
April 5, 2022

Oregon Public Broadcasting

7140 S Macadam Avenue

Portland, OR 97219

ATTN: Community Groups Ask OPB to Drop Controversial NW Natural Sponsorship, Request

Meeting with Network

Dear Mr. Bass,

Thank you for your coverage of environmental and climate justice issues that matter to

residents of Oregon and Southwest Washington. As our region continues to experience the

impacts of the climate crisis, we have been able to turn to OPB as a source of news we can trust.

Specifically, we appreciate OPB’s coverage of the dangers of methane gas to human health as

well as the environmental consequences of fracking and the role methane plays in severely

compounding the climate crisis. OPB has acknowledged that fracked gas and methane is a triple
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threat: harming communities at the site of production, releasing toxic pollutants in our homes –

even when our gas stoves are turned off – and rapidly accelerating the climate crisis.

But something doesn’t add up. While the coverage on these issues is sound and factual,

when this reporting is interspersed with advertisements from fossil fuel companies – the exact

companies to blame for causing and perpetuating the climate crisis – listeners may be confused

and misled by biased and unfactual claims from those very companies. We, the signed 14

organizations representing thousands of members across the region, are writing to you

because we are concerned about OPB’s airing of advertisements from the NW Natural

Appliance Center, and are requesting an end to these misleading advertisements. Our

organizations are formally requesting that OPB:

● Stop airing advertisements from the NW Natural Appliance Center;

● reconsider your advertisement policy to include fossil fuel companies on the list of

banned industries, along with tobacco and firearms;

● meet with representatives from our organizations to discuss this issue in greater detail.

The advertisements on OPB from NW Natural’s subsidiary, the NW Natural Appliance

Center, are at best misleading if not, in fact, completely false. In prior correspondence with OPB

on this issue, the network has said that they “work with a variety of sponsors in our communities,

unless they are engaged in illegal activity or make claims that are untrue, cannot be proven or

that violate our policies.” The following are claims made by NW Natural, an OPB sponsor, that

are untrue:

● Advertisements heard on OPB and on NW Natural’s website claim the following: “No

Power? No Problem! Keep the heat on with natural gas generators and many cooktops,

fireplaces, and water heaters.” Multiple complaints to the Consumer Protections Agency

in the Oregon Department of Justice have been submitted about this claim. Gas fireplace

inserts, the most common product being advertised by NW Natural on OPB, are not a

substitute for a fully-functioning heat source, as they rely on an electric-powered fan to

distribute heat, which means they are not guaranteed to keep consumers warm in a power

outage.
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● On their vehicles, NW Natural touts on the sides of their vehicles:“Runs on natural gas:

Improves air quality, reduces emissions.” These claims are simply untrue. Methane gas

pollutes the air with nitrogen dioxide, carbon monoxide, small particulate matter (PM

<2.5), and formaldehyde, burning methane to CO2, adding to our burden of greenhouse

gasses.

● NW Natural’s campaign, “Less We Can” implies that by replacing fracked gas with a

small amount of “renewable natural gas,” it will achieve significant reductions in

greenhouse gas emissions. This has been disputed by multiple sources. Renewable

natural gas (RNG) is expensive; it comes from sources that should not be further

incentivized, such as factory farms and landfills; and it is still methane, a fossil fuel 80

times more potent than CO2 and Oregon’s “​​second-largest source of greenhouse gas

emissions,” as reported by OPB.

In addition to these misleading claims, NW Natural is currently under scrutiny for

seeking to raise its rates by an additional $81 million, which would result in an average 11.8%

increase to residential bills. This is in addition to the average 13.2% increase that residential

customers saw in November 2021. This rate increase is to cover, in part: increases to executive

salaries, increases to investor profits, subsidies for more gas infrastructure, and more advertising

expenses. At a recent March 10th public hearing hosted by the Oregon Public Utility

Commission, 18 people testified, each of them strongly opposed to NW Natural’s rate increase,

with some sharing moving stories about being unable to afford to keep the heat on for their

families. Meanwhile, in 2019, NW Natural’s CEO David Anderson made $4.3 million. Is this the

company OPB is willing to lend its reputation to?

OPB’s sponsorship policy prohibits the advertising of tobacco and firearms. It is time for

fossil fuels to be added to this list, including “natural gas” which, as stated in the New England

Journal of Medicine, is not a bridge to the future but "a tether to the past." Here in Oregon and

Southwest Washington, this means no longer airing advertisements for NW Natural and its

Appliance Store. Replacing or installing new gas appliances locks a household into 10-20 years

of using a fuel that both warms the climate and pollutes the air, disproportionately impacting

low-income and BIPOC communities, just like tobacco and firearms.
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OPB’s airing of NW Natural Appliance Center advertisements legitimizes and endorses

the use of methane gas. OPB is lending its reputation to NW Natural, identified as “reputational

transference” by researchers from Brown University in a recent peer-reviewed study, The Role of

Public Relations Firms in Climate Change Politics. Their study states: “The fossil fuel industry’s

obstruction of climate action goes beyond misinformation and climate denial. A major part of the

effort to obstruct climate action involves enhancing the positive public reputation for the fossil

fuel companies and emphasizing the benefits of continued fossil fuel use.” OPB has stated that

its reporting is not influenced by its sponsors. Yet the airing of advertisements for a company is,

in fact, an endorsement of that company’s product(s). When listeners trust the newsource, they

will also trust the products endorsed by that news source.

There are a growing number of institutions and corporations divesting from the fossil fuel

industry, including Harvard University and the Ford Foundation. We urge OPB to join other

companies in divesting from advertising for fossil fuel companies, and join advertising agencies

and their clients that have signed the “Clean Creatives Pledge,” which “brings together leading

agencies, their employees, and clients to address the ad and PR industry’s work with fossil fuels.

Continuing to work for fossil fuel companies poses risks to brands that prioritize sustainability,

and their agencies. The Clean Creatives pledge is the best way to show that you are committed to

a future for the creative industry that doesn’t include promoting pollution.”

We are thankful for OPB’s consistent reporting on the causes and impacts of the climate

crisis. NW Natural – with its misleading advertising, expansion of dangerous fossil fuels, and

increasing rates on already struggling consumers – does not deserve to tarnish OPB’s reputation

in our community as a trusted news source. Listeners need to know the whole story, and they

need to be able to know their local news source isn’t using its reputable and trustworthy platform

to support fossil fuel companies. We believe OPB can do better, and wish to work alongside you

in changing your sponsorship policy to better reflect the values of your listeners in Oregon and

Southwest Washington. We would be grateful for the opportunity to meet with you to discuss this

further.

Thank you,
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Dineen O’Rourke,

Campaign Manager, 350PDX

Alliance for Community Engagement

Josh Salinger,

Founder and CEO, Birdsmouth

Design-Build

Meg Ward,

Communications Director, Breach

Collective

Brian Stewart,

Founder, Electrify Now

Extinction Rebellion PDX

Leonard Barrett

Board Co-President, Families for Climate

Eli Spevak,

Founder and Owner, Orange Splot LLC

Cathryn Chudy

Board Director, Oregon Conservancy

Foundation

Samantha Hernandez,

Climate Justice Organizer, Oregon

Physicians for Social Responsibility

Anna Wilson,

Portland Youth Climate Council

Kelsey King

Group Chair, Sierra Club - Loo Wit Group

Sunrise Eugene

Sunrise Southwest Washington
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