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[bookmark: _Hlk151992948]MOTION TO SCHEDULE A VIRTUAL “LOCAL” PUBLIC HEARING
TO ALLOW EAST OHIO GAS COMPANY CONSUMERS
TO TESTIFY REMOTELY REGARDING EAST OHIO GAS COMPANY’S 
MASSIVE RATE INCREASES
BY
ADVOCATES FOR BASIC LEGAL EQUALITY, INC., 
LEGAL AID SOCIETY OF SOUTHWEST OHIO, LLC, 
OFFICE OF THE OHIO CONSUMERS’ COUNSEL, AND
OHIO POVERTY LAW CENTER

The East Ohio Gas Company d/b/a Dominion Energy Ohio (“DEO” or the “Utility” is seeking to increase the charges for natural gas distribution service for all of its 1.2 million customers by over 30 percent from $43.30 to $56.34.[footnoteRef:2] The proposed rate increases to consumers do not end there. The utility is also asking to charge consumers more – with added charges of $8.78 per month this year, increasing to as much as $29.69 per month in 2032.[footnoteRef:3]  These staggering increases come after the Utility has been quietly collecting hundreds of millions of dollars from its consumers for investing in pipelines at a hefty profit (11.74% ROE in 2022), dating back to 2007, the last time the utility’s rates were examined. [2:  See DEO Notice of Intent to File an Application (September 29, 2023), Exhibit 4 at p. 1. ]  [3:  See DEO Notice of Intent to File an Application (September 29, 2023) at pp. 10 and 19.] 

	It is important that the public have their voices heard by their state government (the PUCO). As required by R.C. 4903.083, consumers are to be invited to participate in the PUCO’s review of the Utility’s request for a rate increase by having local public hearings. These will be the first public hearings on the utility’s rates in sixteen years!  
	Appropriately, in-person local public hearings have also been scheduled by the PUCO, to provide consumers a “reasonable opportunity” to participate. But in 2023, with modern remote meeting technology available, in-person hearings are not adequate for the public convenience without also scheduling virtual hearings. 
	In-person public hearings present attendance challenges for some people. There are obstacles, such as jobs, health challenges, mobility issues including for seniors, disabilities, childcare, eldercare, and transportation limitations, among other things. Ohioans should be given a choice by their state government to participate and testify remotely. Indeed, the PUCO has permitted consumers to testify remotely where 


“financial hardship, work-related scheduling conflicts, and physical restrictions” prevented them from traveling to appear in-person before the PUCO.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  See In the Matter of the Commission’s Investigation into RPA Energy Inc.’s Compliance with the Ohio Administrative Code and Potential Remedial Actions for Non-Compliance, Case No. 22-441-GE-COI, Entry (October 17, 2022) at ¶ 11; In the Matter of the Application of Ohio Power Company for Authority to Establish a Standard Service Offer, Case No. 23-23-EL-SSO, et al., Entry (April 17, 2023), at ¶ 11 (scheduling virtual public hearing); and In the Matter of the Application of the Dayton Power and Light Company to Increase its Rates for Electric Distribution, Case No. 20-1651-EL-AIR, Entry (October 22, 2021), at ¶ 13 (scheduling virtual public hearing).] 

	The PUCO has conducted numerous evidentiary hearings remotely for the convenience of parties, including utilities.[footnoteRef:5] Consumers wishing to safely appear at local public hearings deserve the same consideration. [5:  See, e.g., In the Matter of the Application of the Dayton Power & Light Company to Increase Its Rates for Electric Distribution, Case No. 20-1651-EL-AIR, et al.; In the Matter of the Application of Ohio Power Company for an Increase in Electric Distribution Rates, Case No. 20-585-EL-AIR, et al.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk152840531]	The PUCO should set an additional “local” public hearing to be conducted virtually where consumers may testify remotely (via WebEx, Microsoft Teams, Zoom, or some similar platform) regarding DEO’s proposed rate increases. The PUCO should require DEO to notify and offer to actively engage with local public libraries within its territory, specifically targeting departments responsible for public programs or community outreach. This engagement should involve informing libraries about the upcoming virtual hearing and offering resources and support to enable them to prepare for and facilitate participation for consumers who choose to attend virtually. Further, a virtual local public hearing should occur with adequate notice for the public, including in print media, broadcast media and social media.	
	The reasons for this motion are explained more fully in the attached memorandum in support.
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MEMORANDUM IN SUPPORT


The East Ohio Gas Company d/b/a Dominion Energy Ohio (“DEO” or the “Utility” is seeking to increase the charges for natural gas distribution service for all of its 1.2 million customers by over 30 percent from $43.30 to $56.34.[footnoteRef:6] The proposed rate increases to consumers do not end there. The utility is also asking to charge consumers more – with added charges of $8.78 per month this year, increasing to as much as $29.69 per month in 2032.[footnoteRef:7]  These staggering increases come after the Utility has been quietly collecting hundreds of millions of dollars from its consumers for investing in pipelines at a hefty profit (11.74% ROE in 2022), dating back to 2007, the last time the utility’s rates were examined. [6:  See DEO Notice of Intent to File an Application (September 29, 2023), Exhibit 4 at p. 1. ]  [7:  See DEO Notice of Intent to File an Application (September 29, 2023) at pp. 10 and 19.] 

The PUCO should set an additional “local” public hearing to be conducted virtually where consumers may testify remotely (via WebEx, Microsoft Teams, Zoom, or some similar platform) regarding DEO’s proposed rate increases. The PUCO should require DEO to notify and offer to actively engage with local public libraries within its territory, specifically targeting departments responsible for public programs or community outreach. This engagement should involve informing libraries about the upcoming virtual hearing and offering resources and support to enable them to prepare for and facilitate participation for consumers who choose to attend virtually. Further, a virtual local public hearing should occur with adequate notice for the public, including in print media, broadcast media and social media.
Scheduling a virtual public hearing and notifying local public libraries, which are often conveniently located, familiar to consumers, and equipped with technology and staff to support virtual attendance, is a reasonable and respectful approach for consumers who have personal challenges in attending standard in-person hearings. It is important that all DEO consumers have this particular opportunity to have their voices heard by the PUCO regarding DEO’s proposed rate increase. This is particularly true in a case where the utility is asking for huge increases in the rates charged to its 1.2 million consumers. These will be the first public hearings on the utility’s rates in sixteen years!  
Standard in-person public hearings present attendance challenges for some people. People have difficulties with jobs, health challenges, mobility issues including for seniors, disabilities, childcare, eldercare, and transportation limitations, among other things. Ohioans should be given a choice by their state government to participate and testify remotely. Indeed, the PUCO has permitted consumers to testify remotely in prior cases where “financial hardship, work-related scheduling conflicts, and physical restrictions” prevented them from traveling to appear in person before the PUCO.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  See In the Matter of the Commission’s Investigation into RPA Energy Inc.’s Compliance with the Ohio Administrative Code and Potential Remedial Actions for Non-Compliance, Case No. 22-441-GE-COI, Entry (October 17, 2022) at ¶ 11; In the Matter of the Application of Ohio Power Company for Authority to Establish a Standard Service Offer, Case No. 23-23-EL-SSO, et al., Entry (April 17, 2023), at ¶ 11 (scheduling virtual public hearing); and In the Matter of the Application of the Dayton Power and Light Company to Increase its Rates for Electric Distribution, Case No. 20-1651-EL-AIR, Entry (October 22, 2021), at ¶ 13 (scheduling virtual public hearing).] 

	The PUCO should be more inclusive and more accommodating when it comes to providing consumers with an opportunity to testify regarding the utility rates they are asked to pay. Scheduling a virtual public hearing would help accomplish this goal. 
The Administrative Conference of the United States (ACUS) has noted, in a recommendation published in the Federal Register, that virtual hearings promote justice.[footnoteRef:9] It is stated that, in administrative procedures, virtual hearings “have the potential to expand access to justice for individuals who belong to certain underserved communities.”[footnoteRef:10] Expanding access to justice for people in underserved communities warrants virtual hearings. [9:  ACUS Recommendation 2021-4, Virtual Hearings in Agency Adjudication, 86 FR 36075, 36083-36084 (June 17, 2021) (noting that virtual hearings may be “especially beneficial” for individuals with disabilities, individuals with low income, and individuals living in rural and isolated areas).]  [10:  Id. ] 

The PUCO has the technology and resources available to conduct a virtual public hearing in this case. This request is hardly unprecedented; the PUCO has conducted numerous evidentiary hearings remotely, including public hearings in rate cases.[footnoteRef:11] Even though the PUCO has largely returned to in-person hearing processes post-pandemic, the PUCO has since permitted consumers to testify remotely on occasion. That is where “financial hardship, work-related scheduling conflicts, and physical restrictions” prevented them from traveling to appear in person before the PUCO.[footnoteRef:12] Consumers wishing to participate remotely in public hearings also deserve the same consideration.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  See, e.g., In the Matter of the Application of the Dayton Power & Light Company to Increase Its Rates for Electric Distribution, Case No. 20-1651-EL-AIR, et al.; In the Matter of the Application of Ohio Power Company for an Increase in Electric Distribution Rates, Case No. 20-585-EL-AIR, et al.]  [12:  See In the Matter of the Commission’s Investigation into RPA Energy Inc.’s Compliance with the Ohio Administrative Code and Potential Remedial Actions for Non-Compliance, Case No. 22-441-GE-COI, Entry (October 17, 2022), at ¶ 11.]  [13:  See National Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates, “Resolution on Advancing Equity & Affordability in Utility Regulation” (2022), p. 4 (calling on utility regulators to “support policies that encourage participation of diverse voices in regulatory proceedings”).] 

In addition, consumers themselves have become more tech savvy. During the pandemic, many consumers developed the skills to interact with families, friends, businesses, and doctors, and to conduct other activities virtually. For those consumers who faced mobility, transportation, family and/or cost issues, virtual communications provided significant benefits, which enabled them to participate more fully in their communities. The PUCO should embrace this change by providing consumers with the opportunity to testify remotely regarding DEO’s proposed rate increases.
	For these reasons, the PUCO should schedule a virtual public hearing in this case.	
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