O summit

Submitted via HVAC@energystar.gov
May 16, 2024

Ann Bailey, Director

ENERGY STAR Labeling Branch

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20460

RE: ENERGY STAR Program - Version 5.0 Furnace Specification
Comments of Summit Utilities, Inc.

Director Bailey:

Summit Utilities, Inc. (“Summit”) appreciates the opportunity to comment in response to the
Environmental Protection Agency's (“EPA") April 16, 2024, first draft of Version 5.0 ENERGY STAR furnace
specifications with a target effective date of 2026 (“April 2024 Proposal”).

Summit owns local distribution subsidiaries that operate in Arkansas, Colorado, Maine, Missouri,
Oklahoma, and Texas. In total, Summit's operating companies serve approximately 625,000 customers.
Summit has made climate leadership a core part of its business, and it actively seeks to promote projects
and technologies that can help decarbonize the existing energy system and ensure a fast and affordable
transition to a green energy economy. Summit has a comprehensive portfolio of energy efficiency offerings
to assist customers in their conservation and fuel efficiency goals. In 2023, Summit invested over $10
million in energy saving programs, conserving over 5 million therms of natural gas through high-efficiency
equipment rebates, residential building envelope improvements, waste heat recovery models for large
industrial facilities, equipment retrofits for low-income customers, and other custom and prescriptive
solutions. Summit recognizes the diversity of its customer base and strives to maintain a suite of offerings
that meet the wide spectrum of customer needs and mitigate the various constraints customers have in
attaining energy savings products and services. As outlined below, Summit requests that the EPA
reevaluate the proposed elimination of the separate geographic designations and extend the timeline for
any changes to the ENERGY STAR program.

On May 18, 2023, the EPA circulated a notice stating that it proposed to phase out the ENERGY STAR
labeling and promote residential natural gas furnaces. Subsequently, on April 16, 2024, the EPA circulated
a second notice related to natural gas furnaces proposing to increase the efficiency level to 97% Annual
Fuel Utilization Efficiency (“AFUE") nationally, beginning in 2026. The current requirement for natural gas
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furnaces is 95% AFUE in the northern U.S. and 90% AFUE in the southern U.S. In its April 2024 Proposal, the
EPA explained it is “removing the regional split for gas furnaces to align with the DOE standard, simplify
the label for consumers, and to simplify program administration for certification bodies and
manufacturers.” According to the EPA, it received compelling support for maintaining the labeling for
natural gas furnaces. As a result, the EPA decided to propose an update rather than sunset the ENERGY
STAR furnace specification. Therefore, the EPA proposed to increase the AFUE level and eliminate
geographic differentiation for furnaces in the ENERGY STAR program.

The EPA should maintain regional distinctions and have different gas furnace efficiency
requirements and labels for different regions of the country. Regional requirements are designed to
accommodate variations in heating needs based on geographic location. However, the EPA's proposal
overlooks the varying heating requirements between the northern and southern regions of the U.S. In its
simplest terms, northern states experience more heating degree days, requiring the use of a furnace,
compared to the warmer southern states, which have fewer heating degree days. The number of heating
degree days affects the energy required to heat a home and the cost-effectiveness of installing a high-
efficiency unit. A uniform national standard doesn't make sense for products with varying energy needs
based on climate.

Regardless of regional distinctions, updating the specifications to exclude highly efficient products,
such as 90% AFUE and 95% AFUE gas furnaces, will result in less overall energy savings. The EPA asserts
that ENERGY STAR is a voluntary program that helps consumers make energy efficient choices and that the
recommendations via the ENERGY STAR label do not affect the availability or cost of options on the market.
The EPA also maintains that sunsets of specifications and other exclusions ensure the continued relevance
and effectiveness of the ENERGY STAR program. In that case, it must be acknowledged that this significance
actively impacts consumers and markets.

The EPA can keep its ENERGY STAR program relevant by either a) ensuring a diverse, attainable, and
fuel-inclusive portfolio of highly efficient products that meet the needs of the majority of customers or b)
ignoring cost attainability and climate suitability limitations of customers and only endorsing products that
meet an unbiased, equitably measured standard of energy efficiency. Unfortunately, the EPA has not opted
for either. By excluding any gas furnaces below 97% AFUE, the EPA is using its influence to dissuade
customers from making impactful, incremental, and more affordable changes in energy efficiency and
suggesting that if an arbitrary standard is not reached, all other actions are too useless to bear the ENERGY
STAR label. If ENERGY STAR truly has the relevance it claims, this proposal decreases energy savings overall.
Alternatively, if the ENERGY STAR label is important but does not impact markets, the label’s significance
will diminish and serve only as a mark of elite, generally unattainable equipment.

Many energy efficiency programs nationwide have long used the ENERGY STAR label as an eligibility
qualifier for incentivized products because the label represents a credible source of unbiased energy
efficiency information. Most utilities, including Summit, will not revise their program standards to align with
the EPA’s new proposal. While it may not be overly burdensome to revise program standards to disregard
ENERGY STAR (thus diminishing the label’s relevance), the more significant challenge would be explaining
to customers and contractors why program standards have changed and why ENERGY STAR is no longer
the qualifying standard. In this matter, the EPA has chosen to deviate from the mission of ENERGY STAR by
disregarding crucial best practices for measuring comprehensive energy efficiency. The EPA responded to
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stakeholder comments on this issue by stating that ENERGY STAR programs focus on “site energy,” when
the ENERGY STAR website clearly states that “[s]Jource energy is the most equitable unit of evaluation and
enables a complete assessment of energy efficiency.”

Additionally, the EPA should extend the timeline for any changes to the ENERGY STAR
program related to furnaces to align with the Inflation Reduction Act. The Inflation Reduction Act of
2022 (“IRA") included various provisions to incentivize energy efficiency improvements. The IRA directly
connects some of its provisions to the ENERGY STAR program. Implementation guidance has expanded
the connection between the benefits of the IRA and the ENERGY STAR program, and these opportunities
may increase with additional guidance. In summary, there are incentives and credits in the IRA linked to
the ENERGY STAR program, and the EPA should maximize the availability of IRA benefits. The EPA should
avoid making changes to the ENERGY STAR program that would reduce the effectiveness or availability of
IRA benefits.

For example, the IRA’'s Energy Efficient Home Improvement Credit (25C credit) can be claimed for
improvements made through December 31, 2032. Notably, the EPA referenced the 25C credit in its notice
of the April 2024 Proposal. Additionally, the New Energy Efficient Home Credit (45L credit) can be claimed
through December 31, 2032, and the Home Energy Performance-Based, Whole-House Rebates are valid
until September 30, 2031. If the EPA restricts the number and types of appliances in the ENERGY STAR
program, it could limit the benefits of the IRA. To prevent this and maximize the impact of the IRA, the EPA
should revise the proposal to align with the IRA's timelines.

Summit respectfully requests that the EPA consider these comments in this proceeding and refrain
from implementing the first draft of the Version 5.0 ENERGY STAR specification proposed on April 16, 2024,
If you have any questions regarding this submission, please do not hesitate to contact the undersigned.

Respectfully submitted,

Clian k. Watlock

Clark Medlock

Director of Energy Efficiency Programs
cmedlock@summitutilities.com
479-265-5152
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