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I. Introduction.  1 

CUB appreciates the opportunity to comment on the continuing conversation around 2 

the potential development of a Voluntary Renewable Energy Tariff. CUB has to confess 3 

to not knowing exactly how to answer all of the questions on the issues list, mainly 4 

because there is little specificity about the types of approaches and projects being 5 

considered. When there does start to be specificity, that leads to more questions. 6 

However, there is a statutory requirement to engage in these discussions to determine 7 

some possible role for a VRET so CUB will endeavor to offer some constructive 8 

comments. 9 

At the outset, CUB would like to offer our thanks to Staff for providing as sensible a 10 

framework as we think could be mustered within the murky environment around this 11 

issue.  It is a helpful framework that drives the process to asking the right questions. 12 

However, as noted above, those questions seem to be giving rise to additional issues and 13 
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it’s hard to know exactly where to place those new questions. But without the framework 1 

that Staff has constructed, this conversation would be almost impossible. 2 

Lastly, CUB would like to express our disappointment that there are not more 3 

concrete proposals to provide better context for our discussions. The urgency with which 4 

this issue was pursued at the start of this year suggested that there were concepts - either 5 

from the utilities that expressed this issue’s urgency at the legislature or from customers 6 

which, again, according to the utilities, were clamoring for offerings - at the ready to 7 

consider and work through. It has become patently obvious to CUB that this is not the 8 

case. While this may not change the outcome of this docket and there very well may be 9 

some kind of VRET that is developed out of this process, CUB would note that the 10 

process has not been helped by the paucity of ideas that have been put forth by the 11 

utilities that so badly wanted this type of offering. 12 

II. Overall Framework. 13 

From CUB’s perspective, there are two opposing ends of the spectrum on the 14 

discussion around a potential VRET. At one end of the spectrum is direct access which is 15 

available to the bulk of the customers that are expressing interest in a potential VRET. 16 

The question is whether, and where, direct access fails in terms of being able to offer the 17 

types of renewable energy products and projects being sought. Direct access was created 18 

in an environment very different from the one that exists today when there is a more 19 

prominent role for renewable resources. There may be some very valid reasons why 20 

direct access is not a viable solution for large customers seeking more renewable 21 

resources. But those reasons should be fully explored and any flaws, or issues, in the 22 

current structure of direct access should be addressed or corrected. 23 
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The other end of the spectrum is a self-build model for the large customers that have 1 

been at the heart of the current discussions around a VRET. These customers have the 2 

resources and wherewithal to consider building their own resources to serve their needs. 3 

Existing polices or regulatory practices may interfere with the adoption of this approach, 4 

and these too should be explored in order to identify solutions to the barriers that may be 5 

in place. 6 

CUB notes that in between those two ends of the spectrum are any number of 7 

possible approaches and permutations. In CUB’s view, the two spectrum ends, and the 8 

approaches and permutations in between, are summarized by the Staff’s spreadsheet for 9 

the VRET Models Summary Table. CUB will use that construct to provide some 10 

feedback on various questions within the issues list. 11 

To conclude the discussion of the overall framework, CUB does not believe that the 12 

process can yet define the essential features of a VRET. We have a better sense of needs 13 

of some customers but that sense is still very narrow, limited to a handful of customers 14 

that, while large and economically important to both their respective utilities and the 15 

communities where they are located, are in no way representative of the full range of 16 

commercial customers that may eventually be interested in some kind of VRET. CUB 17 

believes that this process may provide answers for the very large customers but that 18 

solutions for the rest of the commercial class may take more time. 19 

Lastly, much of what CUB discusses hereafter can be fit into a model of “utility-as-20 

facilitator.” A utility is charged with serving an identified service area and serving all of 21 

the customers in that service area. There are costs (and benefits) that all customers share 22 

and if some customers need something special, they bear the costs of that special service 23 
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(and reap whatever benefits they perceive results from that service). This “utility-as-1 

facilitator” model could provide a way to explore the questions on the issues list and 2 

bring a finer point to the overall approach to potential VRET constructs. 3 

III. Third Party Direct Access. 4 

As noted above, CUB does not believe we have had an adequate discussion as to the 5 

barriers present in the current direct access formation that prevent it from providing 6 

solutions to at least some customers to get access to more renewable energy. CUB 7 

believes that parties in this docket need to have a better shared understanding of direct 8 

access in order to identify problem points or, conversely, where direct access could 9 

provide useful approaches. Without this kind of discussion, we may not be able to 10 

provide answers for other potential models because we do not know the problems we are 11 

trying to solve. 12 

IV. Third Party Owned Resource/Utility Assisted Transaction. 13 

This second broad category in Staff’s Models Summary Table seems to provide a 14 

number of possible options to develop some number of VRET models. In general, this 15 

approach is the most developed of any alternative option because of the experience we 16 

can examine with Rocky Mountain Power. As Staff notes in the Models Summary Table, 17 

the experience is not directly transferrable because of legal differences between Utah and 18 

Oregon. But it’s worth exploring. 19 

The general approach could be tailored according to a customer’s need and offerings 20 

of various third parties. The utility’s role would be relatively clear in that they are 21 

facilitating a contract between a customer and a provider of a service the customer needs 22 

but the utility cannot provide (i.e. – additional renewable power). It should be somewhat 23 
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easy to wall these transactions off from the base service offered by the utility to its other 1 

customers in order to isolate the costs so that they are borne by the customers seeking the 2 

facilitation service.  3 

This approach would also appear to provide more opportunity to develop more 4 

renewable resources than other approaches. It provides a role for independent power 5 

producers to develop projects and sell the output and does not depend on the ability of 6 

one company (i.e. – the utility) to build those resources. 7 

CUB would like to see much more discussion around potential ideas in this area of 8 

the Models Summary Table because there is at least an example to follow and the 9 

utility’s role can be well-clarified and the attendant costs for that role can be segregated 10 

from other customers not affected by that role. 11 

V. Utility Owned Resources. 12 

There are a few subsections of the category that includes the possibility of utility-13 

owned renewable resources. Those resources are either offered to customers seeking 14 

additional renewable energy in their mix or are able to compete in an RFP process. 15 

CUB believes that, by and large, the issue of utility-owned resources is generally 16 

one fraught with problems. It seems unthinkable that a single customer or even a group of 17 

customers would be able to pay a utility for a project dedicated to their needs alone. For 18 

that amount of money, it seems better for a customer to actually build its own resource. 19 

This approach would also muddy the waters in terms of the role of the utility. CUB 20 

believes that a utility should stick to managing an overall system to provide power to its 21 

service territory. Providing specialized products for particular customers begins to veer 22 

away from that core mission. Facilitating transactions between customers and other 23 
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power producers to meet customer needs for more renewable energy seems to fit much 1 

more appropriately within the utility’s mission to manage the system within its service 2 

territory. 3 

For these reasons, CUB believes that the option for a VRET containing utility-4 

owned resources should be de-emphasized in favor of other approaches. This would 5 

confine the discussions within this docket and allow parties to avoid the thorny issues 6 

involved with determining what resources are in a utility’s ratebase and what resources 7 

are not in a utility’s ratebase; which customers are paying for which resources and which 8 

customers are not paying for those resources as well as any number of questions that are 9 

raised when a utility seeks to undertake a service where the costs and benefits cannot be 10 

adequate confined to a customer class or a particular set of customers. 11 

VI. Customer Owned Resources. 12 

It occurs to CUB that “customer-owned resources” may just be another way of 13 

identifying a way that the utility needs to help a customer facilitate an outcome that is 14 

advantageous to the customer. If a customer wants to build a resource to serve a facility, 15 

it may need some help in terms of integration or managing the output. Those tasks, and 16 

the costs associated with them, can be easily isolated to the customer (or customers) 17 

needing the service.  18 

The approach then really becomes a subset of the third-party resource discussion, 19 

except rather than contracting for resources the customer is owning and operating the 20 

resources themselves.  And rather than the utility facilitating the interaction between the 21 

customer and a third-party provider, it is instead facilitating the customer’s interaction 22 

with the system that the utility is charged with managing. 23 
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Rather than de-emphasizing the issue of customer-owned resources, CUB believes 1 

that they should be considered as related to third-party transaction, at least in terms of 2 

determining the utility role of facilitating the delivery of electrons to a customer. 3 

VII.  Overview of Issues List Questions. 4 

Viewing the Issues List through the lens of “utility-as-facilitator” tends to provide 5 

some clarity, at least for CUB. 6 

First, we have stated several times in these comments that we need to have a better 7 

shared understanding of direct access to determine the gaps in that process and why 8 

customers that are eligible to utilize direct access cannot get the additional renewable 9 

resources they seek though direct access. This type of examination is needed to really 10 

answer Issue I.6 and its component questions. 11 

Second, the Issues List focuses on whether the development of significant new 12 

renewable resources can be developed. CUB contends that focusing on both direct access 13 

and on the “utility-as-facilitator” approaches helps the conversation to pursue that path. 14 

We are allowing for any number of developers to develop any number of resources to 15 

serve any number of customer needs. That could lead to much more renewable energy. 16 

The utility is not in the position where it has to build the resource but it remains in the 17 

position of managing the new resource and integrating the resource with the rest of its 18 

system. 19 

Third, the Issues List considers the impact of any proposal on the competitive 20 

market. Improving direct access and assisting the utility in facilitating customers with 21 

either third-party projects or self-built projects by definition ensures that a competitive 22 

market is maintained and enhanced. The utility will also be in a position of needing 23 
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renewable resources for the rest of its load but that need can be separated from the need 1 

to respond to the specialized needs of its customers and cost can be assigned accordingly. 2 

Fourth, and related to the last point, direct access already protects against impacts 3 

on nonparticipating customers.  In addition, a “utility-as-facilitator” model could be 4 

developed that would also confine the costs of that facilitation to the customers that need 5 

it.  Isolating those costs will be helpful in rate cases and other proceedings in identifying 6 

which costs are ratebased and which need to be assigned to a particular customer (or set 7 

of customers) due to the “renewable facilitation” service. 8 

Fifth, the Issues List considers whether a VRET should rely on a competitive 9 

procurement process. By definition, the “utility-as-facilitator” model answers that 10 

question in the affirmative. Customers are identifying options and asking the utility to 11 

help them bring those options to fruition.  Utilities may help identify opportunities that 12 

could benefit various customers and provide information about those opportunities to 13 

those customers but their role would ultimately be the same: facilitate the relationship 14 

between a customer and a provider or between a customer’s resource and the rest of the 15 

system.  The customers who need that service pay for it.  But, overall, a competitive 16 

market is the base assumption for the approach. 17 

VIII. Conclusion. 18 

To conclude, CUB wants to underscore the key points of these comments.  First, we 19 

need to focus on some particular areas in order to make any progress.  At the same time, 20 

the process is best served if we can figure out how to provide a solution that can be 21 

applied in many different circumstances.  To that point, CUB urges Staff and fellow 22 
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parties to pursue a conversation around direct access and “utility-as-facilitator” as CUB 1 

outlined throughout its comments. 2 

Second, we should discuss how direct access can provide solutions for customers to 3 

access more renewable energy – a very particular issue that was not a factor when direct 4 

access was originally constructed. This discussion should also identify the barriers that 5 

prevent eligible customers from utilizing it to provide solutions to issues they are facing. 6 

Third, we should discuss how a utility can facilitate interactions between customers 7 

and third-party power producers and consider customer-owned resources as a subset of 8 

the utility facilitation model.  This approach removes many issues that, in CUB’s view, 9 

have been complicating the discussion around developing potential VRET models. 10 

Clarifying the utility’s role from the outset helps to clarify the overall conversation. 11 

Fourth, CUB acknowledges that there are likely many issues raised by the “utility-12 

as-facilitator” approach.  But CUB believes, that in the absence of specific proposals, 13 

defining the utility’s role will help to give rise to potential relationship constructs that 14 

will help define an overall VRET category.  Or it may not.  In any case, we will not be 15 

any worse off than we are now. 16 

Our final concluding comment relates to an element that CUB believes should be 17 

part of any VRET discussion: ensuring that every effort is being made to acquire every 18 

bit of the least-cost resource before more expensive resources are acquired.  Put more 19 

simply, we should require that any VRET participant is assisting to acquire all cost-20 

effective energy efficiency as they pursue more renewables.  Again, having utilities serve 21 

in the role of facilitator permits that kind of approach because they can help the customer 22 

work with the Energy Trust of Oregon to make sure that efficiency and renewable 23 



 

UM 1690 - Comments of the Citizens’ Utility Board of Oregon  10 

resources can work in coordination.  We cannot permit any least-cost resource be left on 1 

the table. 2 

CUB appreciates the opportunity to offer these comments and looks forward to 3 

continuing the discussion to develop a potential VRET. 4 

 5 

Respectfully Submitted, 

  

Jeff Bissonnette 

Policy Director 

Citizens’ Utility Board of Oregon 
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