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Public Utility Commission of Oregon
Attention: Filing Center

201 High Street SE, Suite 100

Post Office Box 1088

Salem, Oregon 97308-1088

RE: AR 669 — NW Natural’s Reply Comments

Northwest Natural Gas Company, dba NW Natural (“NW Natural” or “Company”),
appreciates the opportunity to submit these Reply Comments in response to the Notice
of Proposed Rulemaking and Administrative Law Judge Sarah Spruce’s October 9,
2025 Memorandum. NW Natural again thanks the Public Utility Commission of Oregon
(“Commission”) and Commission Staff for the continued engagement in the
development of the proposed integrated resource plan (“IRP”) rules (“Proposed IRP
Rules”) and proposed competitive bidding rules (“CBRs”).

As stated in the Company’s Initial Comments, NW Natural remains generally supportive
of the intent behind the Proposed IRP Rules and does not take a position on the

proposed CBRs as they are not applicable to gas utilities. NW Natural has reviewed the
initial comments filed by stakeholders and provides these Reply Comments in response.

NW Natural raised a number of issues throughout this process regarding the inherent
risk of the process in the Proposed IRP Rules because issues identified by the utilities
have not been thoughtfully considered and may result in unintended consequences,
including:

(1

)  creating an unnecessarily burdensome process;

) introducing overlapping planning processes and constant restudies;
)

)

—
N

(3
(4

threatening timely decision-making; and
increasing costs to customers.

The initial comments from other stakeholders in this proceeding confirm the Company’s
concerns and the Commission should modify the rules accordingly.
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1) NW Natural Agrees with Comments from the Joint Utilities’

The central purpose of this rulemaking has been to modernize the Commission’s IRP
and competitive bidding rules. However, the Proposed IRP Rules create procedural
inefficiencies that pose real-world challenges. These challenges could prevent or limit
utilities’ abilities to plan efficiently and implement acknowledged plans without the
process introducing unnecessary risks to recovery. The Joint Utilities’ Initial Comments
discuss a number of issues that should be addressed in the Proposed IRP Rules, to
which NW Natural largely agrees.

NW Natural remains concerned that the Proposed IRP Rules fail to balance interests of
all stakeholders. The Proposed IRP Rules would dramatically change the IRP process,
adding significant effort and cost, while potentially removing any benefit of an assurance
that a utility’s planning was reasonable.? The rules continue to rely on vague and
subjective terms, providing limited guidance for utilities trying to develop and file an
acceptable plan. They also lack commitment to timely acknowledgement and contain
multiple provisions that may encourage unnecessary processes.

NW Natural agrees with the Joint Utilities’ observation that the Proposed IRP Rules only
contemplate comments submitted within six months and that acknowledgement may
take up to a year.2 This could result in extended proceedings with little time before the
next IRP Update is filed—increasing the likelihood that discussions are based on stale
data. The Commission should be wary of unintended consequences, one of which could
be creating an endless planning process based on short-term external events, rather
than long-term planning focusing on safe and reliable service.

The Proposed IRP Rules, despite several rounds of comments during the informal
process, continue to lack clarity. One example is the reliance on future, undefined
processes. The Proposed IRP Rules would require utilities to file and post responses to
Standard Information Requests (“SIRs”), but the scope of those requests and process to
identify the SIRs will not be defined until an undetermined later time. As the Joint
Utilities correctly point out, neither the scope of the SIRs nor whether they would be
individually tailored for the unique circumstances of each utility are currently known.*
Additionally, stakeholders have signaled a clear intent to broaden discovery beyond
information relevant to the IRP, as discussed later in these comments.® The SIRs are
critical components that should not be developed by Staff in a silo without a fulsome

" PacifiCorp, Portland General Electric Company, and Idaho Power Company filed joint comments, and all
collectively referred to as the Joint Utilities.

2 Joint Utilities Initial Comments at 2.

3 1d. at 21.

4 /d. at 20.

5 NIPPC Initial Comments at 3-4; RNW Initial Comments at 2-3.
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opportunity for stakeholder comments. Similarly, the Proposed IRP Rules call for an IRP
Update Template to simplify the IRP Update process, but that also will not be developed
until an undetermined later time. Leaving these critical items for later creates additional
opportunities for divergence from the modernization goal of the rulemaking.

NW Natural continues to support the IRP Update Template proposal concept, as a
component that could improve and modernize the IRP process. The benefits of that
concept, however, are significantly reduced by the overly burdensome data
requirements proposed in OAR 860-090- 0110(3)(b) and (c). NW Natural again agrees
with the Joint Utilities that OAR 860-090-0110(3)(b), as currently written, “requires a
utility to redo nearly all the IRP analysis.”®

NW Natural also supports the Joint Utilities’ concerns over the approval process in IRP
Updates. The Proposed IRP Rules remove acknowledgment as an option and instead
impose an approval process determined on either the utility’s action or external factors.”
Staff’s response to the valid concerns over the IRP Update process, however,
exemplified the underlying inconsistencies in the Proposed IRP Rules. Staff addressed
concerns stating that if a utility believes that its circumstances have changed
significantly, the utility can simply file a new IRP rather than submitting an IRP Update.®
Staff’s proposal is illogical, as a new IRP is a multi-year process, requiring significant
data collection, analysis, and stakeholder input. The Joint Utilities correctly request
clarification because the implications of “non-approval” are unclear.® NW Natural raised
the risk of “non-approval” during the informal process.'® The capital-intensive nature of
the industry and risk to recovery for large investments could essentially halt
implementation of an action plan if the Commission were to not accept an IRP Update."

Fundamentally, there appears to be some level of confusion regarding the intent of the
IRP itself in the Proposed IRP Rules. NW Natural agrees with the Joint Utilities’ request
that the Commission review the Proposed IRP Rules after asking the fundamental
question—What is the practical purpose of an IRP?'2 |s the IRP meant to be (1) a proxy
planning document providing directional guidance; or (2) a prescriptive plan the utility is
required to follow. The Proposed IRP Rules combine aspects of both. The proposed
requirements to assess community impacts cannot be done on proxy resources in a

6 Id. at 32.

7 Id. at 32.

8 Staff Initial Comments at 13 (Staff submitted comments “after further consideration of the proposed
rules”.).

¢ Joint Utilities Initial Comments at 32.

10 NW Natural Initial Comments, Appendix B at 9 (NW Natural’s July 16, 2025 Comments in the informal
rulemaking process).

" d.

2 |d. at 17-20.
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planning document. Similarly, the IRP Update appears to require progress updates on
an acknowledged plan, with failure to do so resulting in a direction to restart the IRP
process. Additionally, there appears to be a focus on what is the ‘best’ plan. That is
entirely subjective assessment and is not an appropriate standard in a regulatory
proceeding. These three examples above give the impression that the IRP will become
a prescriptive plan.

2) The Proposed IRP Rules Should Be Consistent Regarding Process

The comprehensive nature of the Proposed IRP Rules creates an entirely new process
for developing, filing, reviewing, and implementing IRPs. The proposed process is
robust with accommodation for stakeholder input at the earliest stages and thorough
review before the Commission. Such a comprehensive rewrite of the existing rules
creates multiple opportunities for internal inconsistencies that could bog down the
process, eliminating the value of early input from stakeholders. As is expected, different
stakeholders take different positions on the process, but those recommendations need
to be aligned with the Commission’s priorities for the rules to avoid internal
inconsistencies in the process.

For example, Renewable Northwest (“RNW?”) requests that the rules require the load
forecast to be conducted no more than three months before the needs assessment.'3
The Green Energy Institute at Lewis & Clark Law School (“GEI”) recommends more
definitive language be included in the rule regarding community engagement and public
feedback.' Both perspectives are valid areas for discussion on the Proposed IRP
Rules, but if not evaluated within the entirety of the rules these two recommendations
would lead to an impossibly circular process.

These comments point out the need for the Commission to identify its priorities for the
Proposed IRP Rules, consider the offsetting balance among the components, and
include appropriate flexibility to support the provision of safe, reliable, and affordable
service to customers. For example, the Commission must clearly articulate if
stakeholder input in the development of an IRP or timeliness of data is the priority, and
when flexibility among the two is appropriate.

The Proposed IRP Rules should also be revised to articulate Staff and stakeholders’
engagement responsibilities. The Proposed IRP Rules appear to presume that
stakeholders will understand and consider all the requirements for utility service during
the IRP process. But this is not a reasonable assumption. Understanding all aspects of
utility operations will be uncommon among stakeholders. The Proposed IRP Rules

13 RNW Initial Comments at 7.
14 GEI Initial Comments at 6-8.
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should require a balance, where stakeholders are also accountable for ensuring their
comments are grounded in fundamental requirements of actual utility operations to
provide safe and reliable service.

There is a natural tension between increasing public involvement while adding
complexity to the IRP, yet still requiring the IRP to be accessible. This tension can only
be mitigated if there is also a recognition that resource planning is complex, and
stakeholders may not understand all of the intricacies of utility operations.

3) AnIRP Is a Plan, And Neither the Process nor the Plan Itself Should Be
Binding

NW Natural is concerned that the IRP process is being viewed as something other than
what it was intended to be. Planning is inherently uncertain. Conditions will change
during the planning process and after acknowledgment. Utilities can only plan based on
the information available at the particular time and no set of scenarios will be able to
evaluate all possible future circumstances. Adhering to outdated plans would not
constitute good utility practice. The Commission has consistently supported the need for
flexibility in the implementation of its administrative rules to allow utilities to manage
operations through a constantly evolving environment. Accordingly, the Commission
should reconfirm that long-standing flexibility in the Proposed IRP Rules to address
changing circumstances.

New Sun Energy LLC (“NewSun”), however, argues that every aspect of the Proposed
IRP Rules be made mandatory.'® Similarly, GEI claims that the Commission
inappropriately “reserves for itself sweeping authority to waive any of the requirements
of the system planning rules upon a showing of good cause.”'® These arguments should
be rejected.

For example, the Proposed IRP Rules currently envision requiring a significant amount
of information, much of which may not be relevant to all utilities, especially utilities not
subject to Clean Energy Plan (CEP) requirements. Limitations on the Commission’s
discretion to waive parts of its rules would be inappropriate. The rules already appear to
be confused as to whether the IRP is a proxy planning document or a prescriptive
plan.” Utilities retain the responsibility to serve customers and must have the discretion
to make prudent decisions based on new information, given they alone retain the
ultimate responsibility and obligation.

15 NewSun Initial Comments at 2-6.
16 GEI Initial Comments at 2.
17 See, Joint Utilities Initial Comments at 33.
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4) Customers Should Not Pay for Economic or Policy Advocacy

RNW argues that the utility must provide software licenses to Staff and stakeholders.'®
Customers should not be required to pay for any stakeholder, especially if the
stakeholder is advocating for a private interest (economic or policy). Furthermore,
RNW’s recommendation makes an assumption about licensing. Granting a license is
not within the utility’s control and may be restricted or prohibited by the software
developer.

5) Shifting Costs Will Not Result in Proper Planning

The Proposed IRP Rules include a requirement that multi-state utilities include a
system-wide scenario—OAR 860-090-0060(7). GEI argues that the rules “should be
altered to require that the utility provides additional compelling justification for any
changes in preferred portfolio selection” in order to ensure Oregon customers get the
least-cost, least-risk portfolio.’® GEI's comments indicate the stakeholders may use the
system-wide scenario to advocate for broader application of Oregon’s energy policy.
That would dramatically increase risk to customers.

Cost allocations may be different for different utilities. While some utilities may operate
under prior-approved cost allocation methods, others look at individual projects to
address different state policy requirements. Project-by-project cost allocations are a
necessary option to meet those individual state requirements.

Additionally, for NW Natural, this proposal could lead to over-allocation of renewable
natural gas resources across its jurisdictions. This only creates risk for both the utility
and its customers. Cascade supports planning for efficiency and risk diversification
through system planning, but GEI's comments appear to imply that Oregon may choose
to shift costs to, or take benefits from, other states. The Commission should specifically
reject that implication.

6) Acknowledgment Should Provide a Reasonable Level of Assurance to Utilities

As mentioned above, the Proposed IRP Rules lack balance. Staff's comments related to
Proposed IRP Rule OAR 860-090-0050(5) confirm that lack of balance. Proposed IRP
Rule OAR 860-090-0050(5) would affirmatively state that acknowledgment does not
indicate approval of supporting analyses or finding in an IRP. Staff argues that
acceptance of underlying data and analyses would slow the IRP process because it
would require stakeholders to check all data and analyses with an “eye to possible

18 RNW Initial Comments at 6.
19 GEI Initial Comments at 5.
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future uses.”? This is, first, an exaggeration, as the primary future use is to justify
prudence in investments. Equally as important, however, Staff misses the primary point
that the IRP is a plan based on the information available at the time. If a utility cannot
receive assurance that acknowledgement confirms that the IRP is a reasonable plan to
meet customers’ service needs, based on the information available at the time, the
entire process will result in a costly, yet unproductive endeavor. The IRP is not a
prudence review, and the utility always maintains the obligation to adjust its plans based
on changed circumstances, but acknowledgement provides reasonable confirmation to
the utility that it has been prudently planning for its customers.

7) The Proposed Cost Impact Calculation is lll-defined and Will Only Confuse the
IRP Review Effort

NW Natural and the Joint Utilities have repeatedly sought clarification on the various
iterations of a new proposed requirement of calculating the rate impact of various
portfolios in the IRP. In its initial comments, Staff offers yet another revision.?! Staff's
proposed edits create additional confusion. Staff proposes additional revisions to the
language in Proposed IRP Rule OAR 860-090-0060(7)(g), requiring a determination of
the present value of the expected net costs to Oregon customers over the planning
horizon, and near-term. The additional edits provide no further clarity, have not been
vetted, and would turn the IRP review process into a comparative rate assessment
based on hypothetical assumptions and proxy resources. This would only distract from
the IRP review and unnecessarily broaden and prolong the IRP proceeding.

8) The Initial Comments of Stakeholders Confirm NW Natural’s Concerns
Regarding Discovery

Comments from stakeholders illustrate how discovery will quickly become an out-of-
control activity in an IRP. Both RNW and the Northwest & Intermountain Power
Producers Coalition (“NIPPC”) argue for unlimited, out of scope discovery, claiming that
normal relevancy and admissibility restrictions do not apply to the hybrid IRP
proceeding.?? This is not an appropriate justification and raises serious concerns about
fairness. It is not appropriate to allow discovery of irrelevant information and not enforce
some admissibility requirements if stakeholders include purportedly factual assertions in
their IRP comments when there is limited opportunity for utilities to respond or conduct
their own discovery in response.

20 Staff Initial Comments at 7.
21 Staff Initial Comments at 10.
22 NIPPC Initial Comments at 3-4; RNW Initial Comments at 2-3.
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While not NW Natural’s preferred approach, at least GEI's proposal®? that the
Commission identify what can be requested in an IRP proceeding would allow for some
protection. If the Commission agrees that discovery in an IRP should be formalized, this
may be the only way to maintain some reasonable semblance of process in the IRP.
NW Natural, however, believes this issue may be largely addressed through the SIRs.
An appropriate set of SIRs, established after a fulsome opportunity for stakeholder
comments, could address the majority of information needed by stakeholders.

Please address correspondence on this matter to me at
rebecca.trujillo@nwnatural.com with copies to the following:

eFiling

Rates and Regulatory Affairs
NW Natural

250 SW Taylor Street
Portland, OR 97204
Telephone: (503) 610-7330
Fax: (503) 220-2579
eFiling@nwnatural.com

Sincerely,
/s/ Rebecca Truijillo

Rebecca Trujillo
Regulatory Compliance

23 GEI Initial Comments at 9-10.
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