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INTRODUCTION 

NW Natural is fighting the future tooth and nail. In this docket, the Company has 

repeatedly denounced electrification, reaching for conclusions that contradict Oregon’s 

legislative and administrative plans to achieve system-wide decarbonization. NW Natural relies 

on a two-pronged approach in an attempt to avoid its obligation to cost-effectively reduce its 

emissions. First, it argues that its duty to serve renders the Commission, the main regulator of 

investor-owned utilities in Oregon, powerless to require NW Natural to take necessary steps to 

meet its emission-reduction requirements. Second, it argues that its own, internally developed 

emission reduction and cost-comparison analyses are more reliable than the findings of Oregon’s 

Department of Energy, multiple trusted third-party studies, and real-world test cases.  

The Company’s duty to serve does not prevent the Commission from granting the 

Coalition’s proposals. On the contrary, the duty to serve is a utility-facing obligation. Most, if 

not all, of the Coalition’s proposals do not implicate the Company’s duty to serve because they 

either allow NW Natural to continue to serve its customers or only result in the electrification of 

appliances if a customer voluntarily chooses to do so. And for those that do implicate the duty, 

the Commission has the authority to define a utility’s duty to serve, subject only to its traditional 

requirement to act within the confines of its substantial, legislatively delegated powers.  

As the Coalition addressed in its Opening Brief, the record supports electrification as a 

means of reducing emissions without exposing customers to higher overall utility costs in the 

future. NW Natural continues to rely on its own internally developed cost- and emission-

comparison studies that fail to consider crucial data points like customers who are not served by 

PGE or PacifiCorp, future Climate Protection Program (CPP) costs, and the ability of heat pumps 

to provide efficient cooling. The Commission should put more weight on the findings of third 

parties like the Oregon Department of Energy, the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, and 
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other utility commissions, which have all embraced electrification as a key strategy to reduce 

emissions in a cost-effective manner.  

This docket is an appropriate forum to resolve the issues the Coalition has raised to 

require the Company to do more to decarbonize. NW Natural, the Commission, Staff, and 

Intervenors have already gone through one full post-CPP IRP cycle where the Commission 

stated in no uncertain terms that it expected NW Natural to make substantial progress in its 

consideration of electrification, seemingly to no avail. The writing is on the wall: NW Natural’s 

customers are already electrifying and many more will need to electrify for the Company to 

achieve large-scale decarbonization of its service. The Commission should start that work now. 

ARGUMENT 

I. THE COMMISSION HAS AUTHORITY TO GRANT THE COALITION’S 

PROPOSALS. 

None of the Coalition’s Proposals would violate the Company’s duty to serve. First, the 

Coalition’s OLIEE and targeted electrification pilot proposals do not violate the duty to serve 

because it is the customers who would be actively choosing to electrify their appliances, and the 

duty to serve is not implicated when a customer opts to fuel switch. Second, the Coalition’s 

thermal energy network (TEN) pilot proposal would still allow NW Natural to provide calid 

service to customers. Finally, even assuming that the Coalition’s other electrification proposal—

studying electrification as an NPA—does require the Company to “actively seek[] to ensure NW 

Natural does not provide service to at least some of its current customer base,” the Commission 

has the authority to impose such a requirement because the duty to serve binds utilities, not the 

Commission.1 The Commission should utilize its authority to do all things necessary to obtain 

 
1 NW Natural/3400, Rush-Kravitz/Page 18–19.  
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for customers adequate service at fair and reasonable rates and grant the Coalition’s requested 

proposals. 

A. The Coalition’s OLIEE, Targeted Electrification Pilot, and TENs Pilot Proposals do 

not Raise Any Duty to Serve Concerns. 

The Coalition’s proposed changes to Schedule 320 and its request for the Commission to 

require NW Natural to propose targeted electrification and TENs pilots have no bearing on NW 

Natural’s duty to serve. The OLIEE proposal gives customers the ability to use a customer-

funded program to replace a nonfunctioning or red-tagged furnace with a heat pump, and 

therefore does not force NW Natural to unilaterally stop serving customers that wish to remain 

on the gas system. Similarly, a targeted electrification pilot proposal would give customers the 

voluntary option to electrify. Lastly, NW Natural would still be providing service to customers if 

it administers a TENs pilot. NW Natural has not explained why these proposals cause the 

Company to “reduce or withdraw” its service in a manner that would implicate, let alone violate, 

its duty to serve.2 

The Coalition’s OLIEE and targeted electrification proposals do not require NW Natural 

to “seek to reduce the number of customers receiving gas service,” or violate its duty to serve, 

because both proposals involve customers voluntarily opting to electrify. Under the OLIEE 

proposal, low-income customers with a nonfunctioning or red-tagged furnace would be able to 

use OLIEE funds to replace that furnace with either a high-efficiency furnace or an electric heat 

pump.3 Importantly, a customer that chooses a heat pump would be voluntarily opting to electrify 

their space heating. NW Natural would not be required to “seek[] to reduce the number of 

customers receiving gas service.”4 NW Natural does not contribute money to the OLIEE 

 
2 UG 520, NW Natural’s Opening Brief, at 27 (Aug. 8, 2025).  
3 Coalition Intervenors/300, Apter-Prihoda/Page 31 
4 UG 520, NW Natural’s Opening Brief, at 27.  
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program—funds are collected from customers through the Schedule 301 Public Purpose Funding 

Surcharge.5 NW Natural also does not administer the relevant portion of the OLIEE program—

CAP Agencies do.6 Similarly, targeted electrification programs operate by providing incentives 

to customers for electrification, and then transitioning those that accept the offer.7 Again, 

customers would be voluntarily choosing to electrify their appliance(s), and NW Natural would 

have no duty to serve those customers that opt to leave their service. Because these proposals are 

subject to customers voluntarily electrifying, they do not implicate, or violate, the duty to serve. 

The Coalition’s TENs pilot proposal also does not implicate the duty to serve because the 

Company would continue to serve customers as the operator of the TEN. In testimony, NW 

Natural stated that it “is a natural gas utility and the Commission cannot require the Company to 

replace natural gas infrastructure with a TEN that does not utilize natural gas.”8 Despite stating 

twice in testimony that it would address the issue more fully in briefing,9 NW Natural did not 

provide a specific argument in its Opening Brief explaining why it does not have the legal 

authority to operate a TEN. Discussing the Coalition’s proposals generally, though, the Company 

states that it is a “gas-only utility” and “nothing in the Commission’s enabling statute authorizes 

it to require NW Natural to reduce or withdraw that service.”10 The Company relies on 

ORS 756.010(10), which defines the term “service” “in its broadest and most inclusive sense and 

includes equipment and facilities related to providing the service or the product served.”11 

 
5 NW Natural, Schedule 301, at 4 (Mar. 4, 2025); UG 520, NW Natural’s Opening Brief, at 26.  
6 Coalition Intervenors/105, Apter-Prihoda/Page 5.  
7 See, e.g., Coalition Intervenors/200, Apter-Moore/Page 11–13 (describing Puget Sound 

Energy’s targeted electrification proposal).   
8 NW Natural/3400, Rush-Kravitz/Page 22–23.  
9 Id., Rush-Kravitz/Page 22; NW Natural/1700, Rush-Kravitz/Page 26.  
10 UG 520, NW Natural’s Opening Brief, at 27.  
11 ORS 756.010(10).  
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Extrapolating from this stance, the Company argues that its “product served” is gas, and 

therefore, for the purposes of ORS 756.040(1), the “service” the Commission obtains for 

customers from NW Natural must be gas service.12 

The Company’s interpretation of ORS 756.010(10) misreads the statute in two ways. 

First, the NW Natural wrongly conflates the terms “product served” and “service,” creating a 

too-narrow interpretation of the latter. ORS 756.010(10) specifically differentiates between the 

general “service” being provided and the specific “product served” to customers. Again, 

ORS 756.010(10) states that “service is used in its broadest and most inclusive sense and 

includes equipment and facilities related to providing the service or the product served.”13 The 

definition thus differentiates the broadly defined “service” from the narrower “product served.” 

The product served is merely the conduit by which customers receive service. Service is best 

understood by reference to ORS 757.005, which defines a public utility as an entity that provides 

heat, light, water, or power.14 Reading the term “in the broadest and most inclusive sense,” the 

service the Company provides is not natural gas, but power, which customers use for heating and 

cooking purposes. Thus, ORS 756.040(1) ‘s delegation to the Commission to obtain “adequate 

service” is an obligation for the Commission to obtain adequate power service, but imposes no 

obligation for the Commission to specifically obtain natural gas service. 

Second, NW Natural wrongly assumes that a utility can only have one “product served.” 

Nowhere in the Commission’s statutes does it state that a gas utility can only have one product 

served. In fact, ORS 757.005 specifically contemplates public utilities may having multiple 

 
12 UG 520, NW Natural’s Opening Brief, at 27. 
13 ORS 756.010(10) (emphasis added). 
14 ORS 757.005(1).  
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products served.15 Moreover, in practice NW Natural does not restrain itself to one “product 

served,” as it delivers or plans to deliver not just natural gas, but also synthetic methane and 

hydrogen. 

Commission direction for NW Natural to propose a TENs pilot would not violate the 

Company’s duty to serve because it would still be providing service to power the same end uses 

that it currently powers with natural gas. As the operator of the TEN, NW Natural would not be 

forced to reduce or withdraw its service to customers, but rather would provide service via 

different means. The Company would continue to serve the customers it currently serves, and no 

customers would lose service because of the pilot. Thus, NW Natural would not be in violation 

of its duty to serve.  

B. The Coalition’s Proposal for the Company to Study Electrification as an NPA 

Would Not Violate the Duty to Serve. 

The Commission’s authority to require NW Natural to analyze electrification as an NPA 

does not violate the duty to serve because the Commission has the authority require a utility to 

take actions that could result in a reduction in the number of customers it serves. The statutes, 

regulations, and past Commission Orders that NW Natural relies upon show that the duty to 

serve prevents a utility from unilaterally refusing to serve customers, but does not bar the 

Commission from requiring a utility to take steps that may ultimately reduce its number of 

customers. The Commission regulates the bounds of a utility’s duty to serve and is itself only 

limited in that regulatory role by the broad confines of its delegated authority. ORS 756.040(1) 

does not require the Commission to obtain for customers specific types of utility service, but 

rather to protect customers and the public from unjust and unreasonable exactions and practices 

 
15 ORS 757.005. For example, ORS 757.005 
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and obtain for them adequate service at fair and reasonable rates. Therefore, the Commission will 

not violate NW Natural’s duty to serve if it grants the Coalition’s proposals. 

The authorities that NW Natural relies upon all reflect that the duty to serve is meant to 

limit utility discretion in denying service to customers and does not prevent the Commission 

from requiring a utility to take actions that could cause it to lose customers. First, the Company 

relies on Order 24-447 from UE 433, where the Commission rejected a PacifiCorp tariff proposal 

that would have allowed it to deny load requests if it determined the load was “speculative” or 

requested at a congested interconnection point.16 After acknowledging the difficulties speculative 

loads presented, the Commission explained its reason for denying the company’s request:  

“The proposed definition for speculative load and the ability to deny requests, 

however, would be an unusual amount of discretion, particularly given that the 

term itself is not defined in the proposed revisions. While PacifiCorp is correct 

that there are limitations to its obligation to serve under ORS 757.020, the 

situation presented here would give PacifiCorp too much unilateral discretion, 

pose too large a risk of discrimination, and have too significant a consequence for 

the customer to be an appropriate general limitation on the obligation to serve.”17 

Contrary to NW Natural’s statement that “Order 24-447 shows that the duty to serve is 

robust and nearly absolute,”18 the Commission’s decision was narrow and fact specific, 

recognizing that limitations to the duty exist but that PacifiCorp’s proposed tariff would give the 

company too much discretion to deny service.  

None of the factors the Commission identified in determining the appropriateness of a 

general limitation to the obligation to serve in Order 24-447— the level of utility discretion, the 

risk of discrimination, and the significance of the consequence on the customer of the utility 

 
16 In the Matter of PACIFICORP, dba PACIFIC POWER, Request for a General Rate Revision, 

Docket No. UE 433, Order No. 24-447, at 111 (Dec. 19, 2024), available at 

https://apps.puc.state.or.us/orders/2024ords/24-447.pdf.  
17 Id., at 114 (emphasis added)  
18 UG 520, NW Natural’s Opening Brief, at 30. 

https://apps.puc.state.or.us/orders/2024ords/24-447.pdf
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denying service—are implicated here. The Coalition’s electrification NPA proposal does not 

give the Company “unilateral discretion” to deny service to a customer, but rather subjects NW 

Natural’s decision making to both Commission and intervenor review in planning dockets. The 

risk of discrimination is also low because planning dockets are subject to review from a range of 

interests and because any actual electrification would still be subject to a customer agreeing to be 

electrified. Finally, the consequence on a customer of losing natural gas service because of 

electrification is low. Unlike in the PacifiCorp case, where a denial of service would make 

operation of a new load impossible, a customer that electrifies will still receive utility service to 

power space heating, water heating, and cooking appliances. Thus, Order 24-447 shows that the 

duty to serve is utility-facing, that the duty is not absolute, and that the Coalition’s proposal meet 

at least some criteria warranting the duty’s limitation.  

 The telecommunications “carrier of last resort” (COLR) context also does not support 

NW Natural’s argument. COLR obligations are analogous to an energy utility’s duty to serve 

insofar as they require the telecommunication utility with an exclusive service territory to serve 

all customers within that territory. These obligations “prohibit the utility from withdrawing 

service without regulatory approval”19 and are derived from 759.506. ORS 759.506(3) lays out 

four circumstances under which the Commission can allow a COLR to withdraw service. 

Although NW Natural is right that there are “limited circumstances” in which the Commission 

can waive COLR obligations, that is because the Commission is statutorily limited to those 

specific circumstances. The Commission is burdened with no such limitation in the energy utility 

context, and the existence of the limiting language in ORS 759.506(3) indicates that, absent 

 
19 Or. Public Util. Comm’n, Carrier of Last Resort (COLR) Report to the 2020 Legislature, at 6 

(Sept. 15, 2020), available at 

https://www.oregon.gov/puc/forms/Forms%20and%20Reports/COLR-Final-Report-PUC.pdf.  

https://www.oregon.gov/puc/forms/Forms%20and%20Reports/COLR-Final-Report-PUC.pdf
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narrowing legislation, the Commission has broader powers to define a utility’s duty to serve 

when it is regulating utilities other than telecommunication utilities.  

 Finally, the 1987 Oregon Attorney General’s Opinion (the “AG Opinion”) that NW 

Natural cites further confirms that the duty to serve is a largely utility-facing obligation that 

confines the Commission no more than the traditional bounds of its authority. The AG Opinion 

provided guidance on the question of whether a utility may deny service to a new customer if the 

customer did not meet the Pacific Northwest Electric Power and Conservation Planning 

Council’s model conservation standard (MPS).20 It found that state laws establishing energy 

conservation as a goal of Oregon, including ORS 469.010, did not create either an explicit or 

implicit right for utilities to deny service on energy conservation grounds, eventually concluding 

that “under current statutes . . . utilities may not refuse service to new customers based on the 

failure of the new customers’ premise to conform to the council’s MCS.”21 Like Order 24-447, 

the issue in the AG Opinion was the level of discretion a utility has to deny service to a customer, 

not the discretion of the Commission to require a utility to take actions that could result in that 

utility losing customers. The AG Opinion only briefly discusses the role of the Commission in a 

footnote, stating that the “rules relieving a regulated utility of its duty to serve were promulgated 

by the PUC pursuant to its authority to adopt rules ‘relative to all statutes administered by the 

PUC’” and that the Commission’s powers are limited by its statutory authority.22 Thus, while the 

duty to serve may be “robust and nearly absolute” for a utility, it only limits the Commission’s 

authority to the same extent that its authority is always limited.  

 
20 Attorney General Letter of Advice to Michael W. Grainey (OP-6139), 1987 WL 278258, at 1 

(Jul. 27, 1987).  
21 Id. at 2.  
22 Id. at 2 n. 3 
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Taken together, these sources say little, if anything, about the question the Coalition’s 

proposals raise: whether the Commission can direct a utility to take actions that could result in 

loss of some customers. Instead, they show that the duty to serve is a utility-facing obligation 

that the Commission oversees as a part of its own obligation to achieve for customers adequate 

service at fair and reasonable rates. 

 The Commission’s legislatively delegated authority allows it to grant the Coalition’s 

proposals. As the Coalition’s Opening Brief discussed, ORS 756.040 provides the Commission 

with the broad authority, in all matters of which the Commission has jurisdiction, to do all things 

necessary to protect customers and the public generally from unjust and unreasonable exactions 

and practices and to obtain for them adequate service and fair and reasonable rates.23 NW 

Natural’s practice of not studying electrification as an NPA is both unjust and unreasonable 

because it ignores the possibility of achieving utility service for customers at a lower price 

despite ample evidence from across the country—and the world—that electrification can and will 

often be more cost effective in the short and long run than further investments in gas 

infrastructure. And as the Coalition’s Opening Brief discusses, achieving state-mandated 

emissions reductions is a component of the “adequate service” that the Commission must obtain 

for customers.24  

Contrary to NW Natural’s argument that ORS 756.040 requires the “Commission to 

obtain service, not to take it away,” nothing in the statute prevents the Commission from 

requiring a gas utility to take actions that could lead to the loss of customers. NW Natural’s 

reading would leave the Commission powerless to require a utility to stop providing service that 

 
23 ORS 756.040(1), (2). 
24 UG 520, Coalition Intervenors’ Opening Brief, at 8–10. 
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is inadequate or the result of an unreasonable or unjust practice. The text of the statute does not 

state that the Commission is required to obtain for customers and the public adequate service 

from a particular utility, but rather requires the Commission to obtain adequate service in 

general. Indeed, the second sentence of ORS 756.040(1) is written in the broadest possible sense, 

referring not to specific proceedings but the “jurisdiction and powers of the office,” to not just 

customers but “the public generally,” and to not just a given utility’s service but service writ 

large.25 The Commission should not insert and artificial limitation on its authority where none 

exists in the text of ORS 756.040. 

The Coalition’s proposals are not analogous to a situation where NW Natural, on its own 

volition, stops serving a customer. In that circumstance, the customer is left without service 

because they are not receiving the power necessary to operate their appliances. The Coalition’s 

proposals, however, would result in a subset of customers voluntarily transitioning their gas 

appliances to electric, allowing them to maintain utility service. The Commission would still be 

obtaining service for customers—the service would simply be of a different form than what 

served the customers’ previous appliances. Therefore, because the Commission would still be 

obtaining comparable utility service for customers, it would be acting within its authority under 

ORS 756.040 if it granted the Coalition’s proposals.  

II. CONDITIONING RECOVERY OF DISTRIBUTION INVESTMENTS ON STUDYING 

ELECTRIFICATION IS A NECESSARY AND APPROPRIATE RATEMAKING 

TOOL. 

The Coalition’s recommendation to condition cost recovery on specific NPA studies is 

designed to protect customers, not require the Commission to wrongly pre-judge the prudence of 

distribution investments. The recommendation arises out of the fact that no gas IOU in Oregon 

 
25 ORS 756.040(1).  
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has been able to sufficiently demonstrate in long-term planning that it can provide cost-effective 

service to customers while decarbonizing without electrification. The Coalition asks the 

Commission to acknowledge, as other state utility commissions already have, that the failure to 

consider electrification stifles not just the analysis of least-cost, least-risk options, but also 

hobbles the ability of Staff, stakeholders, and ultimately the Commission to perform effective 

prudence review in a later rate case.  

The Coalition’s request does not ask the Commission to determine in this docket that no 

future gas infrastructure is prudent, and therefore does not “pre-judge” gas infrastructure writ 

large. In briefing, Staff argued that the Coalition’s position would require the Commission to 

“pre-judge prudence of utility resource acquisitions,” contrary to previous Commission 

statements that warrant against such pre-judgment.26 Previously, though, Staff recognized in its 

Natural Gas Fact Finding Final Report that “regulatory tools should facilitate strategies that 

result in real reductions in GHG emissions and that they should do so in ways that seek to 

minimize costs and risks to protect customers.”27 In line with that guidance, the Coalition’s 

recommendation asks that the Commission provide NW Natural with a clear signal about the 

kinds of non-pipeline alternatives it would like the Company to study so that it has a more 

complete and robust picture of what pipeline investments are prudent when presented later in a 

rate case.  

The Coalition’s approach is appropriate because NW Natural has failed to show that it 

can serve customers in a cost-effective manner while also decarbonizing without electrification. 

If the Company wishes to continue its expansionary, alternative fuel-driven strategy of 

 
26 UG 520, Staff’s Opening Brief, at 4.  
27 Or. Public Util. Comm’n, Docket No. UM 2178, Natural Gas Fact Finding Report at 39 (Jan. 

31, 2023).  
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decarbonization that ignores electrification as even a potential resource, customers should not be 

saddled with the resulting costs of stranded assets. The Commission must proactively guide 

natural gas utilities to phase in new energy technologies while phasing out fossil fuels and create 

clear criteria and processes against which the Commission and stakeholders will evaluate the 

prudence of NW Natural’s investments. The Coalition’s intention with its recommendation is to 

do just that—provide the necessary signals to NW Natural about the kinds of non-pipeline 

alternatives the Commission agrees can avoid creating additional risk.  

Other utility commissions have adopted similar schemes to the one the Coalition 

recommends here. The Massachusetts Department of Public Utilities calls for an analysis of 

NPAs—broadly categorized as electrification, thermal networked systems, targeted energy 

efficiency and demand response, and behavior change and market transformation—prior to 

recovering investments in pipeline and distribution mains.28  In Colorado, gas utilities are 

required to conduct NPA analysis for all capacity expansion and new business projects over $3 

million.29 Rhode Island has set a similar NPA cost threshold at $500,000.30  

The status quo allows NW Natural to continue to make additional investments in the 

system, all of which will need to be recovered from future ratepayers or be debated in a future 

rate case, without studying what has been shown to be a least-cost, least-risk, emission reducing 

resource. Meanwhile, costs in pipeline and meter investments, not to mention investments in 

alternative fuels, more efficient gas furnaces, and community climate investments for CPP 

compliance, will burden customers who have fewer resources or the ability to leave the gas 

 
28 Coalition Intervenors/211, Moore/Page 18. 
29 Coalition Intervenors/200, Moore/Page 16. 
30 Id. 
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system. The Coalition asks the Commission to use its traditional utility regulatory powers to 

respond to these changing circumstances. 

III. THE RECORD SUPPORTS THE COALITION’S PROPOSALS. 

The Coalition’s evidence supports the underlying premise that electrification and TENs can 

reduce emissions, prevent stranded assets, and reduce overall utility costs both in the present and, 

even more so, in the future. Despite this, NW Natura continues to wrongly insist that its evidence 

is stronger simply because it performed its own comparative cost and emission reduction studies. 

These studies consistently failed to consider rudimentary factors, including the impact of air 

conditioning, the lower cost and emissions of electric service in non-IOU territories, the 

availability of higher-efficiency heat pumps than those studied, and its future CPP compliance 

costs. The Coalition sufficiently addressed these points in its Opening Brief. Here, the Coalition 

addresses a handful of statements from NW Natural’s Opening Brief that warrant short 

responses. 

The Coalition has two responses to NW Natural’s statement that “no analyses by the 

Coalition or any other party [show] that alternative energy sources to natural gas would be 

cheaper.”31 First, the Commission should not agree with NW Natural’s premise that the 

Coalition’s use of third-party analyses is inherently less valid that the Company’s use of its own 

studies. Third-party analyses can offer unbiased conclusions from reliable sources performed 

outside of the purview of a Commission docket. Relying on trusted institutions like the National 

Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL), the Rocky Mountain Institute (RMI), and other utility 

commissions is a valuable strategy for this Commission to make informed decisions that align 

with the scientific consensus on key issues. NW Natural’s analysis of cost shows the risk in 

 
31 UG 520, NW Natural’s Opening Brief, at 34 
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looking only at party-performed studies, as it fails to address notable factors like the lower cost 

of electricity for the 12 percent of customers who do not receive service from an electric IOU, 

the overall impact of displacing traditional air conditioning, or the availability of more efficient 

heat pump equipment than those studied.  

 Second, the Company’s approach, which is borne out in its studies, relies on a misguided 

belief that the Commission should only look at the present day and not consider facts presented 

about likely future conditions. If one thing about the future is certain, it is that if NW Natural is 

going to meet its CPP obligations, it cannot continue to serve customers solely with natural gas. 

And yet NW Natural’s own cost-comparison, which it argues is the one valid piece of evidence 

in the record on cost, makes no effort to compare expected costs in five or ten years when it must 

begin delivering large quantities of alternative fuels like hydrogen, renewable natural gas, and 

synthetic methane in order to comply with its CPP obligations. The Coalition’s evidence in the 

record shows that NW Natural’s expected costs for all alternative fuels in 2040 will still be many 

times more expensive than natural gas.32 Therefore, the Commission should not give additional 

weight to NW Natural’s cost comparison simply because it performed the analysis itself. The 

Coalition’s evidence, reviewed in detail in the Coalition’s Opening Brief, shows that studies 

which evaluate basic considerations like the presence of air conditioning find that heat pumps 

can save Oregon customers money on their overall utility bills. 

 As the Coalition noted in its testimony, NW Natural misuses an Energy Trust of Oregon 

(ETO) study to argue that heat pumps are not as efficient as advertised. That study noted that 

actual savings from heat pump installations were not as high as expected but did not specifically 

 
32 Coalition Intervenors/302, Apter-Prihoda/Page 190.  
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find that the lower savings were due to lower-than-advertised heat pump efficiencies.33 The ETO 

report states that “while these overall results show lower-than-expected savings from [ductless 

heat pump] installs during the study period, it is hard to interpret the primary drivers behind this 

finding.”34 The report consistently cites other possible factors as causing the difference in 

expected from actual savings, like the continued use of other less efficient heating and cooling 

sources, the use of a ductless heat pump for cooling where there once was none, and the 

installation of units in areas of the home that did not previously have home conditioning,35 

Without knowing why ETO’s study showed lower than expected savings, NW Natural cannot 

simply assume that customers that replace furnaces with a heat pump will also experience the 

same lower-than-expected savings, especially given the fact that the ETO study did not analyze 

ducted heat pumps or the replacement of natural gas as a heat source.   

 Finally, the Company states that the Coalition’s proposals are premature because the 

Company is not presently in a “utility death spiral,” noting that it provided evidence that it is 

continuing to experience net customer growth and that rates remain affordable.36 The Company’s 

advice is to wait until the last possible moment, rather than take proactive steps that will mitigate 

against the risk of a future death spiral, the conditions for which are on the horizon. While the 

Company’s customer count may have grown through 2025, its own IRPs have repeatedly showed 

slower expected customer growth than the previous IRP.37 Its 2025 Draft IRP expects the lowest 

 
33 Memo from Cody Kleinsmith to ETO Board of Directors, “Billing Analysis of Residential 

Ductless Heat Pump Installations,”(Aug. 5, 2024), available at 

https://www.energytrust.org/wpcontent/ 

uploads/2024/08/FINAL-REBA-DHP-Report-Memo-with-Output-Summaries.pdf. 
34 Id. at 9.  
35 Id. at 30.  
36 UG 520, NW Natural’s Opening Brief, at 43.  
37 Coalition Intervenors/200, Moore/Page 25. 

Memo%20from%20Cody%20Kleinsmith%20to%20ETO%20Board%20of%20Directors,%20“Billing%20Analysis%20of%20Residential%20Ductless%20Heat%20Pump%20Installations,”%20(Aug.%205,%202024),%20available%20at%20https:/www.energytrust.org/wpcontent/%20uploads/2024/08/FINAL-REBA-DHP-Report-Memo-with-Output-Summaries.pdf
Memo%20from%20Cody%20Kleinsmith%20to%20ETO%20Board%20of%20Directors,%20“Billing%20Analysis%20of%20Residential%20Ductless%20Heat%20Pump%20Installations,”%20(Aug.%205,%202024),%20available%20at%20https:/www.energytrust.org/wpcontent/%20uploads/2024/08/FINAL-REBA-DHP-Report-Memo-with-Output-Summaries.pdf
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average customer growth yet, at just 0.46%.38 Putting aside the fact that this very docket will 

result in the second rate increase for customers in as many years while also raising the 

Company’s return on equity, future costs increases will likely accelerate with the use of 

alternative fuels.39 Taken together, stalling customer growth and skyrocketing commodity costs 

indicate the conditions for the death spiral are closer to reality than NW Natural would like to 

admit. The Commission should take proactive steps to prevent the death spiral from occurring 

and protect lower-income customers from its effects if it does arrive.  

 The remainder of NW Natural’s arguments are addressed in the Coalition’s Opening 

Brief and need not be readdressed here in detail. To summarize, the Coalition’s evidence shows 

that electrification can reduce emissions (both in the present and, as utilities decarbonize, in the 

future) while also reducing overall utility costs, particularly when accounting for the ability of a 

heat pump to displace less efficient cooling equipment, a factor NW Natural ignored in its cost 

and emission analyses.40 Both emissions and cost are particularly low for NW Natural customers 

served by an electric utility other than PGE and PacifiCorp, a group the Company also ignored in 

its cost and emission analyses.41 CAP agencies can administer the OLIEE program with the 

changes the Coalition recommends, and indeed NW Natural itself is actively pursuing its own 

geothermal heat pump program to be included into OLIEE.42 And the Commission’s inherent 

powers, along with recent legislation, regulations, and executive orders that mandate reductions 

in utility greenhouse gas emissions, authorize the Commission to grant the Coalition’s 

 
38 Coalition Intervenors/302, Apter-Prihoda/Page 50. 
39 Id., Apter-Prihoda/Page 190.  
40 UG 520, Coalition Intervenors’ Opening Brief, at 12–20.  
41 Id., at 18.  
42 Id. at 20–24.  
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proposals.43 Having provided substantial evidence in favor of its proposals which NW Natural 

has not rebutted with sufficient evidence of its own, the Coalition asks the Commission to grant 

its proposals.  

CONCLUSION 

For the foregoing reasons, the Coalition requests that the Commission require NW 

Natural to amend Schedule 320 to allow qualifying customers to use OLIEE funds to replace a 

nonfunctioning or red-tagged furnace with a heat pump if they so choose. Additionally, the 

Coalition requests that the Commission require NW Natural to study electrification as an NPA as 

a condition of cost recovery for distribution infrastructure investments. Finally, the Coalition 

requests that the Commission require NW Natural to propose a targeted electrification pilot and 

thermal energy network pilot that could decommission or avoid new gas infrastructure.  

Dated this 20th day of August, 2025. 

 Respectfully submitted, 

/s/ Cole Souder 

Cole Souder, OSB No. 243874 

Carra Sahler, OSB No. 024455 

Green Energy Institute at Lewis & Clark Law School 

10101 S. Terwilliger Blvd. 

Portland, OR 97219 

503-768-6955 

csouder@lclark.edu 

sahler@lclark.edu 

 

 
43 Id., at 6–12; 25–27; 30–32.  
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