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OPINION

REGINALD W. GIBSON, Senior Judge:

INTRODUCTION

In this federal income tax refund case, plaintiff Exxon Corporation and its consolidated subsidiaries seek
to recover the sum of $172,584,915.83, plus interest thereon as provided by law. Said amount represents
Exxon's alleged overpayment of federal corporate income taxes in the amount of $57,704,527 and
assessed interest in the amount of $114,880,388.83 for its taxable year ended December 31, 1975. At
issue is Exxon's claimed entitlement to percentage depletion deductions, pursuant to Internal Revenue

Code 8§ 611, 613, and 613A,(1) relating to certain sales of natural gas during 1975.



Challenging Exxon's percentage depletion computations, defendant filed a motion for summary judgment
pursuant to RCFC 56(b) on July 30, 1997 ("Def. MSJ"). Defendant postures the dispositive legal question
as -- whether Exxon, as a large integrated producer that sold natural gas pursuant to certain "fixed
contracts” within the meaning of 1.R.C. 8 613A(b)(1)(B) during the taxable year 1975, is required to
compute the amount of the percentage depletion deduction with respect to said gas sales by multiplying
the applicable statutory percentage rate by the actual sale prices received under those contracts. Summary
judgment may be granted only where there is no genuine issue of material fact and the moving party is
entitled to judgment as a matter of law. RCFC 56(c); Lane Bryant, Inc. v. United States, 35 F.3d 1570,
1574 (Fed. Cir. 1994). Here, the court is presented with a purely legal issue of statutory construction that

is ripe for summary disposition, for the parties agree there is no genuine issue of material fact.(2)

However, after thorough consideration of the pertinent legal authorities and the submissions of the

parties, we hold that defendant's motion for summary judgment must be denied.
BACKGROUND

The litigants agree that, factually, the contested natural gas sales during Exxon's 1975 taxable year
substantially mirror the 1974 natural gas sales which gave rise to the percentage depletion controversy in
Exxon Corp. v. United States, 33 Fed. Cl. 250 (1995), rev'd, 88 F.3d 968 (Fed. Cir. 1996), cert. denied,

117 S. Ct. 1252 (1997).@ In both years, Exxon owned economic interests in hundreds of producing
natural gas properties in east and south Texas. As a fully integrated producer of natural gas during 1974,
as in 1975, Exxon was engaged in all phases of the natural gas business, including exploration,
development, extraction, processing, transportation, and marketing. By way of comparison, a
nonintegrated producer typically sells "raw™ natural gas in the immediate vicinity of the producing gas

well, leaving it to other parties to process and transport the gas following the sale.(4)

From the 1950s through the early 1970s, Exxon entered into several long-term contracts for the sale and
delivery of pipeline quality gas to various industrial users in the Texas intrastate market. Although these
long-term contracts were entered into during a period of stable prices and contained price terms originally
favorable to Exxon, at that time, market prices for natural gas rose briskly in the early 1970s. See
Commissioner v. Engle, 464 U.S. 206, 211 (1984); Exxon, 88 F.3d at 970 ("The market price of natural
gas doubled in 1973, and doubled again in 1974."). Thus, by 1974 and 1975, prevailing market prices for
natural gas significantly exceeded the prices at which Exxon was able to sell gas pursuant to its pre-

existing long-term contracts.®®) This disparity in pricing lies at the core of the parties' dispute.

Turning to the applicable law, the parties vehemently disagree over the extent to which Exxon's
percentage depletion computation for its 1975 taxable year is governed by the holding in Exxon, 88 F.3d
968, wherein the Federal Circuit prescribed the method by which Exxon's 1974 percentage depletion
deduction had to be computed. This dispute is rooted in the enactment of the Tax Reduction Act of 1975,
Pub.L. No. 94-12, 89 Stat. 26

("the 1975 Act™), pursuant to which the Code's percentage depletion provisions relating to oil and gas
production and the pertinent Treasury Regulations were substantially overhauled. In order to properly
weigh the effect of this legislation on the case at bar, it is helpful to briefly review the law of percentage
depletion before and after the enactment of the Act.

1. Pre-1975 Percentage Depletion

In 1974, as well as in 1975, the basic Code provision authorizing natural gas depletion deductions stated,
in relevant part:

In the case of mines, oil and gas wells, other natural deposits, and timber, there shall be allowed as a



deduction in computing taxable income a reasonable allowance for depletion and for depreciation of
improvements, according to the peculiar conditions in each case; such reasonable allowance in all cases
to be made under regulations prescribed by the Secretary or his delegate.

I.R.C. § 611(a). Depletion reflects the exhaustion of a natural resource, such as natural gas, as a result of
its severance from the earth. Exxon, 33 Fed. Cl. at 252. Explaining the operative characteristics of the
statutory depletion allowance, the Supreme Court observed:

Congress has allowed holders of economic interests in mineral deposits, including oil and gas wells, to
deduct from their taxable incomes the larger of two depletion allowances: cost or percentage. Under cost
depletion, taxpayers amortize the cost of their wells over their total productive lives. Under percentage
depletion, taxpayers deduct a statutorily specified percentage of the "gross income" generated from the
property, irrespective of actual costs incurred.

Engle, 464 U.S. at 208-09 (citations omitted). Here at bar, cost depletion is not at issue. However, the
nature and purpose of the percentage depletion allowance is most easily understood by way of
comparison to cost depletion. Over the productive life of a natural gas property, cost depletion deductions
recover, and are limited to, the amount of the owner's investment in the property. In other words, cost
depletion "returns to the owner or extractor of the resources his capital investment pro rata over the

resources' productive life." Exxon, 33 Fed. CI. at 252.(6)

Percentage depletion, on the other hand, is not based upon the taxpayer's investment in the property, but
rather, upon the income generated by the property. Effective for taxable years ending on or before
December 31, 1974, § 613 of the Code provided, inter alia:

() General Rule. -- In the case of the mines, wells, and other natural deposits listed in subsection (b), the
allowance for depletion under section 611 shall be the percentage, specified in subsection (b), of the
gross income from the property . . . .

(b) Percentage Depletion Rates. -- The mines, wells, and other natural deposits, and the percentages,
referred to in subsection (a) are as follows:

(1) 22 percent --
(A) oil and gas wells].]

88 613(a), (b)(1)(A) (1974) (emphasis added). In short, prior to 1975 the annual allowance for percentage
depletion equalled 22 percent of the gross income from sales of natural gas extracted from the property,

subject to certain limitations not pertinent here, (D) irrespective of the taxpayer's investment in the
property. Thus, unlike cost depletion, percentage depletion yields a stream of annual deductions which,
over the productive life of the natural gas property, may exceed the taxpayer's investment in the property.
Naturally, "[t]axpayers have historically preferred the allowance for percentage, as opposed to cost,
depletion on wells that are good producers because the tax benefits are significantly greater.” Engle, 464
U.S. at 209. Because the taxpayer is entitled to an income tax deduction without a corresponding
economic outlay, it is universally acknowledged that Congress intended the allowance for percentage
depletion to serve as an economic incentive that "would encourage “extensive exploration and increasing
discoveries of additional [natural gas deposits] to the benefit of the economy and strength of the Nation.™
Exxon, 33 Fed. Cl. at 252-53 (quoting United States v. Cannelton Sewer Pipe Co., 364 U.S. 76, 81
(1960)). See also Engle, 464 U.S. at 208-09; Exxon Corp. v. Commissioner, 102 T.C. 721, 730-34 (1994)
(addressing the same percentage depletion issue presented here, but with respect to Exxon's 1979 taxable




year).

While the allowance for percentage depletion undeniably operates as a subsidy to natural gas producers,
the litigation over Exxon's 1974 percentage depletion computation centered upon the extent of Congress'
largesse. The focal point of the parties’ dispute was a Treasury Regulation that provides, in relevant part:

In the case of oil and gas wells, "gross income from the property,” as used in section 613(c)(1), means the
amount for which the taxpayer sells the oil or gas in the immediate vicinity of the well. If the oil or gas is
not sold on the premises but is manufactured or converted to a refined product prior to sale, or is
transported from the premises prior to sale, the gross income from the property shall be assumed to be
equivalent to the representative market or field price of the oil or gas before conversion or transportation.

Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) (emphasis added). The "representative market or field price” (RMFP)
computation is intended to foster parity with respect to the depletion deduction between integrated and
nonintegrated producers of natural gas. All things being equal, integrated producers tend to sell natural
gas at prices higher than those charged by nonintegrated producers and, concomitantly, integrated
producers realize more gross income per unit of natural gas sold. This price differential arises because
integrated producers frequently transport and process gas after extraction and prior to sale, whereas
nonintegrated producers commonly sell unprocessed gas near the wellhead. Exxon, 88 F.3d at 970; 33
Fed. Cl. at 252.

Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) is designed to maintain integrated and nonintegrated producers on an equal
competitive footing, by requiring that the integrated producer's "gross income from the property" exclude
post-extraction value added to the natural gas. Exxon, 88 F.3d at 975-76 (citing Panhandle Eastern Pipe
Line Co. v. United States, 187 Ct. Cl. 129, 408 F.2d 690, 700 (1969); Hugoton Production Co. v. United
States, 161 Ct. Cl. 274, 315 F.2d 868, 869 (1963) ("Hugoton 1")). Thus, the RMFP calculation aims to
ensure that an integrated producer is entitled to no greater percentage depletion deduction, for any given
quantity of natural gas extracted, than its nonintegrated competitors. Exxon, 88 F.3d at 975 (citing
Hugoton Production Co. v. United States, 172 Ct. Cl. 444, 349 F.2d 418, 425 (1965) ("Hugoton 11")). It
logically follows that "the fundamental goal of the [RMFP] calculation is to arrive at a price that is
representative of the price which would be realized by nonintegrated producers.” 1d. at 976 (emphasis in
original omitted). Stated differently, the RMFP calculation yields "a constructive gross income™ on which
the integrated producer's percentage depletion deduction is based. Id. at 970 (emphasis added). This
constructive gross income, i.e., the RMFP, is "calculated as the weighted average price of wellhead sales
of comparable gas in the taxpayer's market area.” Id. at 976 (citing Panhandle, 408 F.2d at 703; Hugoton
1,315 F.2d at 877.)

In their litigation over Exxon's 1974 percentage depletion computation, the parties contested the manner
in which the RMFP calculation should apply to Exxon's natural gas sales. The Government contended
"that the statutes and regulations preclude, as a matter of law, the use of an RMFP that exceeds the
taxpayer's actual gross income."” 1d. at 972. Conversely, Exxon maintained that the RMFP calculation,
faithfully applied, is dispositive "regardless of

... whether the RMFP greatly exceeds or falls far below [the] taxpayer's actual income.” Exxon, 33 Fed.
Cl. at 265. In sustaining Exxon's position and repudiating the Government's argument, the Federal Circuit
held that "neither prior case law, nor the language of the statute, nor its legislative history limits an

otherwise valid RMFP to actual gross income.” Exxon, 88 F.3d at 976.8) Therefore, Exxon was entitled
to base its percentage depletion deductions on an RMFP of $0.39/Mcf, notwithstanding the fact that the
actual price of gas sold by Exxon pursuant to its long-term contracts averaged but $0.23/Mcf. Id. at 970,
979. In essence, the Federal Circuit's holding maintained the parity with respect to the depletion
deduction between integrated and nonintegrated gas producers, even in circumstances wherein the former




is locked into long-term contracts and the market value of natural gas has risen substantially.
2. Post-1974 Percentage Depletion

Historically, as previously discussed, supra, the allowance for percentage depletion had been viewed as a
necessary incentive to domestic oil and gas production. By early 1975, however, Congress grew
convinced that this tax incentive had outlived its usefulness, at least so far as the major integrated oil and
gas companies were concerned. As to the factors which fueled this shift in energy and tax policy, the
Supreme Court has explained:

The 1970s . . . brought about an abrupt redirection in the nation's energy policy. Escalating energy prices
and the Arab oil embargo awakened the public to the nation's growing reliance on foreign energy sources.
Some thought the major integrated oil companies were reaping excessive oil and gas profits at the
public's expense, while reinvesting little of their concomitant tax depletion subsidies in domestic energy
production. Congress responded to the public outcry by repealing the percentage allowance as applied to
the major integrated oil companies.

Engle, 464 U.S. at 211 (citing, inter alia, the Tax Reduction Act of 1975, Pub.L. No. 94-12, § 501, 89
Stat. 26, 47-53 (March 29, 1975)). Effective January 1, 1975, with application to taxable years ending

after December 31, 1974, newly enacted I.R.C. 8 613A provided:
SEC. 613A. LIMITATIONS ON PERCENTAGE DEPLETION FOR OIL AND GAS.

(a) GENERAL RULE. -- Except as otherwise provided in this section, the allowance for depletion under
section 611 with respect to any oil or gas well shall be computed without regard to section 613.

(b) EXEMPTION FOR CERTAIN DOMESTIC GAS WELLS. --

(1) IN GENERAL. -- The allowance for depletion under section 611 shall be computed in accordance
with section 613 with respect to --

(B) natural gas sold under a fixed contract . . . .

and 22 percent shall be deemed to be specified in subsection (b) of section
613 for purposes of subsection (a) of that section.

I.R.C. 88 613(a), (b) (1975) (emphasis added). The 1975 Act also made several correlative technical
amendments to § 613 of the Code, two of which are relevant here. First, § 613(d) was amended to state:
"Except as provided in section 613A, in the case of any oil or gas well, the allowance for percentage
depletion shall be computed without reference to this section.” Pub.L. No. 94-12, § 501(b), 89 Stat. 53.
Second, the 1975 Act struck out former § 613(b)(1)(A), which made reference to "oil and gas wells" as
mineral properties the production from which qualified for percentage depletion at a rate of 22 percent.
Id.

Of pertinence to the case at bar, 8 613A(b)(1)(B) excepted certain "natural gas sold under a fixed



contract” from the repeal of percentage depletion, defined as follows:

The term "natural gas sold under a fixed contract” means domestic natural gas sold by the producer under
a contract, in effect on February 1, 1975, and at all times thereafter before each sale, under which the
price for such gas cannot be adjusted to reflect to any extent the increase in liabilities of the seller for tax
under this chapter by reason of the repeal of percentage depletion. Price increases after February 1, 1975,
shall be presumed to take increases in tax liabilities into account unless the taxpayer demonstrates to the
contrary by clear and convincing evidence.

8 613A(b)(2)(A). Solely for purposes of its motion for summary judgment, defendant concedes that
natural gas sold by Exxon pursuant to its long-term contracts during 1975 constituted "natural gas sold

under a fixed contract™ within the meaning of § 613A(b)(1)(B). Def. MSJ at 3 n.1, 9, 11.40)

There is no meaningful legislative history relating to the fixed contract exception to the repeal of
percentage depletion, because this exception was given no consideration in legislative committee

proceedings, and engendered no floor debate in either House of Congress.@ However, the obvious
import of the fixed contract exception is that integrated natural gas producers were precluded from
reaping windfall profits by virtue of the rapid escalation of gas prices in the 1970s to the extent that said
producers were contractually locked into fixed, below-market selling prices for their gas. Because
integrated producers selling natural gas pursuant to fixed contracts were unable to finance increased gas
production by reaping enhanced profits in the marketplace, Congress maintained the percentage depletion
subsidy for gas sales under fixed contracts. See Exxon, 102 T.C. at 734 ("The fixed contract exception to
the repeal of percentage depletion . . . assumed that sellers of natural gas under fixed contracts could not
obtain the benefits of higher prices and thus were also entitled to continued use of percentage depletion at
the 22 percent rate."). It further stands to reason that long-term fixed contracts predating the 1975 Act
contained price terms premised upon the percentage depletion subsidy, and that an abrupt termination of
the allowance for percentage depletion would dislocate the economics of continued gas production
pursuant to such contracts. Support for this conclusion is found in the statutory definition of "natural gas
sold under a fixed contract," which hinges upon the integrated producer's inability to adjust its gas prices

upward in order to take the repeal of percentage depletion into account. 8 613A(b)(2)(A).(1—2) Thus, an
integrated producer unable to turn to the rising gas market of the 1970s as a source of needed funds
could, under the post-1974 fixed contract exception, continue to look to the percentage depletion subsidy
for increased development and production of natural gas.

Administrative implementation of the repeal of percentage depletion, and the fixed contract exception
thereto, was effected by the promulgation of Treasury Regulations under § 613A in 1977. T.D. 7487, 42
Fed. Reg. 24,264 (May 13, 1977); Treas. Reg. 88 1.613A-1, 1.613A-2(a), 1.613A-2(d), 1.613A-7(d).
Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a), prescribing the RMFP as the base upon which integrated natural gas producers
compute their allowance for percentage depletion, was retained unaltered in the Code of Federal
Regulations. From this circumstance arises the controversy here at bar.

CONTENTIONS OF THE PARTIES

1. Defendant

Defendant contends that the 1975 Act "virtually upended the percentage depletion rules by 180 degrees,"
and thereby breathed new life into the argument rejected by the Federal Circuit with respect to Exxon's
1974 taxable year -- specifically, that Exxon is precluded, as a matter of law, from calculating percentage
depletion by reference to an RMFP calculated pursuant to Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a), as opposed to
Exxon's actual gross income from the pertinent sales of natural gas. See Exxon, 88 F.3d at 972. However,
defendant's rejuvenated argument stands on different reasoning. Concerning Exxon's 1974 taxable year,




defendant argued, in essence, that Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) must be read to establish the actual gross
income from natural gas sales as "a cap on the RMFP" or, in the alternative, "that the regulation as
written is invalid whenever an RMFP exceeds the [actual] sales price." Exxon, 33 Fed. Cl. at 266; see
also 88 F.3d at 974. Thus, as to pre-1975 taxable years, defendant's position was that integrated gas
producers were required to compute percentage depletion based upon the lesser of actual gross income or
the RMFP.

In stark contrast to its pre-1975 position, defendant now maintains that Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) never
applies when an integrated producer computes its percentage depletion allowance for post-1974 taxable
years in accordance with the 8 613A(b)(1)(B) fixed contract exception. Defendant submits that Congress,
by enacting § 613A into law, "pegg[ed] the allowance for percentage depletion for fixed contract gas . . .
to the actual sales prices in effect on February 1, 1975." Def. MSJ at 23 (emphasis in original).
Moreover, avers defendant, "even if the actual sales of natural gas are made after the gas has been
converted into a refined product (as in this case), the prices received on those sales (as fixed by the long-

term contracts in effect on February 1, 1975) determine the percentage depletion allowance." 1d. at 24.(13)

In support of its contention, defendant relies mainly upon statements in the legislative history of the 1975
Act that demonstrate Congress' general antipathy toward the large percentage depletion allowances being
claimed by the major integrated oil and gas companies in the face of perceptions that these firms were

simultaneously reaping windfall profits as a result of rapidly escalating oil and gas prices in the 1970s.(14)
Defendant readily concedes that 8 613A(b)(1) provides "that the percentage depletion allowance with
respect to qualifying gas is to be computed "in accordance with section 613."" Defendant's Reply Brief,
filed October 24, 1997, at 3 ("Def. Reply"). Yet, because § 613A and the legislative history of the 1975
Act make no express reference to Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a), defendant reasons that Congress did not
affirmatively intend that the RMFP method would govern the computation of percentage depletion
pursuant to the fixed contract exception. Instead, defendant urges, Congress merely intended that the 22
percent depletion rate would continue to apply to post-1974 sales of natural gas pursuant to fixed
contracts. Defendant also reminds the court that the fixed contract exception to 8§ 613A(b)(1)(B), as with
any other Code provision authorizing an income tax deduction, is a matter of legislative grace and must
be narrowly construed.

Lastly, defendant asserts that Exxon, 88 F.3d 968, concerning pre-1975 percentage depletion, is wholly
inapposite to percentage depletion allowances under the post-1974 fixed contract exception. Defendant
relies on the Federal Circuit's observation that the stated objective of Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) is the
exclusion of value added by "downstream processing™ from the gross income on which percentage
depletion is based, rather than value created by "changes in market conditions," i.e., sharply rising natural
gas prices. Exxon, 88 F.3d at 976. It naturally follows that the RMFP is inapplicable to percentage
depletion computations under the post-1974 fixed contract exception, according to defendant, because
Congress enacted the 1975 Act in response to those very same "changes in market conditions.” By way of
illustration, defendant directs the court's attention to Exxon, 102 T.C. 721, wherein the Tax Court
sustained defendant's position with regard to Exxon's percentage depletion allowance for the 1979 taxable
year. Because, as in the present case, Exxon's RMFP exceeded the actual sales price of the natural gas in
question, the Tax Court reasoned that the effect of the RMFP was the creation of "phantom income™
never received by Exxon nor included in its gross income for tax purposes. Id. at 737. Concerned that the
resultant inflation of Exxon's percentage depletion allowance conflicted irreconcilably with the
assumptions behind the post-1974 fixed contract exception to the repeal of percentage depletion, the Tax
Court concluded that Exxon's RMFP, if sustained, "would frustrate the purpose of section 613A." Exxon,

102 T.C. at 735.(19)

2. Plaintiff



Characterizing defendant's construction of the 1975 Act as wishful thinking, Exxon emphasizes, as it did
in the litigation over its 1974 percentage depletion allowance, the literal language of the Code and the
Treasury Regulations thereunder. Exxon pointedly notes that where the fixed contract exception applies,
as in the present case, the Code states unequivocally that the allowance for percentage depletion "shall be
computed in accordance with section 613." 8 613A(b)(1). Where 8 613 applies, reasons Exxon, the pre-
1975 law of percentage depletion must likewise continue to apply unless Congress stipulated otherwise in

the 1975 Act.26) From the absence of any language hostile to Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a) in the 1975 Act
and its legislative history, not to mention the sheer paucity of legislative history concerning the fixed
contract exception generally, Exxon deduces that Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) remains fully in effect for
post-1974 taxable years. Finally, to bring this exercise in interpretive literalism to its desired conclusion,
Exxon reiterates its contention, already found persuasive by the Federal Circuit with regard to pre-1975
taxable years, that the plain language of Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a) "requires the use of an RMFP
whenever, as is the case here, the natural gas has been processed and transported away from the premises
prior to sale." Exxon, 88 F.3d at 974.

Exxon's lesser contentions need not be addressed, nor must the court decide whether Exxon is entitled to
apply Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) in unconstrained fashion to compute its 1975 percentage depletion
allowance under the fixed contract exception. Given the procedural posture of this case, it suffices to say
that the court agrees with Exxon that defendant's position rests exclusively upon the legislative history of
8 613A, which simply does not speak to the question at hand, and upon tax policy considerations, all at
the expense of the plain language of the Code. This shortcoming compels the conclusion that defendant is
not entitled to judgment as a matter of law.

DISCUSSION

Defendant's position can be sustained as a matter of law on but two alternate grounds. First, the court
might narrowly hold that Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) is, on the facts of this case, inapplicable to Exxon's
computation of percentage depletion pursuant to the fixed contract exception for its 1975 taxable year.
Second, the court might broadly hold that the 1975 Act implicitly invalidated Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) in
every case to which the fixed contract exception applies. For the reasons set forth herein, infra, summary
disposition of this case in defendant's favor on either of the aforesaid grounds is inappropriate.

At the outset, the court observes that the Code and pertinent Treasury Regulations unambiguously direct
an integrated natural gas producer to Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a) for guidance as to the manner in which its
percentage depletion allowance must be computed in post-1974 taxable years. It is undisputed, for
purposes of defendant's summary judgment motion, that Exxon's sales of natural gas during 1975
pursuant to the long-term fixed contracts in question qualify for percentage depletion under the fixed
contract exception of 8 613A(b)(1)(B). Moreover, 8 613A(b)(1) commands with unmistakable clarity that
the allowance for percentage depletion under the fixed contract exception "shall be computed in
accordance with section 613." Inasmuch as 8 613(a) provides that percentage depletion is to be computed
upon "the gross income from the property,” the reader is inexorably led to Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a),

which defines that term in the context of oil and gas wells qualifying for percentage depletion.@ We
turn now to the analytical framework by which the post-1974 validity of Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) must be
evaluated.

A wealth of case law firmly establishes that courts "must defer to Treasury Regulations that “implement
the congressional mandate in some reasonable manner." Commissioner v. Portland Cement Co. of Utah,
450 U.S. 156, 169 (1981) (quoting United States v. Correll, 389 U.S. 299, 307 (1967)). See also Rowan
Companies, Inc. v. United States, 452 U.S. 247, 252 (1981); National Muffler Dealers Assn. v. United
States, 440 U.S. 472, 476-77 (1979). Further delineating the nature of the inquiry, the Supreme Court has
declared that "[t]he framework for analysis is refined by consideration of the source of the authority to
promulgate the regulation at issue.” United States v. Vogel Fertilizer Co., 455 U.S. 16, 24 (1982). See




also Schuler Industries, Inc. v. United States, 109 F.3d 753, 754-55 (Fed. Cir. 1997) (standard of review
determined by reference to Code provision pursuant to which regulation is promulgated) (citations
omitted). Thus, when the Commissioner issues a so-called "interpretive™ Treasury Regulation in the
exercise of his general authority to "prescribe all needful rules and regulations” pursuant to § 7805(a), the
reviewing court "measure[s] the Commissioner's interpretation against a specific provision of the Code
[and] owe[s] the interpretation less deference than a regulation issued under a specific grant of authority
to define a statutory term or prescribe a method of executing a statutory provision." Rowan Cos., 452
U.S. at 253 (citing Portland Cement, 450 U.S. at 165; Fulman v. United States, 434 U.S. 528, 533 (1978);

Batterton v. Francis, 432 U.S. 416, 424-45 & nn. 8-9 (1977)).18)

Conversely, as the Tax Court has stated, Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a) "is legislative in nature, and the rules of
interpretation applicable to statutes should be used in determining the meaning of legislative regulations.”
Exxon, 102 T.C. at 727 (addressing same issue presented here, but with regard to Exxon's 1979 taxable
year) (emphasis added) (citations omitted). Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) derives its legislative character from
the Code's directive that the depletion allowance is "in all cases to be made under regulations prescribed
by the Secretary.” § 611(a) (emphasis added). Therefore, because Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a) "is
promulgated pursuant to a specific statutory authority, it is a substantive rule, legislative in character.”
Exxon, 102 T.C. at 727 n.9 (citing Wing v. Commissioner, 81 T.C. 17, 28 (1983)). See also Chevron
U.S.A., Inc. v. Natural Resources Defense Council, 467 U.S. 837, 843-44 (1984) (administrative
regulation is "legislative" when issued pursuant to an express statutory delegation of rulemaking authority
to the issuing agency); Schuler, 109 F.3d at 755 ("[A] legislative regulation rooted in a grant of power by
Congress . . . is given legislative effect.”).

The legislative character of Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a), which defines the term "gross income from the
property" in the case of oil and gas wells, is incontestably demonstrated by analogy to Treas. Reg. §
1.613-4, which defines the term "gross income from mining™ in the case of hard minerals qualifying for
the percentage depletion allowance. To a large degree, both regulations serve a common purpose, for
each prescribes the method or methods by which an integrated producer must separate the gross income
from sales of its product into two components: (i) gross income derived from extraction of the natural
resource, on which percentage depletion is allowed; and (ii) gross income derived from downstream
processing of the natural resource, on which percentage depletion is denied. See Portland Cement, 450
U.S. at 160-62 & n.8 (construing Treas. Reg. § 1.613-4); Exxon, 88 F.3d at 970, 975-76 (construing
Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a)). In so doing, both regulations provide that percentage depletion must be based
not upon actual gross income, which is effectively indeterminate in the case of an integrated producer, but
upon a formulary, constructive gross income. Portland Cement, 450 U.S. at 160; Exxon, 88 F.3d at 970.

19) Underscoring the legislative character of Treas. Reg. § 1.613-4, and of the depletion regulations
generally, the Supreme Court has explained:

Indeed, our customary deference to Treasury Regulations is particularly appropriate in this case, for the
Court previously has recognized the necessity of a "broad rule-making delegation” of authority in the area
of depletion: "As Congress obviously could not foresee the multifarious circumstances which would
involve questions of depletion, it delegated to the Commissioner the duty of making the regulations."

Portland Cement, 450 U.S. at 169 (quoting Douglas v. Commissioner, 322 U.S. 275, 280-81 (1944)). See
also id. at 165 ("We find these regulations dispositive."). Based upon the foregoing, the legislative
character of Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) is clear beyond cavil.

Defendant urges the court to hold that Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a), its legislative character notwithstanding,
is a nullity where percentage depletion is allowable pursuant to the post-1974 fixed contract exception of
8 613A(b)(1)(B). Our evaluation of defendant's contention is guided by the Supreme Court's two-pronged
Chevron analysis:



When a court reviews an agency's construction of the statute which it administers, it is confronted with
two questions. First, always, is the question whether Congress has directly spoken to the precise question
at issue. If the intent of Congress is clear, that is the end of the matter; for the court, as well as the
agency, must give effect to the unambiguously expressed intent of Congress. If, however, the court
determines Congress has not directly addressed the precise question at issue, the court does not simply
impose its own construction on the statute, as would be necessary in the absence of an administrative
regulation. Rather, if the statute is silent or ambiguous with respect to the specific issue, the question for
the court is whether the agency's answer is based on a permissible construction of the statute.

Chevron, 467 U.S. at 842-43 (emphasis added). As to the first prong, it cannot be said that "Congress has
directly spoken to the precise question at issue," id. at 842, for 8 613A and the related amendments to §
613 fail to define what the "gross income from the property” means in the case of natural gas wells
qualifying for the post-1974 fixed contract exception. Likewise, the scant legislative history of the fixed
contract exception manifests no affirmative intention on the part of Congress to legislatively repeal Treas.
Reg. § 1.613-3(a) where this exception applies. The court declines to infer such an intention since this
would affront "the well-established principle of statutory interpretation that implied repeals should be
avoided." United States v. Smith, 499 U.S. 160, 169 (1991) (citing Randall v. Loftsgaarden, 478 U.S.

647, 661 (1986) ("[R]epeals by implication are not favored . . .")).@ In this regard, we duly note the
Supreme Court's previous rejection of a similar opportunity to expand the scope of the 1975 Act's repeal
of the percentage depletion allowance on oil and gas properties beyond the parameters of the statutory
text. See Engle, 464 U.S. at 225 ("Had Congress meant to eliminate the percentage depletion allowance
on lease bonus and advance royalty income, we believe it would have addressed our decisions to the
contrary more explicitly.").

Proceeding to the second prong of the Chevron analysis, the question is whether Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a)
"Is based upon a permissible construction of" the 1975 Act. Chevron, 467 U.S. at 843. Here the inquiry is
not whether Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a) is the sole permissible, or even the most reasonable, interpretation
of the statutory entitlement to percentage depletion under the fixed contract exception of 8 613A(b)(1)
(B). On the contrary, as the Supreme Court has repeatedly instructed, judicial deference to the
Commissioner's view acknowledges the intent of Congress:

Alternatives to the Commissioner's . . . rule are of course available. Improvements might be imagined.
But we do not sit as a committee of revision to perfect the administration of the tax laws. . . . The role of
the judiciary in cases of this sort begins and ends with assuring that the Commissioner's regulations fall
within his authority to implement the congressional mandate in some reasonable manner.

Correll, 389 U.S. at 306-07 (emphasis added). See also Portland Cement, 450 U.S. at 169 ("These
[depletion] regulations command our respect, for Congress has delegated to the Secretary of the Treasury,
not to this Court, the task “of administering the tax laws of this Nation.™) (quoting United States v.
Cartwright, 411 U.S. 546, 550 (1973)); National Muffler, 440 U.S. at 488 ("The choice among reasonable
interpretations [of the Code] is for the Commissioner, not the courts.”); Rowan Cos., 452 U.S. at 253
("Where the Commissioner acts under specific authority, our primary inquiry is whether the interpretation
or method is within the delegation of authority.").

With the foregoing considerations in mind, courts pay a "very high degree of deference™ to legislative
regulations, "according them “controlling weight unless they are arbitrary, capricious, or manifestly
contrary to the statute." Schuler, 109 F.3d at 755 (quoting Chevron, 467 U.S. at 844). Deference to Treas.
Reg. 8 1.613-3(a) is particularly appropriate, even following the enactment of § 613A into law, insofar as
the Code fails to define the meaning of the “gross income from the property" -- a pivotal element of the
percentage depletion computation -- in the case of natural gas wells. Thus, Congress plainly intended that
the Secretary would exercise his specific rulemaking authority under 8 611(a) to define the meaning of




the ""gross income from the property" in such cases, and it is equally plain that Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) is
the result of said rulemaking. "Where Congress has delegated authority to prescribe rules and uses terms
that lack specific definition, greater latitude is afforded the Secretary than in those situations where the
terms have well defined meanings.” Dow Corning Corp. v. United States, 984 F.2d 416, 420 (Fed. Cir.
1993) (citing Vogel Fertilizer, 455 U.S. at 26).

In applying the aforesaid principles to the case at bar, the court takes it as settled that, prior to 1975,
Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) validly applied to every case in which an integrated natural gas producer
claimed an allowance for percentage depletion, even where the resultant RMFP exceeded the actual
selling price of the natural gas in question. See Exxon, 88 F.3d at 975-76, 980. Stated differently, Treas.
Reg. § 1.613-3(a) was "based upon a permissible construction of" the statutory percentage depletion
scheme in place prior to 1975. Chevron, 467 U.S. at 843. The question for decision, then, given the
enactment of 8 613A into law, is whether Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) is a "permissible construction™ of the
post-1974 statutory percentage depletion scheme, where the allowance for percentage depletion is
premised upon the fixed contract exception of 8 613A(b)(1)(B).

Defendant contends that, as a matter of law, the court must answer the foregoing question in the negative.
The conclusion defendant advocates may be reached only upon a determination that Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-
3(a) produces results which are arbitrary, capricious, or manifestly contrary to the post-1974 statutory
percentage depletion scheme. Chevron, 467 U.S. at 844; Portland Cement, 450 U.S. at 169; Schuler, 109
F.3d at 755. As noted above, the court might narrowly limit such a holding to the facts of this case or, in
the alternative, the court might broadly hold that Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) is facially invalid whenever the
post-1974 fixed contract exception applies. For the reasons stated hereinafter, defendant's motion for
summary judgment can be sustained on neither of these grounds, which the court shall now address
seriatim.

I. Validity Of Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a) As Applied To The Case At Bar

The question of law presented in the instant case is precisely the same issue on which the Tax Court ruled

in defendant's favor with respect to Exxon's 1979 taxable year. See Exxon, 102 T.C. 721.(21) Reluctant to
declare Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) facially invalid whenever the post-1974 fixed contract exception applies,
the Tax Court stressed that “the statute at issue provides for a “reasonable allowance for depletion' under
the “peculiar conditions in each case.™ Id. at 744 (quoting § 611(a)) (emphasis added). On that basis, the
Tax Court ruled narrowly that the RMFP was inapplicable to the specific facts before it:

In reaching this conclusion, we do not hold that the regulation is invalid; we hold only that the method
provided by the last sentence is not applicable to the facts of this case. There may be particular situations
in which it is reasonable based upon the "peculiar facts" to allow use of the RMFP even where it exceeds
the taxpayer's actual gross income. We are not prepared even to attempt to define such situations or to
delineate for other cases where the use of the RMFP may or may not be unreasonable. We hold only that
its use would be unreasonable here where the result of using RMFP's is five times the actual sales
proceeds from the sale of gas after it was transported away from the wellhead.

Exxon, 102 T.C. at 744 n.28 (emphasis added). Although we find the Tax Court's opinion instructive, if
not intriguing, in many respects, its case-specific reasonableness analysis raises genuine issues of

material fact that cannot be resolved summarily.@ In the case at bar, unlike the proceedings before the
Tax Court, a number of facts indispensable to this reasonableness inquiry have not been established: (i)
the amount of the actual gross income that Exxon recognized from the 1975 natural gas sales in question;
(ii) the amount of the constructive "gross income from the property" derived from the application of
Exxon's purported RMFP to said transactions; or (iii) the amount of the percentage depletion allowance to



which Exxon claims it is entitled.(23) Each of these matters constitutes a triable issue of fact.
Consequently, we cannot conclude, as a matter of law, that Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a), as applied to the
facts of this case, produces a result that is arbitrary, capricious, or manifestly contrary to the post-1974
statutory percentage depletion scheme.

I1. Facial Validity Of Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a)

Despite defendant's exhortations, the court is unable to reach the sweeping conclusion that, as a matter of
law, Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) never applies when an integrated natural gas producer claims a percentage
depletion deduction pursuant to the post-1974 fixed contract exception. There is, we note, not even a
scintilla of evidence before the court suggesting that Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) systematically causes a
material distortion of the "gross income from the property" in such cases. Unaccompanied by compelling
evidence of this nature, defendant's objections concerning Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) are directed to the
wrong forum. Defendant, in essence, asks the court to add to Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) a proviso to the
effect that actual gross income, not the RMFP method, must be used where the post-1974 fixed contract
exception applies. However, the Federal Circuit has already pointed out the stunning incongruity of
defendant's entreaty.

We note that pursuant to the broad authority delegated to him, the Secretary can amend Treas. Reg. §
1.613-3(a) if he so desires to limit the RMFP to actual gross income. . . . Until the Secretary imposes such
a cap in the oil and gas area, we believe it is not within our judicial powers to legislate it in his stead.

Exxon, 88 F.3d at 974-75 (citing Hugoton 11, 349 F.2d at 430 (to same effect)). See also Engle, 464 U.S.
at 226-27 (Commissioner possesses ability to resolve asserted problems with depletion computations by
prescribing regulations); Exxon, 102 T.C. at 726 (citing cases). Thus, defendant should preferably direct

its request not to this court, but to the Secretary.(24)

Moreover, it is well settled that "Treasury regulations and interpretations long continued without
substantial change, applying to unamended or substantially reenacted statutes, are deemed to have
received congressional approval and have the effect of law." Helvering v. Winmill, 305 U.S. 79, 83
(1938), followed in Cottage Savings Assn. v. United States, 499 U.S. 554, 561-62 (1991). See also
National Muffler, 440 U.S. at 477; Correll, 389 U.S. at 305-06. Prior to the Tax Reduction Act of 1975,
the statutory percentage depletion scheme and regulations thereunder had "changed only slightly since the

1930s." Exxon, 33 Fed. Cl. at 255.(25) As a consequence, following decades of statutory and regulatory
constancy in the area of percentage depletion, Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) “remain[ed] of unquestioned
validity™ in 1974. Exxon, 88 F.3d at 980.

To be sure, upon the enactment of § 613A into law in 1975, it could no longer be said that Treas. Reg. §
1.613-3(a) rested upon a statutory percentage depletion scheme that had long remained "unamended or
substantially reenacted.” Winmill, 305 U.S. at 83. However, the Secretary thereafter promulgated
extensive regulations under new 8§ 613A, for the purpose of implementing the repeal of percentage
depletion and the exceptions thereto, including the fixed contract exception at issue here. See Treas. Reg.
88 1.613A-0 through 1.613A-7; T.D. 7487, 42 Fed. Reg. 24,264 (May 13, 1977). "A regulation may have
particular force if it is a substantially contemporaneous construction of the statute by those presumed to
have been aware of congressional intent.” National Muffler, 440 U.S. at 477. Section 613A was no doubt
given "a substantially contemporaneous construction™ by the new regulations thereunder. Especially
significant, we think, in the midst of this comprehensive overhaul of the percentage depletion regulations,
was the retention of Treas. Reg. 8 613-3(a) unamended in the Code of Federal Regulations.@

Continuing in this vein, the court is constrained to observe that 22 years after the events at issue in this
litigation, Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) remains on the books unaltered still. Furthermore, even as recently as




1990, the Internal Revenue Service publicly cited Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) as authoritative with respect to
the post-1974 fixed contract exception. See Rev. Rul. 90-62, 1990-2 C.B. 158.27)

In short, the Secretary's lassitude in amending Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a), so as to achieve the result
defendant contends for here, provides no mandate for judicial interference in regulatory tax policy
making. See Exxon, 88 F.3d at 974-75; Woods Investment Co. v. Commissioner, 85 T.C. 274, 282 (1985)
("Since [the Commissioner] has not taken steps to amend his regulations, we believe his apparent
reluctance to use his broad power in this area does not justify judicial interference in what is essentially a
legislative and administrative matter."). This conclusion acknowledges fully that Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a)
is legislative in character and, therefore, entitled to deference. See Portland Cement, 450 U.S. at 169;
Rowan Cos., 452 U.S. at 253; National Muffler, 440 U.S. at 488; Correll, 389 U.S. at 306-07; Exxon, 88
F.3d at 980. The canons of construction relative to statutes apply with equal force to legislative
regulations. Trustees of Ind. Univ. v. United States, 223 Ct. CI. 88, 618 F.2d 736, 739 (1980); Exxon, 102
T.C. at 727 (citations omitted). See also Schuler, 109 F.3d at 755 (legislative Treasury Regulation must
be given "legislative effect").

It is axiomatic that "[t]he cardinal principle of statutory construction is to save and not to destroy.” NLRB
v. Jones & Laughlin Steel Corp., 301 U.S. 1, 30 (1937), followed in Tallman v. Brown, 105 F.3d 613,
616 (Fed. Cir. 1997). Thus, if fairly possible, legislative regulations must be construed to avoid conflict
with a statute. Smith v. Brown, 35 F.3d 1516, 1526 (Fed. Cir. 1994) (citations omitted); Trustees of Ind.
Univ., 618 F.2d at 739 (regulation must be construed so as to harmonize, not conflict, with objective of
statute it implements). See also National Muffler, 440 U.S. at 477 ("In determining whether a particular
[Treasury] [R]egulation carries out the congressional mandate in a proper manner, we look to see whether
the regulation harmonizes with the plain language of the statute, its origin, and its purpose.” (emphasis
added)). It naturally follows that Treas. Reg. 8 1.613-3(a) may not be construed in a manner which yields
an absurd result; rather, we must seek a construction which is consistent with the post-1974 statutory
percentage depletion scheme. Hellebrand v. Secretary of DHHS, 999 F.2d 1565, 1570-71 (Fed. Cir.
1993). See also Exxon, 88 F.3d at 975 (Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) "must not be read in a vacuum, but
instead in light of the entire law and its object and policy.") (citing John Hancock Mut. Life Ins. Co. v.
Harris Trust & Savings Bank, 510 U.S. 86, 94-95 (1993); Trustees of Ind. Univ., 618 F.2d at 739).

Having reflected at length upon the post-1974 statutory percentage depletion scheme, the court rejects
defendant's contention that percentage depletion must be computed upon the actual sales prices of natural
gas sold in transactions qualifying for the fixed contract exception. Defendant's exclusive emphasis upon
actual sales prices permits no downward adjustment of the "gross income from the property" for value
added by Exxon's downstream processing. For this reason alone, defendant's theory is untenable. Nothing
in the 1975 Act or its legislative history suggests that Congress contemplated such a radical departure
from the prior law of percentage depletion as it had stood for over 50 years. If Exxon were required to
calculate percentage depletion on the actual sales prices of gas sold pursuant to its long-term fixed price
contracts, without reduction for value added by downstream processing, Exxon would occupy a position
superior to nonintegrated producers selling gas at the wellhead under long-term fixed price contracts.
This result would violate the well-settled tenet that "integrated operators should not receive preferred
treatment” by virtue of the allowance for percentage depletion. Cannelton, 364 U.S. at 87. See also
Exxon, 88 F.3d at 975-76; Hugoton 11, 349 F.2d at 425-27; Exxon, 102 T.C. at 733-34.

The potency of defendant's argument is further depleted by the 1975 Act's favorable treatment of
nonintegrated natural gas producers. No longer was Congress satisfied with a percentage depletion
allowance crafted to maintain integrated and nonintegrated producers on an equal competitive footing. On
the contrary, "Congress wanted to . . . improve the competitive position of “small producers' -- the
independents and the royalty owners -- vis-a-vis the major integrated ones.” Engle, 464 U.S. at 217-18
(emphasis added). See also Exxon, 102 T.C. at 734. Under the "small producer™ exception to the general




repeal of percentage depletion, independent producers and royalty owners were entitled to claim
percentage depletion on 12,000 Mcf of natural gas production in 1975, with the quantity of qualifying gas
production scaling down gradually to 6,000 Mcf per annum for 1980 and thereafter. 8§ 613A(c). Congress
expressly prohibited integrated producers from availing themselves of the small producer exception. See
88 613A(c)(2), (c)(4) (small producer exception inapplicable to natural gas refiners and retailers). Given
Congress' deliberate expression of solicitude for nonintegrated natural gas producers, it strains credulity
to suggest, as defendant does, that the post-1974 fixed contract exception tacitly conferred upon
integrated producers an unprecedented advantage -- the right to compute percentage depletion on actual
sales prices, inclusive of value added by downstream processing.

We acknowledge, of course, that the aforesaid considerations regarding the respective competitive
postures of integrated and nonintegrated producers also militate in favor of defendant's position to a
certain degree. The gravamen of defendant's argument is that an uncritical, mechanical application of
Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a), in a rising natural gas market and in conjunction with the post-1974 fixed
contract exception, discriminates between integrated producers and similarly situated nonintegrated
producers, to the detriment of the latter. That is, Exxon's status as an integrated producer would entitle it
to compute percentage depletion on an RMFP exceeding the actual gross income from its sales of gas
pursuant to long-term fixed price contracts. Conversely, a nonintegrated producer bound by long-term
contracts of similar vintage and fixed price terms would be entitled to a lesser percentage depletion

allowance computed on the basis of actual gross income.(28) However plausible this scenario may be,(29)
such conjecture does not entitle defendant to judgment as a matter of law. Whether Treas. Reg. 8§ 1.613-3
(a) systematically places nonintegrated producers at a competitive disadvantage is a question which turns
upon complex factual determinations requiring a trial on the merits. Therefore, the court is precluded
from deciding whether, as a matter of law, such an outcome would threaten the integrity of the post-1974
statutory percentage depletion scheme and thereby invalidate the application of Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a)
in cases to which the fixed contract exception applies.

Even assuming, arguendo, that the dire consequences postulated by defendant are truly a palpable threat,
the court is unpersuaded that harmonizing Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a) with the post-1974 statutory
percentage depletion scheme is an insurmountable task. Defendant protests the results which flow from
the RMFP method in a rising natural gas market, but seemingly overlooks the possibility that the
computational mechanics of the RMFP might be adjusted to accommodate the fixed contract exception in

such circumstances.®9 The RMFP is a weighted average price derived from a sample of wellhead sales
of natural gas in the integrated producer's market during the taxable year in question. Exxon, 88 F.3d at
976. Controlling precedent firmly establishes that the sample must produce "a representative market or
field price." Exxon, 88 F.3d at 980 (emphasis in original). See Panhandle, 408 F.2d at 716 (rejecting
imperfectly "representative” RMFP); Hugoton I, 315 F.2d at 877 (same). By definition, "the
representative price is the price which is in fact being obtained under all existing comparable contracts.”
Hugoton I, 315 F.2d at 874 (emphasis added). See also Hugoton 11, 349 F.2d at 427 (RMFP requires
consideration of "comparable sales"); Panhandle, 408 F.2d at 701 (RMFP requires consideration of gas
sales "by other producers similarly situated™).

From the viewpoint of an integrated producer computing percentage depletion under the post-1974 fixed
contract exception and Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a), it seems readily apparent that the sample of
"comparable” contracts should be limited to long-term fixed price contracts for the wellhead sale of
natural gas that were in effect as of February 1, 1975. This conclusion inheres in the very essence of a
"fixed contract,” which the Code defines as "a contract, in effect on February 1, 1975, . . . under which
the price for such gas cannot be adjusted to reflect to any extent the increase in liabilities of the seller for
tax under this chapter by reason of the repeal of percentage depletion.” § 613A(b)(2)(A). If the price
specified in a fixed contract is increased after February 1, 1975, natural gas sold thereunder is thereafter
ineligible for percentage depletion, unless the integrated producer demonstrates by clear and convincing



evidence that the price increase was not motivated by the repeal of percentage depletion. Id.

Thus, as a general matter, an integrated natural gas producer cannot claim a larger percentage depletion
deduction after February 1, 1975, by taking the direct step of raising its fixed contract price. In other
words, an integrated natural gas producer's post-1974 percentage depletion deduction is, by design,
unresponsive to market conditions. Yet, if the RMFP sample is not restricted to long-term fixed price
contracts entered into prior to February 1, 1975, then the integrated producer’s percentage depletion
deduction is indirectly responsive to market conditions, since its RMFP will reflect price increases made

by nonintegrated producers that are unconstrained by long-term fixed price contracts.(®1) Of course, as
already noted herein, the court cannot summarily determine whether this result would upset the
competitive balance that Congress sought to strike between integrated and nonintegrated producers in the

1975 Act.(32) For present purposes, it suffices to say that disharmony between Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a)
and the post-1974 statutory percentage depletion scheme is not, as defendant would have it, a foregone
conclusion. Accordingly, the court is unable to conclude that, as a matter of law, Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a)
never governs the computation of percentage depletion in cases arising under the post-1974 fixed contract
exception.

CONCLUSION

Based upon the foregoing analysis, this court holds that defendant is not entitled to judgment, as a matter
of law, on the ground that an integrated natural gas producer's percentage depletion allowance under the
post-1974 fixed contract exception of § 613A(b)(1)(B) must be computed by reference to the actual gross
income received pursuant to the fixed contracts in question, as opposed to the RMFP determined pursuant
to Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a). Therefore, defendant's motion for summary judgment, filed on July 30, 1997,
is hereby DENIED. This case shall henceforth proceed to trial, which shall commence at 10:00 a.m. on

January 26, 1998, at the National Courts Building in Washington, D. C.33)
IT IS SO ORDERED.

1. Except as otherwise stated, section references herein are to the Internal Revenue Code of 1954 (the
"Code"), Title 26 of the United States Code, as in effect for plaintiff's taxable year ended December 31,
1975. Jurisdiction is premised on 8 6532(a) and § 7422(a) of the Code, and on 28 U.S.C. §8 1346(a) and
1491.

2. See Plaintiff's Brief In Opposition To Defendant's Motion For Summary Judgment, filed August 22,
1997, at 1 ("PI. Brf.").

3. See PI. Brf. at 2 ("The basic dispute here [for the 1975 tax year] has already been litigated by these
parties in connection with Exxon's 1974 tax year."); Def. MSJ at 4 (assertion that "many facts are
common to both cases™); Defendant's Proposed Findings Of Uncontroverted Fact, filed July 30, 1997, at
1, n.1 ("Def. PFF"). Citations herein to the Court of Federal Claims' decision regarding the computation
of Exxon's percentage depletion deduction for the 1974 taxable year, 33 Fed. CI. 250, shall be to findings
of fact not reversed on appeal.

4. See Def. PFF at 4, 19; PI. Issue at 2, 1 9; Exxon, 88 F.3d at 970; 33 Fed. Cl. at 252. Lacking a fully
developed evidentiary record with respect to Exxon's 1975 taxable year, the court finds it imprudent to
extensively discuss the technology and methods by which Exxon produced, processed, and transported
natural gas. Moreover, the competitive structure and dynamics of the natural gas market in which Exxon
conducted business in 1975 are not a matter of record. Notwithstanding the foregoing, an exacting inquiry



into such factual matters is unnecessary to the disposition of the question of statutory construction
presently before the court. In any event, as to 1974, these matters were ably explicated in Exxon, 33 Fed.
Cl. at 256-62.

5. In 1974, the average delivery price of gas committed under Exxon's long-term contracts was $0.23 per
thousand cubic feet (Mcf), and the pertinent weighted average market price was ultimately determined to
be $0.39/Mcf. Exxon, 88 F.3d at 970, 976, 979. In the present case, Exxon's claim is premised upon a
continuation of the upward trend in market prices for natural gas, since Exxon asserts that the weighted
average market price during 1975 was $0.77/Mcf. As discussed herein at greater length, infra, the
Treasury Regulations implementing the depletion provisions of the Code refer to this weighted average
market price as the "representative market or field price.” Treas. Reg. § 1.613-3(a).

6. Cost depletion is analogous to the