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It can be reasonably argued that the increased uncertainty and economic dislocation engendered by COVID-19 should 
have caused utilities to increase their common equity ratios, and thus financial strength, but the opposite occurred in the 
first half of 2020. As of June 30, the average common equity ratio for the energy and water companies followed by 
Financial Focus had declined by 1.3 percentage points, or pps, to 42.9% versus 44.2% at year-end 2019. Roughly 
three-fourths of the followed companies posted a decline in their common equity ratio in the first half of 2020. 

The capital structure data contained in this analysis is derived from an Oct. 2 study of utility parent company financials. 
We note that the overall equity ratio decline is consistent with the general slippage in parent company financial 
measures that are detailed in the Oct. 2 study. In addition, while these measures of financial strength declined, average 
energy and water utility EPS during the first two quarters were 6.1% higher year over year. 

Individual company and summary data is provided in the table at the conclusion of this report.  

As indicated in the above table, although there were modest differences, the equity ratio decline occurred in all four 
utility subgroups. Among the three energy subgroups, the electric posted the largest decline, at 1.5 pps, followed by the 
gas and multi-utility subgroups with declines of 1.0 pps and 0.9 pps, respectively. The two energy subgroups with 
significant gas utility operations posted the lowest equity ratio declines. For the four subgroups, water posted the largest 
equity ratio decline at 2.4 pps. We note, however, that as of June 30, the water subgroup maintained the highest equity 
ratio, 46.8%, compared with 45.6% for the gas, 42.5% for the electric and 40.6% for the multi-utility subgroups. 

Looking at the percentage point change in equity ratio and the percentage change in EPS for the six months ended 
June 30, 2020, versus June 30, 2019, no consistent pattern exists across the four subgroups. The water subgroup did 
have the highest, by a wide margin, increase in EPS, at 16.1%, along with the largest percentage point decline in the 
equity ratio. The gas subgroup, however, posted the second-lowest percentage point equity ratio decline, but gas EPS 
decreased in the first six months of 2020. 

READ MORE: Sign up for our weekly coronavirus newsletter here, and read our latest coverage on the 
crisis here. 
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Regarding first-half utility EPS, in a recently issue report, Financial Focus noted that although the broader economic 
effects of the coronavirus pandemic were in full force during the period, most utilities' results did not reflect significant 
negative pandemic-related impacts. Adjusted first-half 2020 earnings for the companies in the energy universe were up 
an average of 4.6% year over year, although individual company results varied widely. Regarding the energy subgroup 
results, electric EPS were up 5.5%, gas EPS were down 2.6%, and the multi-utility EPS increased 7.0%. Despite many 
companies reporting that commercial and industrial sales fell in the second quarter, most management teams affirmed 
existing earnings guidance ranges for 2020. First-half 2020 EPS for the water companies increased 16.1%. 

Regarding those companies that posted the largest declines in their common equity ratios, OGE Energy Corp. recorded 
an impairment charge in the second quarter related to its investment in Enable Midstream Partners LP. OGE holds a 
25.5% limited partner interest and a 50% general partner interest in Enable Midstream Partners. For Northwest Natural 
Holding Company, several debt financings that increased interest expense were undertaken in March as a 
precautionary measure to strengthen the company's liquidity position because of the pandemic. 

For the water subgroup, California Water Service Group experienced a 4.1-pps decrease in its equity ratio and a 
decline in EPS for the first six months of 2020 to -$0.31 from $0.19 in the year-ago period. The decline is related to a 
drag due to a delay in the resolution of a rate case at the company's largest subsidiary that lowered its's ROE to 5.17% 
for the last 12 months. Higher customer rates in that case had been expected to take effect Jan. 1. A settlement 
between the company and the California Public Advocates Office was filed in October 2019. A long-awaited proposed 
decision from the California Public Utilities Commission is expected in mid-October, with a final written decision expected 
by Nov 20. 

South Jersey Industries Inc. in July 2018 completed the acquisition of New Jersey-based Elizabethtown Gas Co. and the 
extremely small Maryland utility Elkton Gas Co., and the increase in South Jersey's equity ratio may reflect the unwinding 
of some debt that the company used to finance the acquisition. We note, however, that the company's June 30 equity 
ratio is still well below the gas subgroup and total energy utility company averages. 

Sempra Energy completed the sales of its South American businesses in June, marking the conclusion of its broad, two-
year "capital rotation plan." The company's investments are now focused on transmission and distribution energy 
infrastructure in, according to Sempra, the most attractive markets in North America, including California, Texas and 
Mexico, and on North America's liquefied natural gas export market. In total, including the sales of the company's South 
American businesses and its U.S. renewables businesses and non-utility natural gas storage assets, Sempra has 
generated approximately $8.3 billion in total gross proceeds from these divestitures. Sempra indicates that the proceeds 
from these transactions are being used to further bolster its strong liquidity position, strengthen the balance sheet, 
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support the execution of its robust capital plan and return value to shareholders. The increase in Sempra's equity ratio 
places it slightly below the averages of both the energy utilities and energy and water utilities. 
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Regulatory Research Associates is a group within S&P Global Market Intelligence.  

For a complete, searchable listing of RRA's in-depth research and analysis, please go to the S&P Global Market 
Intelligence Energy Research Library. 
 

Charlotte Cox and Heike Doerr contributed to this article.
 

This article was published by S&P Global Market Intelligence and not by S&P Global Ratings, which is a separately 
managed division of S&P Global.
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