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Dear Mr. Stawick:

The Natural Gas Supply Association (“NGSA”) appreciates the opportunity to
comment on the Commodity Futures Trading Commission (“the Commission”) October
9, 2009 Notice of Intent (“NOI”) to determine whether 13 financially-settled natural gas
contracts offered for trading on the Intercontinental Exchange, Inc. (“ICE”) perform
significant price discovery (“SPDC”) functions. .

Established in 1965, NGSA encourages the use of natural gas within a balanced national
energy policy and promotes the benefits of competitive markets to ensure reliable and
efficient transportation and delivery of natural gas and to increase the supply of natural
gas to U.S. customers. NGSA’s members produce and market approximately one-
third of the U.S. natural gas supply. Representing many of the major natural gas market
participants, NGSA has an interest in the outcome of this proceeding.

NGSA appreciates the Commission’s efforts to ensure a robust and competitive
marketplace. Nevertheless, NGSA is concerned that the contracts in question do not
embody an appropriate combination of key characteristics, as defined by the
Commission, necessary for final SPDC designation. While NGSA acknowledges that

- the CFTC has discretion in this regard, any unnecessary SPDC designations and
- associated position limits risk unintended consequences, particularly with regard to

liquidity and cost, in an energy commodity market that is already one of the most
efficient in the world. For the record of this proceeding and further Commission
consideration, we are submitting an NGSA-commissioned analysis of physical natural
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gas price formation and transparency in the U.S. by former Commissioner William
Albrecht. '

The Commodity Exchange Act (CEA) notes that, in order to establish whether a contract
performs a significant price discovery function, the Commission shall consider as core
principles price linkage, arbitrage, material price reference, and material liquidity for
such a determination.! In considering these core principles, the Commission considers

the following ~

» Price Linkage: does the contract rely on a dally or fmal settlement pr1ce or other

~price of a contract listed on'a DCM or DTEF? - o
* Arbitrage: is the price of the contract sufﬁc1enﬂy related to the price of a contract
listed on a DCM or DTEF to permit arbitrage on a frequent/ recurring basis?
* Material Price Reference: are cash market bids, offers or transactions in a
~ commodity based on—or determmed by referencing — the SPDC prices on a
frequent/recurring basis?
* Material Liquidity: is the volume of trading on the ECM sufficient to have an
effect on contracts listed on a futures exchange?

As of this time, the Commission has applied these core principles to a single SPDC
determination, the ICE Henry Hub “look-alike” swap. In thatinstance, the
characteristics of that contract mirrored and were deemed to have potential influence
on the NYMEX futures values and the underlying physical contracts traded at the
benchmark Henry Hub pipeline confluence in Erath, La.

In the proposed contracts now under consideration, however, the swaps referenced
have characteristics that are materially different than the previous designation. The
contracts for which the Commission is proposing SPDC status generally contain a
pricing term which consists of the Henry Hub NYMEX futures expiry price for the
month and basis differential.2 The basis differential is produced by reference to the
price for a location published by a publication such as Platts Inside FERC Gas Market
Report. Thus, the pricing mechanism for the floating price for a location downstream of
Henry Hub is the NYMEX price for a month deducted from the Platts price for the
affected location.

As aresult, the fundamental variable market driven price is the NYMEX price. As the
NYMEX price is a futures contract traded on a regulated exchange subject to reporting
and position limits, the pricing for the “basis” location is materially dependent on the
futures price and is derivative of it. The other element of pricing is the Platts price
which is the product of a well vetted process to identify the price of transactions for the

Commodlty Exchange Act § 2(h)(7) // CFTC Commission Rule 36.3 (c)(3).
? See, for example, the Dominion —South Financial Basis Contract.
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period at the location. The floating price (the difference between these two inputs) is the
aspect of the contract that provides pricing mechanism to establish the relevant price
that hedges the risk at the referenced location. Itis not the trading of the contract itself.

Unlike the Henry Hub “look alike” contract (which has been found to be a SPDC), the

“basis” contract is not the economic equivalent of the Henry Hub futures contract. Its

purpose is to hedge price risk at a particular location by reference to the underlying
. price discovery contract for North American natural gas, the Henry Hub futures

contract. Its price is largely determined by trading in the Henry Hub futures contract,
not by trading in the “basis” contract.

The criteria the Commission is to use to consider whether a contract is an SPDC include
whether the “extent to which, on a frequent and reoccurring basis, bids, offers, or
transactions in a commodity are directly based upon, or are determined by referencing
the prices generated by” the subject contract. While many contracts settle by reference
to the Henry Hub futures contract, NGSA is not aware of any material use of a “basis”
contract used as a price reference in any material way. As the settlement mechanism in
the contract is Platts minus NYMEX Henry Hub, there is no reason commercial parties
would need to reference the swap when they could reference the transparent and
readily available price indicators: the NYMEX price and the Platts price.

Further, as opposed to the Henry Hub futures contract, the “basis” contracts do not, to
NGSA’s knowledge, have a material effect on other agreements, contracts, or
transactions listed for trading “... on a designated contract market” as is required to be
designated a SPDC. The “basis” contracts are derivative of the Henry Hub futures
contract, not the other way around. NGSA is not aware of contracts which are
derivative of the “basis” contracts.

Itis important to keep in mind, as noted above, the ICE Henry Hub “look-alike”
contract is already a SPDC, and provides the most direct market protection for the
underlying physical transactions at the various locations. It is often the referenced price
for negotiated contracts together with the Henry Hub fixed-price contract published in
Inside FERC and other trade publications. Again, the Commission has already taken
steps to secure the Henry Hub basis contract from excessive speculation risk. Without
careful application of each of the SPDC core principles, premature SPDC designations
risk hampering market development and expansion of potentially valuable risk- -
management tools. As can be seen from the foregoing, the subject contracts do not
meet material elements of the SPDC criteria and do not merit SPDC status.

- Inappropriate SPDC designation would subject the contracts to unnecessary
government interventions and could unintentionally result in inefficiencies and
increased costs in the market.
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‘As Dr. Albrecht notes, “a major challenge for regulators is to balance the benefits and
costs of new rules and regulations, and recognize that a healthy market does not
necessarily mean declining or less volatile pricing.”

As shown above, the subject contracts do not merit SPDC status: such status would
provide limited market value; and the imposition of such status could increase costs to
market participants. ' '

Respectfuﬂy submitted,

Jennifer Fordham

Director, Energy Markets and Government Affairs
Natural Gas Supply Association

805 15th Street, NW, Suite 510

Washington, DC 20005

202-326-9317 (direct)



PRICE TRANSPARENCY IN THE US NATURAL GAS MARKET
William P. Albrecht

July 14, 2009

- EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

~ The U.S. natural gas market has undergone Significaﬁt'éhan'ges sincethe deregulation of =~ ~

natural gas wellhead prices in 1989. It has evolved into a highly price transparent market,
arguably the most price transparent commodity market in the world. This evolution has
been driven by market forces, technology and governmental oversight. '

The U.S. natural gas market consists of two interrelated parts: the physical market and the

" financial market.

The financial market is comprised of transactions involving financial instruments based
upon the price of natural gas that do not typically result in delivery of the physical
commodity. These instruments include exchange-traded futures and options and a wide

- variety of OTC swaps.

The financial market provides real-time prices on a wide variety of natural gas derivatives
that are available to all market participants.

The physical market is comprised of transactions involving the actual commodity.
Participants in this market can negotiate a fixed price for a transaction or they can use a
price index that is based upon recent fixed price transactions.

Efforts to use the number of fixed price transactions as a measure of market health or
transparency are misguided. The important question is whether the there is enough price
transparency to enable buyers and sellers to informed decisions in their transaction.

An examination of the interaction between the physical and financial U.S. natural gas
markets shows that there is enough transparency. In fact, the combination of transparency
on both the physical and financial sides of the market makes the overall market close to
being completely transparent.

A significant amount of government oversight exists. Efforts to expand this oversight should
be based upon a careful evaluation of likely costs and benefits.



The U.S. relies upon natural gas for about 25 percent of its energy needs and will likely
rely even more heavily upon it in the future based on the current U.S. climate goals. It is
essential, therefore, that the natural gas market be efficient in both the short run and the long

run. Fortunately, over the past twenty years, the U.S. natural gas market has been transformed

into an extremely efficient one.

N The cafaly;t fof thlS 7transf‘orm>at'ioniwas tHe i§89 déifegdléfion of haturélwgé:c, wellh;:-éd
| prices. This action alvlowed prices to be determined by market forces (the intera.ction bétween
-supply and demand). Today, the U.S. natural gas mérket, unlike any othgr natural gas markét in
-the world is very com‘petitive,liquid, transparent and efficient. Natural gas prices over the
Iong-term reflect supply and demand, leading to efficieﬁt use of natural gas by all sectors of the
economy. Price deregulation Has benefitted producers, consumers and the économy asa

whole.!

Despite tremendous market-driven enhancements to transparency and efficiency in the
market over the last 20 year, the performance of the natural gas market remains a point of
considerable debate. This ongoing debate is driven largely by concerns related to the relatively
high natural gas commodity prices in the summer of 2008, natural gas price volatility,_ and the
influx of passive money investment\in the U.S. natural gas futures market. These observations
were not unique to the natural gas commodity market and in fact were characteristic of many
energy and non-energy commodities. Many commodities exhibited bullish behavior during that

time period driven partly by a weak dollar and a strong global ecbnomy. Nevertheless, the

! See Hayek (1945) and Grossman and Stiglitz {1980} (and many others) for a discussion of the role of markets and
trading in generating the information necessary for efficient use of resources. _
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concerns with commodity prices in the summer of 2008 and recent years have led some to
express concern about the degree of price transparehcy and speculation in the U.S. market for

natural gas and to suggest regulatory and policy changes to improve the market. '

The purpose of this paper is to address these concerns about transparency. In order to

do this we begin with a brief look at the structure of the natural gas market.

Market Structure

-The U.S. natural gas market iséssentially com.prisedr of.twov parts; the physical market
and the financial market. The two parts serve different pufposes, but they are closely related.
The interaction of the two parts ensures that both reflect the same underlying fundamentals.
The phys_ical market is comprised of transactions involving the actual commodity (primarily
methane). The financial market is covmprised of transactions involving financial instruments
that are based upon the price of natural gas, but typically'do not result in delivery of the

physical commodity.



' The Physical Market

The physical natural gas market emerged decades ago and is simply a marketplace for
the purchase and sale of natural gas. The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) is

obligated under the Energy Policy Act of 2005 (EPAct) to ensure that the U.S. natural gas market

is competitive and efficient. The physical natural gas market is comprised of thousands of
people buying and selling natural gas at locations all over the U.S. and the world. In these
“transactions, they arrange to move that natural gas from point A to point B for various

purposes, but uitimately for consumption.

Unique relative to the rest ot the world, U.S. market participants have.the a_bility to
store a large quantity of natural gas. Natural gas from storage is used to bridge the gap
between daily production and daily seasonal consuhption. Because there are specific
operational limits on each storage facility 2 and because storage operators charge fees each
month on the quantity of natural gas in storage, natural gas is typically not stored for more than
a season. U.S. storage is most heavily relied upon in the winter, to meet cyclical demand, thus,
it is usually filled by November_l and emptied by March 31 each year. Storage withdrawals are
typically used to help meet peak season (iemand. Most natural gas storage capability is

controlled by the local natural gas utilities.

Henry Hub in Louisiana is the delivery point for pricing the natural gas futures contract

(discussed later), but it is only one of the many physical natural gas market centers in the U.S. -

? Natural gas can be stored in several ways, including above ground in liquid form but the majority of storage
capability is in depleted natural gas wells. Each storage facility has defining physical characteristics that are used
to set safe limits for operating pressures, total quantities that can be stored, and the amount that can be injected
and withdrawn each day.
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Henry Hub is the nexus of 16 intra- and interstate natural gas pipeline systems that draw
supplies from the on-shore and off-shore Gulf of Mexico production area. The pipelines ser\}ing
' the Henry Hub provide access to market areas throughout the U.S. East Coast, the Gulf Coast,

the Midwest, and up to the Canadian border.

Prior to the prevalence of computers, this entire actiyity of buying and selling natural
Tgas torr)frr)riéce over the phone (e.g. a buyer calling a seller and arranging for deliveryj. As the
market became more geographically diverse and interconnected, the need to standardize and
computerize this activity emerged. The conc‘ept of the natural gas “bid week” emerged, and
the market-driven, voluntary Gas Industry Standards Board (GISB), nbw the North American
Energy Standards Board (NAESB), came into being to help ensure that buyers and sellers of

- natural gas époke the same language. A 10 AM delivery of natural gas, for example, means 10
AM Central time. ‘Bid week, the last five business days of the month, became the time for most
of th_e physical purchasing and selling of natural gas. Although market participants can still

~ transact at any time of the month, bid week became the time when the majority of physical
transactions for the next month’s delivery are consummated. A significant number of

~ transactions are “fixed price” contracts in which the buyer and seller agree upon a price for gas
to be delivered daily for the néxt month. Thousands of these transactions are reported to
several publications which quickly convert these prices into monthly locational price indices
that are évailable on the first business day following the last day of bid week. These iﬁdices, in
turn, are used as the basis for pricing for those firms that do not choose to enter into fixed price

contracts (or are prohibited from using them by state or local regulators).



In addition to the publications’ monthly in'dices, several publications survey the market
for daily transaction prices that are used to form and publish a daily index that is made
available the morning of the next business day. Participants in the natural gas market have the

ability to buy and sell natural gas throughout the day as well. This system of index price

formation and discovery is unique to the U.S. natural gas market and contributes substantially
to price transparenty and competitive pricing.- In short, the U.S. natural gas market has
extensive physical market data that provide unparalleled transparehcy for the monthly and

daily natural gas markets at dozens of different market locations throughout the U.S.
The Financial Market

The financial market consists of transactions in futures, options, swaps and similar
financial instruments based upon natural gas prices.® The largest volume of such transactions
occurs in the New York Mercantile Exchange (NYMEX) natural gas futures contract. (Average

daily trading volume was just over 153,000 contracts in 2008.)

The futureé market is the generic (or standard) contract for price insurance on a
particular comrhodity. Shqrtly aﬁer the deregulation  of wellhead prices, NYMEX formed the .
natural gas futures contract based on the way the physical natural gas market was already
working. Instead of buying or selling natural gés on a real-time or next month basis, the NYMEX
futures contract provides market ‘participants with the ability to buy or sell a contractual right

to buy or sell a standardized amount of natural gas at a particular point in the future at a

3Kyle (1985) provides a very useful conceptual overview of the activity in such afinancial market.
6



standardized location. The standardized contract® is for 10,000 MMBtu delivered or sold at
Henry Hub the next month or any month during the next ten years or more. This translates to
approximately 333 MMBtu every day the next month, enough natural gas to serve about 1200

households.® An end user thatvhas agreed to buy natural gas at an indexed price for a year,

for example, may choose to buy a futures contract to hedge (or protect itself) against a price
increase. An increase in prices would then provide a gain on the future to offset the increase in
cost of the index purchase. The consumer normally would not take the future to delivery since

their physical requirement is satisfied by the index purchase.®

The futures market mirrors thé existing and most prevalent physical market practice of
buying natural gas in one month for delivery every day fhe following mohth at one of the larger
physical market centers, the Henry Hub. NYMEX, with the oversight of the Commodity Futures
Trading Commission (CFTC), established the third business day prior to the end of th:e month in
which the contract expired as the final settlement day for the futures contract to allow time for
settlerﬁent and verification. This means that holdevrs of a futures cdntract at the time of
contract settlement become obligated to buy or sell (depending on the contract) 10,000
MMBtu of natural gas the following month at Henry Hub. Unlike the physical market, the
fdturés market allows for price discovery across time since eﬁtities are buying price insurance
for what may be years ahead. Although the futures contract provides an excellent mbeans to

ensure price insurance for a future period, it does not necessarily reflect what the actual price

* Standardized contracts increase transaction speed (since parties do not have to negotiate a series of ever
changing specifications) but they do not allow for customization. :

>While this sounds like a large quantity, consider that today’s typical 500 MW natural gas fired power generator
requires approximately 84,000 MMBtu (more than 250 standard contracts) to run for one day.

®Less than one percent of all futures transactions result in an actual physical transaction.
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