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Q. Please state your name, current position, and business address. 1 

A. My name is Al-Azad Iqbal.  I am employed by the New Hampshire Public Utilities 2 

Commission (Commission) as a Utility Analyst.  My business address is 21 South Fruit 3 

Street, Suite 10, Concord, New Hampshire, 03301. 4 

Q. Please summarize your educational and professional background. 5 

A. My educational and professional backgrounds are summarized in Appendix A. 6 

Q. What is the purpose of your testimony? 7 

A. The purpose of my testimony is to provide background and underlying rationale for the 8 

proposed modifications to the Residential Low Income Assistance Program (RLIAP) in 9 

the parties’ “Joint Proposal on RLIAP Program Modifications” settlement agreement.  10 

Q. Please describe briefly the context of the current docket.  11 

A.  As part of New Hampshire gas utilities’ last rate cases, Liberty Utilities (EnergyNorth 12 

Natural Gas,) Corp. d/b/a Liberty Utilities, Request for Change in Rates (filed March 28, 13 

2017)(DG 17-048) and Northern Utilities, Inc., Request for Change in Rates (filed April 14 

25, 2017)(DG 17-070), Commission Staff reviewed the RLIAP and recommended 15 

changes.  In Order 26,122 at 50 (April 27, 2018), the Commission declined to make any 16 

changes to RLIAP, and ruled that a separate docket be opened to consider RLIAP 17 

changes.  On January 23, 2020, Staff filed a recommendation, proposing that the 18 

Commission open a generic docket to consider changes to the RLIAP.  The Commission 19 

adopted the recommendation, made the gas utilities mandatory parties, and issued an 20 

order of notice on January 30, 2020, which scheduled a prehearing conference for March 21 

13, 2020 followed by a technical session. 22 
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Q. Please describe briefly the process of the investigation.  1 

A.  The investigation was a collaborative effort among the participating parties: Liberty 2 

Utilities, Northern Utilities, the Office of the Consumer Advocate (OCA), The Way 3 

Home, by and through counsel, New Hampshire Legal Assistance (NHLA), the New 4 

Hampshire Community Action Agencies (NHCAA), and Commission Staff.  Staff and 5 

other parties exchanged ideas through the discovery process, including two sets of Staff 6 

data requests to each party, and four technical sessions. 7 

 8 

In response to Staff data requests, the utilities provided information on similar programs 9 

currently active in their affiliates’ territories.  NHCAA provided information about 10 

similar programs they administer in New Hampshire, as well as associated administrative 11 

costs and models.  Based on the information provided, Staff developed a proposal for a 12 

modification of the program to reduce the distribution rate discount from 60% to 35% 13 

and discount the supply rate 35%.  Staff emailed the proposal to the other parties on June 14 

3, 2020.  Staff’s initial proposal, as described in greater detail below, was discussed in a 15 

subsequent technical session on June 17, 2020.  After considering ideas proposed by the 16 

OCA, including a 45% winter discount model, and input from other parties, a settlement 17 

proposal was developed. 18 

Q.  What factors were considered in developing the settlement agreement? 19 

A.  Initially, the focus was upon changes in the marketplace that occurred after the program 20 

was introduced in 2005, and subsequently modified in 2006, and the impact of those 21 

changes on internal program cost parameters.  The salient considerations were: whether 22 

the program was consistent with the original intent; whether the program design and 23 
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efficiency of the design (the discount percentages and its application to the bill 1 

components) were appropriate given altered market conditions; and whether the program 2 

cost parameters needed to be re-evaluated. 3 

 4 

The Governor declared a State of Emergency in response to COVID-19 the day of the 5 

pre-hearing conference.  Given the on-going pandemic and associated uncertainty, and a 6 

potential increase in both the number of gas heat customers needing financial assistance, 7 

and in the amount of assistance that may be needed, the parties expanded the focus of 8 

investigation to achieve the following goals: 9 

o keep the percentage discount approximately consistent with last year’s benefit for 10 

qualifying customers; 11 

o create consistent discounts for qualifying customers by extending the percentage 12 

discount to distribution and supply rates (exclusive of the LDAC); 13 

o maximize benefits when heating assistance is most needed (winter months); 14 

o limit program changes to those that can be implemented expeditiously and at 15 

minimal cost to be able to implement the changes prior to the upcoming winter 16 

and to minimize the rate impact on non low-income qualifying customers; 17 

o limit program changes to those that do not require significant changes in how the 18 

program is administered to be able to implement the changes prior to the 19 

upcoming winter and to minimize the rate impact on non low-income qualifying 20 

customers; 21 
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o eliminate financial cost parameters that required Staff notification if program 1 

costs exceeded 1% of a utility’s gross revenue or 1% of typical residential heating 2 

customer’s total bill;1 3 

o explicitly provide for Commission review as part of each utility’s annual cost of 4 

gas case. 5 

The parties’ also recognized that conducting an investigation during a pandemic limited 6 

the amount of time and resources the parties and Commission have to address the issue.  7 

The parties worked as efficiently as possible to propose changes to improve the program 8 

and, if the proposal is accepted by the Commission on or before August 31, 2020, the 9 

utilities will have sufficient time to implement proposed RLIAP modifications no later 10 

than November 1, 2020.  Staff believes that any more robust changes should be 11 

considered in future proceedings, if necessary.  12 

Q. Please explain how the settlement agreement limits implementation and 13 

administrative cost  14 

A. The proposed modifications achieve the goals of limiting the administrative and 15 

implementation costs.  One of the main implementation costs for program changes is the 16 

cost of billing changes.  Under the proposed modification, in response to Staff DR 2-3, 17 

Liberty estimated there would be no additional cost, and Northern estimated additional 18 

costs of $4,760, to implement the proposed bill change. 19 

 20 

                                                            
1 See Attachment 2 “Program Costs.”  For 2018-19, the average for program costs was 1.18% 
(EnergyNorth) and 0.42% (Northern) of gross revenue.  For 2018-19, the bill impact of RLIAP for a 
typical residential heating customer was 0.79% (EnergyNorth) and 0.23% (Northern) of the total bill. 
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It is not expected that there will be a significant increase, if any, in administrative costs.  1 

The gas utilities currently conduct a high level of outreach to customers regarding the 2 

program, and the parties are meeting on August 4, 2020, after the hearing, to discuss 3 

further measures that utilities might undertake.  If the Commission approves the 4 

settlement agreement, the utilities will need to notify customers of the program changes; 5 

however, those costs are not expected to be significant.  The same is true for any potential 6 

changes in utility outreach efforts.  The NHCAA would not need to change any of its 7 

processes for gas customers, thus avoiding any staffing or cost increases. 8 

Q. Please describe how the customer benefit is structured under the proposed modified 9 

program design, and why. 10 

A. The benefit is structured to create consistent discounts for qualifying customers by 11 

applying the percentage discount to distribution and supply rates (exclusive of the 12 

LDAC).  This same change will better assist customers in managing volatile supply costs, 13 

if and when markets change.  At present, the benefit is a percentage discount on 14 

distribution rates.  When initially implemented, it was assumed that distribution rates and 15 

supply rates would remain relatively same proportionally. 16 

 17 

As proposed, the benefit structure would provide a discount when low-income customers 18 

need those benefits the most – the high cost winter months.  The current discount is 19 

applied from November 1 through October 31.  The modified design focuses on winter 20 

months only, i.e. November 1 through April 30, when gas bills are high.  For example, a 21 

typical customer pays over 80% of the natural gas bill in the winter season.  Similar 22 

programs such as the federal low-income home energy assistance program (LIHEAP) 23 
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also focus on a winter season.  In addition to high usage and costs during the winter 1 

months, winter bills can be volatile due to fluctuations in gas demand and supply.  Usage 2 

and costs during the summer are lower, which makes summer gas bills more manageable.  3 

By focusing on winter months only, the proposed modification could also help to reduce 4 

the bill volatility for qualifying low-income customers.  The change will also make it 5 

easier to understand the expected discount and thus create greater certainty for customers’ 6 

bills.  Under the current program, where the discount does not apply to the supply charge, 7 

the discount on customer bills is much greater when usage is low and lower when usage 8 

is high. 9 

Q. Please explain how the modified design of the program impacts the over-all benefit 10 

for the participating customers. 11 

A.  Although the benefit is winter only (November 1 through April 30), the proposed 12 

modifications do not reduce the overall annual benefit of a typical customers under the 13 

current program design.  The existing 60% reduction on distribution rates (exclusive of 14 

the LDAC) provides an approximate 35% discount on a participating low-income 15 

customer’s total bill, both distribution and supply (exclusive of the LDAC) for the twelve 16 

month period November 1 through October 31.  This 35% discount, in turn, is equivalent 17 

to an approximate 45% discount on distribution and supply (exclusive of the LDAC) for 18 

the winter months, November 1 to April 30.  The settlement proposes a 45% winter 19 

discount.  (See Attachment 1 “Comparison of Discounts”).  Thus, a typical low-income 20 

participant will receive approximately the same level of financial benefit under the 21 

proposal. 22 
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Q.  Will the modification impact benefits from other low-income programs like 1 

LIHEAP? 2 

A. Benefits from low-income programs vary from customer to customer.  Although the 3 

modification might impact an individual natural gas heating customer’s benefit 4 

minimally, it will not impact the overall LIHEAP monies available to New Hampshire 5 

customers. 6 

Q.  How does the settlement agreement provide for future changes to the RLIAP 7 

program? 8 

A. The settlement provides the opportunity for an annual review of the RLIAP program as 9 

part of the annual COG filing.  Thus, it provides an opportunity for the Commission to 10 

make further adjustments, if necessary, in the future, when the economic environment is 11 

less uncertain. 12 

Q. Does that conclude your testimony? 13 

A. Yes.  14 


