstate pipeline company CIG and wholesale rates of suppliers, but it expects Applicant to negotiate the lowest prices for sup-plies of natural gas that are consistent with the provisions of the Natural Gas Policy Act of 1978, 15 U.S.C. §§ 3301-3432 (Public Law 95-621) and applicable federal regulations or determinations made under applicable federal regulations.
The purpose of the upward revision of Applicant's gas rates is to reflect an increase in the level of natural gas costs charged Applicant based on rates to be in effect May 1, 1997, applied to normalized purchase and sales volumes during the test period of 12 months ended December 31, 1996, and to adjust for pre-vious over or under collections of purchase gas costs as of February 28, 1997.  Applicant is in an over-collected position for the Arkansas Valley system in the amount of $525,622, and in an under-recovered position for the Western Slope system in the amount of $12,733.  The amounts include applicable interest using the Com-mission’s deposit interest rate.
In addition, effective October 1, 1996, and pur-suant to the FERC Order in CIG Docket No. R96-190, an increase was made to CIG’s reservation rates for pipeline delivery services provided by CIG.  Also, effective September 1, 1996, pursuant to Commission Decision No. C95-1305 in Docket No. 93I-199EG and PSCO Advice Letter No. 511, a reduction was made to PSCO’s demand and reservation rates for pipeline delivery services provided by PSCO.  The instant filing reflects these changes in rates.
The effect of the revisions under the alternative approach, as amended, is an increase of $232,918 to Applicant's customers in the Arkansas Valley and an increase of $146,120 to Applicant's customers in the Western Slope.
The proposed tariffs attached, as Appendix A, will increase total annual revenues by $379,038, which is an increase of 5.16 percent.
 Applicant's last authorized rate of return on rate base was 10.60 percent and its last authorized rate of return on equity was 12.30 percent.  If this increase is approved, Appli-cant’s rate of return on rate base will be 5.50 percent and its rate of return on equity will be 4.20 percent.  Without the increase, Applicant’s rate of return on rate base would be 1.53 percent and its rate of return on equity would be a negative 2.50 percent.
The filing of this application was brought to the attention of Applicant's affected customers by publication in the Bent County Democrat, Fowler Tribune, Rocky Ford Daily Gazette, Arkansas Valley Journal, Pagosa Springs Sun, Durango Herald, news-papers of circulation in the area affected.
This application for authority to increase rates is made under § 40-3-104(2), C.R.S., and Rule 41(e)(1), Commission's Rules of Practice and Procedure.
The proposed increase in rates will substantially recover only Applicant's increased cost of gas.
Good cause exists for the Commission to allow the proposed increases on less than statutory notice.  Good cause does not exist for the Commission to grant a waiver of Applicant’s tariff on the appropriate interest rate for interest accrual on overrecovery and underrecovery on gas costs.
II. ORDER

The Commission Orders That:

Citizens Utilities Company’s request for waiver of its tariff regarding the interest rate used in the calculation of over- and under-recovery of gas costs is hereby denied.

Citizens Utilities Company’s motion to amend the verified application and request to waive response time is granted.  As amended, the application is granted.

Citizens Utilities Company is authorized to file on not less than one day's notice, to be effective on May 1, 1997, the tariffs attached as Appendix A and made a part of this Order.  These tariffs, as amended, shall be effective for actual gas sales on or after their effective date for the Arkansas Valley system and the Western Slope system.
This Order is effective on its Mailed Date.

ADOPTED IN COMMISSIONERS’ WEEKLY MEETING April 22, 1997.
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