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Legal Aid Wins for low-income consumers

The Legal Aid Society of Cleveland won a victory for low-income customers of Dominion East Ohio (DEO).  The Public Utilities Commission of Ohio (PUCO) ordered an investigation and hearings on DEO’s petition to get out of the “merchant function.” Granting its petition would mean that DEO no longer would be the main buyer and supplier of gas for its present customers.

Today gas consumers have the option of buying their gas from DEO or other suppliers. Under DEO’s proposal that option would no longer exist and customers would be required to find their own gas supply. Now many have avoided that difficult choice and stayed with DEO.

Joseph Meissner, an attorney from The Legal Aid Society of Cleveland, represented four low-income organizations which opposed DEO’s move: Consumers for Fair Utility Rights, the Empowerment Center, the Neighborhood Environmental Coalition and the Cleveland Housing Network.

Meissner said the organizations opposed the proposed move because DEO is a public utility which is supposed to provide customers with gas. “Its mission” he explained, “is to search out and supply gas at the best prices.” Additionally, allowing DEO to exit the “merchant function” would result in no benefits for its customers and could mean additional costs for them, as well as difficult choices.

“We argued there should be a full investigation and hearing with involvement of the public in the decision making before the PUCO,” said Meissner.

The victory means that the PUCO will investigate the effects of DEO’s petition and assures public involvement in adequate discovery procedures and a full hearing at which evidence can be presented.

“The net effect is that a decision on Dominion’s proposal is delayed until at least fall of 2006,” said Meissner.

The final outcome will be up to the PUCO. It could rule in favor of DEO or after hearing could determine that the proposal is not in the public interest. 

If the petition is not denied, the consumer groups, alternatively, will argue that DOE should be required to provide such benefits to its low-income consumers as weatherization and energy efficiency programs or at least gas payment funds to help the poor with heating costs.
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