Received

Records Management
Apr 17,2026

g"‘[{/\»ﬁﬁ@’/‘/ NW Coalition \ ESIERRA

25\ WASHINGTON
ﬂaﬁgy Al Spark @ CONSERVATION
CENTERED Northwest ACTION

April 17, 2026
Via Electronic Filing

Attn: Jeff Killip, Executive Director and Secretary
Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission
621 Woodland Square Loop SE

P.O. Box 47250

Lacey, WA 98503

Re: Comments on behalf of the NW Energy Coalition, Sierra Club, Front and Centered, Spark
Northwest, and Washington Conservation Action (Docket U-210800)

Dear Director Killip:

The NW Energy Coalition (NWEC), Sierra Club, Front and Centered, Spark Northwest, and
Washington Conservation Action appreciate the opportunity to submit responses to the questions
posed in the Notice of Workshop and Opportunity to Comment (“Notice”) from March 13, 2026.

Since the Commission last convened parties in this docket in September 2023, Washington’s
energy affordability landscape has shifted. At that time, the state was beginning implementation
of CETA and the CCA, launching multi-year rate plans, and rolling out new IOU bill assistance
programs. Since then, however, changes have been harder to predict: federal policy has disrupted
planning and available funds for a wide range of energy initiatives, resource planning must now
account for data centers, utilities are deciding between two different regional markets, and
increasing severe weather risks have underscored the need for affordability and resilience.
Meanwhile, rising energy bills and utility disconnections have become more prominent concerns
for households across the nation. We are glad to continue the necessary conversation surrounding
utility credit and collection practices.
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We offer the comments below on the Commission’s proposed draft rules and specific questions
as a supplement to the comments filed by The Energy Project (“TEP”). TEP’s recommendations
are robustly supported by thorough detail and documentation. Qur organizations support
TEP’s recommendations and offer our additional comments below to provide further emphasis
and perspectives.

PROPOSED DRAFT RULES

Disconnection Moratorium for Vulnerable Customers

Since the inception of this docket, we have advocated for the Commission to consider
permanently ending disconnections for all residential customers or, at a minimum, for the most
vulnerable customers. Disconnections are proven to inequitably and often severely harm
vulnerable customers. We appreciate that the proposed rules acknowledge the necessity to make
utility service more equitable for vulnerable customers. However, we don’t believe that an
additional 60 days of outreach achieves this goal.

We recommend the prohibition of disconnections for all vulnerable residential customers,
which should include those listed in the proposed draft rules (i.e., children under the age of 5,
seniors over the age of 65, and customers with a disability) as well as known low-income
customers and renters at risk of eviction.

If the Commission chooses to continue disconnections for vulnerable customers, the current
protections in the draft rules should be clarified and strengthened. The draft proposal states
that “[t]he utility must, for a period of 60 days, provide additional outreach and work with the
customer to bring the account current and help the customer sign up for utility provided
assistance programs for residences with individuals™ that meet a list of criteria.! It is unclear to
us when this 60-day period begins. We recommend that this be clarified. Additionally,
vulnerable customers protected by this period should be expanded to include known low-income
customers and renters at risk of eviction.

Disconnection During Inclement Weather

We support the proposal to align the cold weather disconnection moratorium with the language
from the existing high heat disconnection moratorium, which is based on occurrences of
inclement weather and not a specific date range. Similar to our advocacy during the passage of
the high heat disconnection moratorium law (HB 1329, 2023), we urge the Commission and

1'U-210800 2026 Draft Rules, Attachment A. Pages 14-15. WAC 480-90-128(7).
U-210800 2026 Draft Rules, Attachment B. Pages 13-14. WAC 480-100-128(3).



utilities to perform frequent, and easy-to-understand outreach about this customer right so that
customers know when they have this protection and how to benefit from it.

Fees

While all fees were prohibited in the 2023 draft rules, now reconnection fees are allowed for
non-known-low-income residential customers. We would like to know the Commission’s
reasoning for this distinction as it is unclear why this subset of fees is proposed for non-low-
income residential customers. Like disconnection and late fees, reconnection fees are a punitive
mechanism that makes it more difficult for customers to get out and stay out of arrears. We
recommend maintaining the guidance from the 2023 draft rules that all fees be prohibited
for all residential customers.

Deposits

We recognize and appreciate the attention that was given to ensure that stronger protections are
in place for low-income and vulnerable customers by extending customer action timelines,
offering additional time before disconnection, and lowering required deposits. Unfortunately,
even with this additional grace, deposits exacerbate energy burden and function as an inequitable
barrier to restoring service. We also question whether revenue collected from deposits is more
meaningful to the utility than the relief it would offer customers. Charging residential customers
deposits when they are already past due compounds financial stress as opposed to stabilizing
customers. Finally, we point to the comments of The Energy Project which describe several ways
in which the rules for deposits are punitive, inequitable, and contradictory. We recommend that
the Commission prohibit residential deposits.

SPECIFIC QUESTIONS

1. Master meter vs. primary meter. These draft revised rules in WAC 480-100 replace the
term “master meter” with “primary meter”. At the workshop on September 7, 2023,
the utilities expressed concern with the change, indicating that the term “master
meter,” in the electric rules, had a specific meaning. The Commission notes that the
term “master meter” is no longer used in the National Electrical Code. Does the term
“master meter” have a specific legal meaning, such as in utility tariffs, or is it used in
other utility codes and standards? Would it be sufficient to state in the Commission’s
electric rules that primary meter and master meter have the same meaning?

We do not have a response to this question.



2. The increase in customers receiving scam texts and phone calls is a concerning trend.
The draft revised rules try to modernize communication methods by leaning more
towards digital communications such as text messages and email. What steps can or are
utilities taking to protect consumers from such scams and how can legitimate
communication be better differentiated from fraudulent attempts?

We support the Commission’s intentional consideration of scam prevention as it and utilities
modernize communication methods. While this area is not within our organizations’ typical
expertise, we offer ideas below (which the utilities may already be pursuing):

e Provide customer education and simple messaging. Regularly remind customers how
to recognize scams and consistently communicate what the Commission and utility
will and will not do. These reminders should be communicated across the channels
utilities are using (e.g., bills, emails, outage alerts, social media, and websites).

e Ask customers if they’d prefer to receive text/email communication.

e Utilities should use a limited set of phone numbers and sender IDs (e.g., email
addresses) when communicating with customers. Clearly publish these phone
numbers and IDs on bills, websites, and apps so that customers can quickly verify
whether it is associated with their utility.

e Design communications to avoid scam-like behavior. For example, Commission and
utility communications to customers should never request sensitive information,
should avoid threatening language (e.g., immediate disconnection warnings), and
should direct customers to the official utility website as opposed to including links to
direct payments.

e Track and analyze customer reports of scams to inform potential changes.

3. The Fourth Revised Term Sheet in Docket U-200281, in particular Section I, relates to
data reporting, and requires quarterly and monthly data reporting consistent with
Sections J and K of the same document. For 30 days after the end of this rulemaking,
the Commission will require that utilities continue to report this data. Due to significant
overlap between the data reporting in U-200281 and the Performance Based Rate
Making effort in U-210590, Staff proposes to end monthly reporting and continue
annual reporting in the Commission Basis Report with the following items.>

a. Are there any other data points the Commission should consider requiring
utilities to continue reporting?

2 The full list of proposed reporting items has not been included in our comments and can be
found in the Commission Notice of Opportunity to Provide Comments filed on March 13, 2026
in docket U-210800.



Yes. Though we first want to clarify our support for the proposed data points before
discussing what is missing. In the notice, the Commission details proposed reporting
items for two categories: 1) disconnections and 2) utility-funded assistance.

1. Disconnections

We support continued reporting of the three items (1A, 1B, 1C) identified in the
Notice because they capture the valuable disconnection data reported in U-200281.

2. Utility-Funded Assistance

We support reporting of items 2A and 2B proposed in the Notice as they are similar
to existing reporting in U-200281. We appreciate the clarity that this reporting should
be provided for each utility-funded assistance program.

We also support reporting of items 2C and 2D. As a member of each IOUs’ low-
income advisory group (LIAG), NWEC regularly evaluates the bill discount rate
program enrollments and funding by tier. Having this information by census tract
would allow the LIAGs to also assess enrollment and funding patterns
geographically, which would better inform program outreach and customer
need/targeting.

What is missing?

There are five other categories of data reporting in U-200281 that are not included in
Staff’s proposed reporting in the Notice, including reporting on: 1) fees, 2) long-term
payment arrangements, 3) medical certificates, 4) deposits, and 5) past-due
balances.

Our recommendation is to require the continuation of U-200281 reporting in its
entirety, and that the reporting template be standardized and easy to analyze.

At a minimum, NWEC analyzes the data in U-200281 reporting annually. The current
reporting template, which we believe began in a standardized format from the
Commission in 2021, has been altered by each utility resulting in formatting that is
inconsistent. This has made it incredibly challenging to perform data analysis in
Excel or with various programming languages. Before analysis of all 5 IOUs’ data
reports can begin, the data must be cleaned and standardized, which takes a



significant amount of time. We point towards Avista’s 200281 quarterly reports as an
easy-to-read, and easy-to-analyze example of a potential template.

Of the five categories of missing data emphasized above, we are particularly
interested in the data on fees and past-due balances.

As some fees are prohibited in the proposed draft rules, the Commission and other
parties should have a way to verify that customers are not being charged the
prohibited fees.

In NWEC’s annual analysis of U-200281 data, we have repeatedly identified and
informed utilities and Commission Staff of the months in which utilities have
wrongly charged fees.? In these cases, we were informed by the utilities we contacted
that this was a mistake due to billing system constraints and/or manual errors, and
that they work to reimburse fees when this happens.

However, until the Commission is confident that its guidance on fees will be strictly
followed, we recommend continued reporting on fees. Specifically, we recommend
the Commission adopt the required fee reporting from Section J, Item 3A in the
Fourth Revised Term Sheet in docket U-200281.

Additionally, we recognize that some past-due balance (i.e., arrearage) reporting is
occurring in the PBR docket (U-210590) and we appreciate and agree with the
Commission’s desire to eliminate duplicative reporting. However, past-due balance
data items 8C through 8F in the Fourth Revised Term Sheet in Docket U-200281 are
not currently being captured in the PBR docket. This is the known low-income
arrearage breakdown, the amount of past-due balances classified as uncollectible, the
amount of past-due balances written off as bad debt, the total number of accounts
referred to collections agencies, the total amount of bad debt referred for collection,
and total company revenue from the collection process.

Finally, because the proposed draft rules also change the rules for payment
arrangements, medical conditions, and deposits, we believe continued reporting of
these data will also be necessary to evaluate the impact of the revised rules.

3 Since the COVID moratorium ended on September 30, 2021, Cascade Natural Gas charged
$1,260 of fees in 2021, Northwest Natural Gas charged $6,583 of fees from 2022-2025, and
PacifiCorp charged $8,270 of fees in 2025.



Thus, we reiterate our recommendation to require the continuation of U-200281
reporting in its entirety.

b. Current data reporting in U-200281 is by zip code. Should the utilities report
data by census tract?

Yes. We recommend census tract level reporting. NWEC has analyzed the zip
code level data in U-200281 annually since reporting began in 2020. Our
organizations have found this data granularity very helpful in better identifying
geographic patterns. Census tract data would be even more helpful for utilities and
interested parties in evaluating the impacts of programs intended to reduce
disconnections and arrearages, identifying overlap with Highly Impacted
Communities (which are defined at the census tract level), and reporting customer
benefit indicator (CBI) and performance-based ratemaking (PBR) metrics as many of
which are specific to Named Communities.

In its August 2, 2024 Policy Statement Addressing Initial Reported Metrics in the
PBR docket (U-210590), the Commission stated its preference for the use of census
tracts over zip codes for PBR metrics while acknowledging that “not all utility
information systems currently support data tracking or reporting at the census tract
level.” The Commission offered the following guidance in this statement:

“Any utility unable to track or report data at the census tract level must provide a
narrative with their annual metric submissions that provides the Commission and

interested persons with an update on the timeframe for that capability.”*

We are supportive of this guidance in the PBR docket and encourage the
Commission to carry forward this guidance in this docket.

Shifting to census tract-level data will initially complicate comparisons with the past
six years of zip code-level data. However, we believe a crosswalk between the data
granularities can address this issue, and the benefits will justify the effort.”

* Policy Statement Addressing Initial Reported Metrics, paragraph 14. August 2, 2024. Docket
U-210590.

> Some resources that help compare zip codes to census tracts include: the Missouri Census Data
Center Geographic Correspondence Engine
(https://mcdc.missouri.edu/applications/geocorr2022.html), and the US Department of Housing
and Urban Development USPS Crosswalk API
(https://www.huduser.gov/portal/dataset/uspszip-api.html)



https://mcdc.missouri.edu/applications/geocorr2022.html
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/dataset/uspszip-api.html

c. Is annual reporting sufficient?

NWEC analyzes the monthly and quarterly data reports in U-200281 at least annually
and occasionally quarterly. Question 3 in the Notice states that the Commission
proposes to end the monthly U-200281 reports and continue with annual reporting in
the Commission Basis Reports. It’s our understanding that Staff also proposes to
wrap the quarterly U-200281 reports into the annual Commission Basis Reports.

While we do believe annual reporting is sufficient, we have a few concerns and
recommendations to ensure annual reporting is timely, useful, and publicly
accessible.

First, we caution the Commission that often with annual reporting, utilities report data
several months (sometimes four to six months) after the end of the reporting period.
This is the case with the Commission Basis Reports. When data reporting is delayed
this long, it becomes less useful in analysis. The monthly and quarterly reports in U-
200281 are currently due thirty days following the end of the reporting period. If
reporting is annual, we recommend that it be due by all IOUs no later than sixty
days after the end of the reporting period. We would also support biannual (twice
per year) reporting due no later than sixty days after the end of the reporting period.

Second, we question whether the Commission Basis Reports are the most accessible
place for this reporting. Many advocates who regularly work on regulatory issues
(including us) are unfamiliar with these reports and where to find them. Upon digging
in, we learned that each IOU must submit an annual report in a separate docket each
year. This means that, under the current proposal, in order to gather and analyze five
years’ worth of U-200281 reports for all five IOUs, we would need to know 25
different docket numbers. This poses a significant burden on advocates and an even
larger burden on the public or other parties who do not regularly engage with the
Commission.

We recommend that annual U-200281 reports for all five IOUs be placed in a
single docket or that, if this reporting is moved into the Commission Basis
Reports, the data reports since 2020 and future data reports also be easily
accessible on each IOU’s website or a new UTC webpage. As an example, Avista
reports its PBR metrics publicly on its website.®

¢ https://www.myavista.com/about-us/our-rates-and-tariffs/washington-pbr-metrics



https://www.myavista.com/about-us/our-rates-and-tariffs/washington-pbr-metrics

Third, we reiterate our previous recommendation that U-200281 reporting should
be submitted in a standardized template (i.e., same exact formatting) that is easy
to analyze (e.g., .xIsx, .csv). We highly recommend using Avista’s quarterly reports
as this template as they are a great example of a format that is easy to clean and
analyze across multiple reporting periods.

Finally, we greatly appreciate when the Commission has compiled the data in U-
200281 and publicly presented its analysis to interested parties.” We encourage

similar Commission-led analysis at a cadence that fits with Staff’s capacity.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment.

Respectfully,

/s/ Charlee Thompson
Policy Associate, NW Energy Coalition
charlee@nwenergy.org

/s/ Jim Dennison
Staff Attorney, Sierra Club
jim.dennison(@sierraclub.org

/s/ Agsa Mengal
Climate & Clean Energy Policy Lead, Front and Centered
agsa(@frontandcentered.org

/s/ John Seng
Policy Manager, Spark Northwest
john@sparknorthwest.org

/s/ Julian Santos
Climate & Clean Energy Senior Manager, Washington Conservation Action
julian(@waconservationaction.org

7 See workshop materials for the August 3, 2021 and June 15, 2022 Commission-led workshops
in docket U-200281.
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