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In the ’80s, even gas company must compete

By Tim Richard

Selling natural gas sounds casy.
You're a utility -~ no competition.
Just pump the stuff, send out bills
and grow with the cconomy.

“We're very compelitive,” says
the dissenting volee of Edgar L. (Ed}
Doss. He is in (ke metro reglon gen-
cral manager's office at Consumers
Power Co., and he repeatedly used
the word “competitlon™ In talking
abaout the blg changes in his industry.

There's competitlon with oll . . .
competition with Detrolt Edison’s
clectricity . . . competition across
city boundarles with MichCon . . .
competition to buy from the cheap-
esl sources,

“In order to grow, we're going to
need not only a major portion of the
new construction, but to convert cus-
tomers from other fuels,” said the
Rochester Hills resident.

HIS REGION — most of Oakland
County: southern Macomb; and Llvo-
nia, Plymouth, Westland and Wayne

‘in the Wayne County subutbs —

serves 51 percent of Consumers

Power's 1.2 milllen statcwide gas
(Outstate, C

aiso sells electricity.)

“In the 1950s, the federal govern-
ment set an artificlally low price
celling for gas at the wellhead. Pro-
ducers were miffed,” Doss began.

“Then the North Sea opened up,

. and rigs went there from the Gulf of
- Mexico, The Arab oll embargo began

In 1873. Gas was tlght. People tried
switching 1o alternative fuels.
“When the ofl embargo hit, we

* (Consumers) were selling 350 billlon

cuble feet annually. Now we're at
270 BCF. So we're looking for new
markets — water heating, drying.
cooking, lighting.

“In 1974, the federal government
begon to deregulate,” sald Doss, de-
scriblng a process that extended
over several years. “Basically, today

‘In order to grow, we're
going to. . . toconvert
customers from other
tuels. . . We're
picking up (former) oll
customers. . . We're
going to raid Edison’s
market.’
— E.L. Doss
Consumers Power Co.

we're a supply and demand indus-
try.”

Consumers Is strictly a distribut-
ing company, picking up natural gas
from a transmisslon company at
White Plgeon, Mich., on the Indiana
border.

1t negotiates contracts of 15-25
years with plpeline supplicrs, who in
turn buy from preducers on a “take-
or-pay™ basis: You pay even if you
don't use it all.

Enter: a new form of competition.

LARGE FUEL users find they
don‘t have to buy retall at state-re-
gulated prices from Consumers,
‘They can negotiate lower prices for
short-term supplies with producers.

At first that sounds llke bad news
for local utilitics like Consumers.
But walt, The big customers still
must find someone to pipe that gas
10 their plants.

“We're encouraging it," Doss sald.

“FERC (Federal Energy Regula-
tory Commisslon) says plpelines and
distribution companics should be
commen carriers. So a customer
hires a pipeline and distributlon
company to transport his gas. We're
paid a fee, but we never own the gas.
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“We're picking up (former) ol cus-
tomers,” Doss sald.
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-~ large schools, Beaumnont Hospital,
Somersct Apartmeats, several auto
plants.

TAKE OAKLAND County's Ser-
vice Center in Pontiac, for example.

The county can choose between
burning either oll or gas. And it can
choose belween Consumers' “syse
tem" gas and “transportation” gas
1hat Consumers Just carries.

Last year Consumers carried 12
percent of its volume as “transmis-
slon” gas. “We're forecasting that
wil} go to 18,5 percent in the 1987
calendar year,” adds Michael Bridg-
es, company spokesman.

Right now there's a “gas bubble,”
an oversupply that is bringing down
prices, Doss sald. Home heating
prices are coming down.

"WE'RE LOOKING to new mar-
kets.
*“We're putting a proposal for cus-

tomers with gas lights in their front
yards that we're going 10 sturt mar-

> recelve a FREE P
matching valance with

Mon.-Sat. 10-5
Thurs. til 8
352-8622

keting next spring. Frankly. we're a
very competitive method of seeurity
hghting.

“In the commercial and industrial
sector, propune dealers have provid-
«d construction heat during the win-
ter phase. We're actively and ag-
pressively seeking that business. We
can beat the propane cost.”

Doss, 46, joined Consumers in 1965
after carning o degree in civil engi-
neering from the University of Wis-
consin and ros¢ 10 encrgy services
manager.

Along the way, he picked up &
master's degree  1n mansgemnent

from Central Michigan University
and was promoled 10 regional gener-
al manager sn July of 1986,

He sepv ochester Board
of Edueation and its president in
1985-6. Other activities are with
Kiwanis, his ¢ economic devel-
upment corperation #nd the local
chisnber of cotntne)

's going 1o be citing time,”
said Doss, "Our CEOQ (William T.
McCortnick Jr.) believes utilities are
market driven.
re going to bring more indus-
try into the arca. We're going to raid
Edison’s market.”
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