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BEFORE THE PUBLIC UTILITY COMMISSION
OF OREGON

UG 490
In the Matter of

NW NATURAL GAS COMPANY D/B/A
NW NATURAL JOINT BRIEF IN SUPPORT OF THE

THIRD PARTIAL STIPULATION

Request for a General Rate Revision
(UG 490)

. INTRODUCTION

Northwest Natural Gas Company, dba NW Natural (“NW Natural” or the
“Company”), the Coalition of Communities of Color, Climate Solutions, Verde, Columbia
Riverkeeper, Oregon Environmental Council, Community Energy Project, and Sierra Club
(“Coalition”), and the Oregon Citizens’ Utility Board (“CUB”) (collectively the “Stipulating
Parties”) respectfully request that the Commission approve the Third Partial Stipulation
(“Third Stipulation”) filed in this docket on August 12, 2024." This brief will explain why
the Third Stipulation is just and reasonable per OAR 860-001-0350.

This Third Stipulation resolves all contested issues raised in Docket No. UG 490
related to post-enrollment income verification in the Company’s bill discount program, for
the purposes of this rate case.

Il POST-ENROLLMENT INCOME VERFICATION

A. Parties’ Positions Prior to the Third Stipulation
Post-enrollment income verification is the process by which a sample of bill

discount program participants who self-attested their income will be contacted to

' The Staff of the Public Utility Commission of Oregon and the Alliance of Western Energy Consumers
neither join nor oppose the Third Stipulation.
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demonstrate the income eligibility they self-attested. To date, NW Natural has not
implemented post-enrollment income verification and no customer has been removed
from the bill discount program for failing to verify income.?

In Opening Testimony, the Coalition argued that NW Natural should not conduct
post-enrollment income verification, stating that it “deters low-income households from
getting the assistance they need.”® Specifically, the Coalition was concerned that “low-
income customers who might not have income verification forms readily available,” and
‘customers may not understand why they are being audited, why the process is so
invasive, and the consequences of not participating,” leading to “distrust between a utility
and its customers.” No other party took a position on post-enrollment income verification
in Opening Testimony.

In Reply Testimony, NW Natural responded to the Coalition, arguing that
“[c]londucting income verification for a small pool of program participants safeguards
program integrity, strengthens public trust and demonstrates prudent management of
customer funds,” citing guidance from the federal government.® Regarding the Coalition’s
specific recommendation that the Commission prohibit NW Natural from suspending bill
discounts for households that cannot or do not verify their income, NW Natural clarified

that it is not yet conducting post-enrollment verification and that the Coalition’s

2 NW Natural/2300, Tanaka/25.

3 Coalition/300, Fain-Segovia Rodriguez-Daryanani/27.
4Id. at 28.

5 NW Natural/2300, Tanaka/23.
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recommendation is premature because “any details of the verification process have yet
to be determined.”®

In Rebuttal Testimony, the Coalition took issue with the Company’s assertion that
its post-enrollment verification process was still in development, citing language in
Schedule 330 of NW Natural’s tariff that permitted the Company to conduct these types
of verification.” The Coalition asserted that such tariff language is confusing for
community members and requested that the Commission require NW Natural to remove
it from the tariff “until the Company implements its post-enroliment verification policy to
prevent further confusion for community advocates.”® No other party filed Rebuttal
Testimony on post-enrollment income verification.

After Rebuttal Testimony, the parties to this proceeding entered into the Second
Partial Stipulation, which resolved many of the contested issues, including setting
discount levels for the bill discount program, as well as how those costs would be
recovered in rates and a process for ongoing review of that program.® However, several
issues remained to be litigated, including contested issues related to post-enroliment
verification in the Company’s bill discount program.'°

Finally, in Surrebuttal Testimony, NW Natural responded to the Coalition’s Rebuttal
Testimony on this issue, arguing that the post-enrollment income verification tariff
provision in Schedule 330 “was intentionally used, as developed during the collaborative

process in docket ADV 1390 [Commission docket that established Schedule 330], in

6 NW Natural/2300, Tanaka/25.

7 Coalition/600, Fain-Segovia Rodriguez-Daryanani/19-21.

8 Coalition/600, Fain-Segovia Rodriguez-Daryanani/21.

9 Second Partial Stipulation, para. 4,5, & 7 (available at:
https://edocs.puc.state.or.us/efdocs/HAR/ug490har330256116.pdf).
10 /d. at para. 10(f).
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recognition that NW Natural would not begin the post-enroliment income verification
process until the second year of the program and to allow for flexibility in developing,
implementing, and adjusting the process.”'" Therefore, “[i]t would be inappropriate to
remove language describing the post-enrollment income verification program element
from the Schedule 330 tariff’ because “[tlhe Company will be conducting such verification
as part of the program.”'?
B. Resolution of Post-Enroliment Income Verification in the Third Stipulation
In the Third Stipulation, the Stipulating Parties agree that NW Natural bill discount
program's post-enrollment verification will begin no earlier than March 2025, and that NW
Natural will hold workshops on its verification process with interested stakeholders to
receive feedback before starting the process. Workshops will begin after the rate effective
date of this proceeding—November 1, 2024.'3 The Third Stipulation also provides that
the Company must include Verde, Community Energy Project, and Coalition of
Communities of Color in the workshops.'* As a practical matter, NW Natural intends to
invite those specific organizations, as well as all other entities that are participating in
Commission docket UM 2211, which is an ongoing docket concerning the implementation
of HB 2475."® The Third Stipulation resolves all contested issues related to post-
enrollment income verification in the Company’s bill discount program for the purposes of

this case.

" NW Natural/4500, Tanaka/18.

2 NW Natural/4500, Tanaka/17-18.

'3 Third Stipulation, para. 1.

4 d.

5 HB 2475 authorizes the Commission to consider differential energy burden and other inequities of
affordability in ratemaking, including authorizing the establishment of utilities’ bill discount programs for
low-income customers.
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Each element of the Third Stipulation reflects a reasonable compromise regarding
post-enrollment income verification for NW Natural’s bill discount program. First, by
agreeing that post-enrollment income verification will not take place until March 2025, the
Stipulating Parties open a window of time to address issues concerning post-enroliment
income verification, including ensuring that any post-enroliment income verification
process takes into consideration feedback received during the workshops. At the same
time, however, the targeted March 2025 implementation date ensures that post-
enrollment income verification is not unreasonably delayed.

Second, the workshops will allow for dialogue that will hopefully lead to a common
understanding as to how post-enrollment income verification will be conducted going
forward. Even if the workshop process does not lead to a common understanding, the
workshops should help clarify where the areas of disagreements are, which should be of
value in any future regulatory proceedings where post-enrollment income verification is
at issue.

Third, the broad range of invitees to the workshops should ensure that no
interested organization is excluded, and that any such organization will have the
opportunity to share their views on these issues.

Collectively, the compromises contained in the Third Stipulation regarding post-
enrollment income verification for NW Natural’s bill discount program represent a
reasonable resolution of this issue.

Ml CONCLUSION

The Stipulating Parties agree that the Third Stipulation reflects a reasonable
compromise of the parties’ positions on post-enrollment income verification for NW

Natural’s bill discount program and is in the public interest. The Stipulating Parties
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1 respectfully request that the Commission approve the Third Stipulation in its entirety and
2 without modification.

3 Respectfully submitted this 12th day of August 2024.

NW NATURAL COMPANY D/B/A NW
NATURAL

By: /s/ Ryan Siguardson

Date: August 12, 2024

OREGON CITIZENS’ UTILITY BOARD

By: /s/ Claire Valentine-Fossum

Date: August 12, 2024

COALITION OF COMMUNITIES OF COLOR,
CLIMATE SOLUTIONS, VERDE, COLUMBIA
RIVERKEEPER, OREGON
ENVIRONMENTAL COUNCIL, COMMUNITY
ENERGY PROJECT, AND SIERRA CLUB

By: /s/ Noorulanne Jan

Date: August 12, 2024
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