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Executive Summary

Introduction

The purpose of this report is to shine a light on energy burden reduction as an important
part of the clean energy transition. This report examines fundamental inequities of our
current energy landscape and the opportunities to address the issue while our nation con-
siders changes to the power sector.

Without explicit action, low-and moderate-income (LMI)" households, specifically low-in-
come households?, are likely to face increased energy burdens during the transition to a
clean energy system. With adequate analysis and targeted programs and policies for LMI
households, the energy transition is an opportunity to invest in reducing energy burdens
systematically®. For these reasons, the Just Solutions Collective reached out to experts who
work in low-income, BIPOC, and frontline communities® across the country and asked their
input on how to best address the energy burden to ensure the transition is equitable and just.
Experts provided a wealth of important insight, expertise, recommendations, and perspectives
on the opportunities and challenges with addressing the energy burden and accessing energy
assistance. This report’s primary purpose is to inform environmental and climate justice policy
advocates, but can also be used by policymakers, utilities, energy practitioners, along with an
inclusive public participation process, when making decisions about a clean energy future
that centers communities most impacted by the fossil fuel industry and profit-driven IOUs.

Key Research Findings

There were five key challenges to addressing energy burden as identified by experts in the
field: a.) the lack of upfront costs for LMI households to transition into energy efficiency
and the lack of funding for programs; b.) shortcomings of program designs that do not
properly address the energy burden or LMI household’s short-term and long-term needs;
c.) administrative barriers faced by people who apply for energy assistance programs; d.)
barriers faced by renters when participating in energy eficiency programs; and e.) lim-
itations of our present-day utility models creating barriers to an equitable clean energy
transition. According to the interviewees, these challenges need to be addressed to ensure
a transition to renewable energy will not increase the energy burden for LMI households.
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With adequate analysis and targeted programs and policies for LMI households, the energy
transition is an opportunity to invest in reducing energy burdens systematically. Addressing
and ultimately eradicating the energy burden is a shared responsibility amongst state agen-
cies and multiple stakeholders. Solutions and recommendations to address energy burden
during the transition to clean energy include increasing funding and program investments
for LMI households, improving program and policy design that explicitly address energy
burden, increasing program participation, creating more efficient buildings and support for
renters, and improving utility rates and targeting of programs. Three ways to achieve some
of these goals include:

The adoption of community-owned energy and community solar policies. If designed

.I right, the benefits of community solar can be accessible to LMI households. This

== includes strong policies with requirements placed on the utility companies to

interconnect those systems to the grid without exorbitant cost or administrative

burdens placed on community-based organizations, nonprofit or cooperative solar
developers.

More Collaboration with Community-Based Organizations, Community Action
Program (CAP) Agencies, and Faith-Based Organizations. Utilities and programs
should work with community-based organizations (CBO’s), Community Action
Program (CAP) Agencies, and faith-based organizations to conduct outreach,
communication, and help increase participation rates by assisting with applications.
These collaborations need to be funded partnerships to help CBO’s have more capacity
to get more people signed up for assistance, as well as work closely with households
to address language barriers and the digital divide.

IN

Making buildings more efficient so that they use less energy to bring down costs and
address the energy burden. Building codes can be effective to enforce compliance
with more energy-efhicient building standards. For rental units, there is a need for
enhancement of building codes, standards, and public investment in bill affordability
and energy efficiency for all households of lower incomes. More advocacy and
programs need to prioritize investments in people’s homes by addressing poor housing
conditions and the legacies of environmental hazards and energy inefficiencies.
Programs and policies must ensure landlords do not shift the cost of clean energy
systems to tenants.

| &

Conclusion

It is evident that without explicit action, low- and moderate-income (LMI) households and
communities of color are likely to face increased energy burdens during the transition to a clean
energy system. Although states and regions differ in their administration of energy assistance
programs, depending on program funding and political prioritization, there are common
national challenges and barriers in addressing the energy burden, as identified by experts
in the field. According to the interviewees, these solutions and recommendations will help
the effectiveness of policies and energy assistance programs as we transition to clean energy.
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INTRODUCTION
& BACKGROUND

Introduction

High energy costs as a fraction of household income — called energy burden — is a major
stressor on the finances of low-income households, who are disproportionately Black, Indig-
enous, People of Color (BIPOC) households. They experience much higher energy burdens
than the average household nationally, as well as negative health and environmental impacts.
As President Biden sets a 2030 greenhouse gas pollution reduction target to shift away from
fossil fuels, transition the nation to a clean energy sector, and mandate renewable energy,
there are opportunities to address these impacts. If opportunities are missed, there is a real
risk that the energy burden for low-income households could get worse as a result of the
energy transition.

Studies show that lower-income households spend a bigger share of their income on energy
costs (e.g., electricity, natural gas, and other home heating fuels) than higher-income house-
holds®. High energy burdens are mainly a function of low income rather than differences in
household energy costs. For example, in 2017, the average energy bill for non-low-income
households was just eight percent more than the average for all households, while the average
energy cost for low-income households that received heating energy assistance was about
seven percent lower than average. But the average individual energy burdens for these two
groups were three percent and 17.2 percent respectively, showing the central role of income
in energy burden.

Similar energy bills do not mean the same level of comfort as energy services. Lower-income
families disproportionately live in less efficient homes and are more often than not renters.
Energy burden often stays high even with energy assistance programs. Research shows that
BIPOC and low-income communities experience less access to residential energy-saving
appliances and other energy efliciency upgrades®. The use of propane and fuel oil for heating
also contributes to high energy burdens. At the lowest income levels — less than 50 percent
of the federal poverty level — energy burdens are sometimes well over 30 percent, though
the guideline for some energy affordability programs in the U.S. are intended to lower energy
burden to a six percent” of income level®.

This report is focused on households with disproportionately higher energy burdens® — mean-

ing they spend more than six percent of their income on energy bills". High energy burdens
are also correlated with greater risk for respiratory diseases, increased stress, and economic

hardship, including difficulty in moving out of poverty.
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Our current energy system also causes negative impacts on the environment, further increas-

ing people’s energy burden. Fossil fuels account for over 60% of US electricity generation'?,
which further exacerbates climate change and extreme weather events. Ultimately increasing

the energy burden as the demand for air conditioning and energy will only increase™.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated U.S. energy poverty - the inability of a household
to meet their energy needs'. Due to high unemployment during the pandemic, households
were unable to pay their electricity bills, consequently putting them at higher risk of utility
termination for nonpayment'. The pandemic also interrupted weatherization and energy
efficiency programs nationally as offices closed their doors and transitioned their services
online. The pandemic raises concerns about the equitable treatment of utility customers,
particularly lower-income customers who already faced disproportionate energy burdens.

Without explicit action, low-and moderate-income (LMI)'® households, specifically low-in-
come households", are likely to face increased energy burdens during the transition to a
clean energy system. With adequate analysis and targeted programs and policies for LMI
households, the energy transition is an opportunity to invest in reducing energy burdens
systematically'®. For these reasons, the Just Solutions Collective reached out to experts who

work in low-income, BIPOC, and frontline communities'® across the country and asked their
input on how to best address the energy burden to ensure the transition is equitable and just.
Experts provided a wealth of important insight, expertise, recommendations, and perspectives
on the opportunities and challenges with addressing the energy burden and accessing energy
assistance. This report can be used by policymakers, utilities, energy practitioners, as well as
advocates when making decisions about a clean energy transition that centers communities
most impacted by the fossil fuel industry and profit-driven IOUs.

Background

In the context of this work, it is important to understand how the energy and electricity
sector, for background on residential energy, how electricity reaches homes, utilities, and the
distribution of electricity please refer to Appendix A.

A. Energy Burden’s Impact on Households,
Health, and the Environment

Low-income Households Spend More on Energy

Studies show that lower-income households spend a bigger share of their income on energy
than higher-income households*®. According to the Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable

Energy, low-income households face a disproportionately higher energy burden®'. Energy
burden is defined by their office as the percentage of gross household income spent on energy
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The median
energy burden
of Black

households is

43%
higher

costs. Researchers define households with a six percent energy burden or higher to experience
a high burden®”. Data reported by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services show
that low-income households had an average individual energy burden of 17.2 percent®.

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic and recession, one in four households struggled
with a high energy burden, spending more than six percent of their income on electricity
and heat*®. In the U.S., 67% of low-income households experience a high energy burden,
and 60% of those households with a high energy burden face a severe energy burden®. The
American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy (ACEEE) released a research report in
2020 that found that low-income, Black, Hispanic, and Native American households all “face
dramatically higher energy burdens, spending a greater portion of their income on energy
bills than the average household” (Image 1)?¢. Their study found similar patterns across the
national, regional, and metro areas. However, residents of the East South Central region
(Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, and Tennessee) have the greatest percentage of highly
burdened households (38%).

The median
energy burden
The median of Native
than that of energy burden American
white of Hispanic than that of white householdsis  than that of white
(non-Hispanic) households is (non-Hispanic) (non-Hispanic)
households. households. households.

i'ﬂ‘ﬂ"i '*i'ﬁ”h‘ ACEEE:

Image 1. American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy Energy Burden Report 2020

Energy Burden Impacts Health

Energy-inefficient homes are a significant contributor to high energy burdens. Many low-in-
come consumers live in energy-inefficient homes, with substandard insulation or older
appliances, which can mean they have a higher energy cost burden than wealthier families*”
even though, on average, they live in smaller homes. The inefficiency shows up as higher energy
use power square foot of home and therefore higher cost per square foot. Many low-income
households are also renters and—compared to homeowners—may have less control over the
quality of their housing. Furthermore, high energy burdens are correlated with greater risk for
respiratory diseases, increased stress, and economic hardship, including difficulty moving out
of poverty®®. About one in five households had to reduce or forgo basic necessities like food
and medicine to pay an energy bill*’. These same communities who experience high energy
burdens also experience acute systemic inequalities, barriers, and limited access to public
and private resources, and are now being hit the hardest by job losses and health impacts of
the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Energy Assistance Programs Not Meeting the Need

Low-income energy assistance programs provide financially vulnerable utility customers
with energy cost savings and payment assistance. Commonly known programs include the
Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) which provides federally funded
assistance in managing costs associated with home energy bills, energy crises, weatherization,
and energy-related minor home repairs®®. The Weatherization Assistance Program (WAP)
reduces energy costs for low-income households by increasing the energy efficiency of their
homes while ensuring their health and safety®'. There are also payment programs for energy
bills like the Percentage of Income Payment Plan (PIPP) designed to reduce household
energy burdens to an affordable level by capping eligible participants’ utility payments at
a predetermined percentage of household income. As well as the Arrearage Management
Program (AMP) that provides an opportunity for qualifying residential customers to have
their eligible past due bills forgiven.

Many utilities, local governments, and other energy efficiency program administrators are
implementing programs to increase access to energy efficiency services. Low-income pro-
grams are often funded through utility customer bills, and, in some states, are supported by
funding from the Department of Energy’s Weatherization Assistance Program. Many state
legislatures and public utility commissions require their IOUs to provide low-income energy

efficiency programs®?.

All 50 states, the District of Columbia, five U.S. territories, and approximately 150 tribes
and tribal organizations receive LIHEAP grants each year®®. Preliminary 2019 data indicate
that an estimated 5.3 million households received assistance with heating costs through
LIHEAP®**. However, programs have faced challenges in driving participation. Enrollment
rates in low-income energy efficiency and assistance programs remain low. From 2016 to
2020, the national percent of income-eligible households served by any type of LIHEAP
assistance has consistently ranged between 16% to 17%?°. There is also a noticeable difference
among the state’s LIHEAP performance. As of 2020, the state with the highest percent of
income-eligible households served by any type of LIHEAP assistance is Michigan at 67%
and the state with the lowest percentage is Arizona at four percent®®. WAP is often a one-
off, non-recurring capital investment in energy efficiency measures. WAP has weatherized 7
million households; however, nearly 40 million households remain income-eligible for energy
efficiency assistance®. Research shows that BIPOC and low-income communities experience
less access to residential energy-saving appliances and other energy efficiency upgrades®®.

Both LIHEAP and WAP were created as short-term solutions to assist eligible customers with
an immediate energy crisis. LIHEAP was created in 1981 as a response to fuel prices skyrock-
eting in the wake of the 1979 oil crisis®. They were not created to fully address long-term
solutions to energy burden or energy poverty. Studies show that although the current LIHEAP
performance measures “satisfy the statutory requirements for monitoring and reporting, less is

known about the program’s effectiveness in reducing the actual problem of energy poverty”°.
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Climate Change Makes Matters Worse

Climate change also highlights the need to address high household energy burdens. As
extreme weather events are exacerbated by climate change, such as more heatwaves, hurricanes,
extreme winter storms, and longer fire seasons, the demand for air conditioning and energy
will increase'. Energy is needed now more than ever to prevent indoor heat-related illnesses
and deaths or lethal cold snaps, as it happened in Texas in February 2021.

Most of the electricity used in the U.S. is generated using fossil fuels, further exacerbating
climate change and ultimately the energy burden. In 2020, about 4.01 trillion kilowatt-hours
(kWh) of electricity were generated at utility-scale electricity generation facilities in the United
States*?. About 60% of this electricity generation was from fossil fuels—coal, natural gas,
petroleum, and other gases. About 20% was from nuclear energy, and about 20% was from

renewable energy sources*’.

An Opportunity for a Just Transition

There is a real opportunity to establish long-lasting climate and energy policies and programs.
With extreme weather exacerbated by climate change, people are paying more attention to
the national electricity landscape, how it functions, and how to transition it to cleaner alter-
natives. In addition, evaluation of our energy system is a rising priority for policymakers as
they confront a host of social, economic, and health burdens caused by the existing energy
system™*. This report examines fundamental inequities of our current energy landscape and

the opportunities to address the issue while our nation changes its power sector.

B. An Equitable & Just Framework

Converting our energy is about more than replacing fossil fuels with clean energy sources. The
transition to 100% begins by addressing the way our energy system is structured and requires
that power and economic benefits shift hands from the few to the many. This refers to an
energy justice framework of achieving equity in both the social and economic participation
in the energy system, while also remediating social, economic, and health burdens on those
disproportionately harmed by the energy system®®. Renewable energy can be a vehicle to
democratize our energy infrastructure, improve grid reliability and resilience, and distribute
the economic benefits of generating energy more equitably.

The “Building Blocks for a Regenerative & Just 100% Policy” report, by the Just Solutions
Collective, offers a comprehensive approach to achieving 100% regenerative energy that is
centered on justice®. Justice-centered policies recognize that there are long-standing systemic
and historical injustices in our energy system and that the bedrock of our energy system is
plagued with the profit motive of the fossil fuel industry. Therefore, a clean energy future
should be based on a Just Transition®” where there are explicitly named benefits to and pri-
oritization of frontline communities and Indigenous sovereignty, as represented in Image 2.
The central focus of this analysis is on addressing energy burden and ensuring that in our
transition to a clean energy future, we do not make people poorer. It recognizes within our
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framework that we must move away from a reliance on fossil fuels and an extractive econ-
omy, therefore we must both ensure clean energy alternatives and funding and support for
BIPOC and lower-income people to access them, as well as reduce the use of dirty energy
through efficiencies.

A STRATEGY FRAMEWORK FOR JUST TRANSITION
RESIS

T —— RETHINK —— RESTRUCTURE

BN

®@ e
\é/

we®

Mtasiam

Developed by Movement Generation
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Image 2. Just Transition Image Developed by Movement Generation with Our Power Campaign48.
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FINDINGS

A. Challenges and Solutions to Addressing the Energy Burden

This section highlights challenges and solutions to addressing the energy burden as identified
by experts in the field. The following sections are grouped into five challenges and five solu-
tions, each offering experts insights on that particular subject. Key challenges to addressing
energy burden include: a.) the lack of upfront costs for LMI households to transition into
energy efficiency and the lack of funding for programs; b.) shortcomings of program designs
that do not properly address the energy burden or LMI household’s short-term and long-term
needs; c.) administrative barriers faced by people who apply for energy assistance programs;
d.) barriers faced by renters when participating in energy efficiency programs; e.) limitations
of our present-day utility models creating barriers to an equitable clean energy transition.
According to the interviewees, these challenges need to be addressed to ensure a transition
to renewable energy will not increase the energy burden for LMI households.

With each challenge, experts shared potential solutions: a.) increasing funding and program
investments for LMI households; b.) improve program and policy designs to specifically
address energy burden; c.) implement funded partnerships with community-based orga-
nizations, Community Action Program agencies, and faith-based organizations to increase
program participation; d.) create more efficient buildings, enhancement of building codes,
and institutional program support for renters; e.) improve utility rates and targeting pro-
grams to ensure a transition to renewable energy will not increase the energy burden for

LMI households.

CHALLENGE 1

Lack of Upfront Costs & Program Investments

Lack of Upfront Costs for LMI Households to Fully Transition

Most LMI households are unable to meet the upfront costs and investments needed to tran-
sition into energy efficiency, especially if lower-income households are required by policy to
make any improvements to their homes. People have various pressing financial needs which
make it difficult to implement energy efficiency programs, even if households are eligible.
When people’s top needs like housing and food are not being met, it will be challenging to
implement energy efficiency programs.
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“It is not just the investments in clean energy that is necessary to consider [for the

transition]. If we do it in a just and equitable way, we need to consider those costs
necessary to ensure inequities are not exacerbated. The transition will cost money
and raise energy expenditure levels, at least in the short-term.”

— John Howat, National Consumer Law Center

Incentives for Renewable Energy Benefit Wealthier Customers

According to the U.S. Energy Information Administration (E.I.A.), “federal, state, and
local governments and electric utilities encourage investing in and using renewable energy”
by providing programs and financial incentives for renewable energy*®. Often, regulations
commend early adopters by incentivizing renewables, but it can end up “shifting costs to
low-income consumers or making them pay higher per-unit costs than wealthier consum-
ers”°. This model benefits early adopters, many of whom are usually upper to middle-class
people who can afford to buy things like solar appliances. This makes it inaccessible for LMI
households because by the time the technology becomes affordable for them, federal and
utility incentive programs might have already ended or the financial incentives might have

been greatly reduced®'.

Lack of Program Funding

There exist funding gaps within the existing federal and ratepayer-funded programs which are
insufficient to lower energy burdens to a more affordable level. In addition to affordability,
there are problems with access to technology for energy efliciency and other clean technology
investment items by LMI households.

“To live in an all-electric home affordably, one will need new technology. Whether
it be an electric vehicle or water heater you will need a new gadget, or even housing
infrastructure changes, that can be prohibitively expensive. These upfront investments

to purchase or enjoy new technology are an affordability barrier.”

— Roger Lin, formerly at California Environmental Justice Alliance

SOLUTION 1
Increase Funding & Program Investments

Policies and Program Models Should Address Affordability and Upfront

Investments®?

Programs need to address affordability in three aspects. The first is bill affordability, which
should include incentives and subsidies that target and benefit BIPOC frontline communities
and low-income communities, in addition to tailoring programmatic resources and dollars to
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those communities. The second is ensuring the transition is affordable, including incentives to
transition to clean energy for LMI households. This includes easier access to the technology
which is expensive compared to conventional fossil fuel. An example would be distributed
technology and cost-effective distributed technology that increases the efficiency of usage
in a way that lowers the cost. The third is a structure for regulatory consumer protection.

Increase Program Funding

An increased allocation of funding or investments in programming reduces the energy burden
and the impacts of a transition on BIPOC and low-income communities. LIHEAP and
weatherization assistance programs need more funding and subsidies. Furthermore, programs
should support households with recurring and direct assistance rather than just one-time
assistance. In addition, by increasing funding for energy assistance, programs will be able to
ensure people most in need are benefiting from energy assistance. This can be accomplished
by funding program offices to have the appropriate staff capacity to ensure outreach, educa-
tion, and technical support to applying for assistance, and a coordinated, regional approach
to home energy and housing policy that integrates programs in each area. Both government
and utilities should fund the renewable transition.

CHALLENGE 2:
Shortcomings of Program Design

Many programs are oriented for crisis relief but households need more support for
energy cost reduction on an ongoing basis. Households are facing long-term economic
hardship to meet energy costs. Crisis programs are very important and necessary but
households need more than crisis assistance, many need programs to better support
ongoing bills and energy burden reduction. This support can include arrearage
management crisis assistance and reduced future payments that are affordable to

the household. It is also important to target communities that are most subject to
disconnection and other energy insecurity and equity factors. There is a need for policy
and programs to address the root causes of energy poverty and energy insecurity and
comprehensive investments in weatherization and healthy home improvements.

“Providing tax credits and grants towards some of the programs like electric vehicles
and rooftop solar is not going to get you equity, people can not afford these things.”

— Paula Carmody, former head at Maryland’s Office of People’s Counsel

Weatherization and Energy Efficiency Program
Do Not Address Poor Housing Conditions
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Many poor-quality households will not be able to access energy efficiency or weatherization
because a contractor might refuse to or not be able to do work in a house that has lead,
mold, asbestos or if the building is in need of structural repairs or substantial wiring. Even if
a household qualifies for a free weatherization program, if lead, mold, or asbestos are found in
the home, most programs do not make allowances to cover the costs of fixing those problems.

Regional Disparities in South East and South West

There are regional disparities of programs and policies, specifically for the Southeast and
Southwest regions with some of the highest poverty rates and Black populations, programs
are worse at addressing energy burden. Even in model states that do have effective programs,
like Massachusetts, Ohio, and California, the need is still high.

“Affordability programs, efficient technology distribution, and the structure for
regulatory consumer protection against disconnections in the Southeast and Southwest
are really terrible.”

— John Howat, National Consumer Law Center

Lack of Regulatory Consumer Protections Against Shut-offs

There is a need for regulatory consumer protections against shut-offs for households where
people with health issues or the elderly live. In addition, the charging of late payment fees
and security deposits are punitive and exacerbate affordability challenges. Utilities negotiate
payment agreements with consumers that fall behind and it usually fails and can lead to
greater economic decline as utilities report customers to collections. Bill assistance, better
energy efficiency, and a need to revamp consumer protection structures to ensure better
access are needed.

SOLUTION 2:
Improve Program and Policy Design to Specifically Address Energy Burden

Create Policies & Programs that Directly Address and Define Energy Burden
Policies and programs should be designed to eliminate high energy burdens and
any cost attributable to fuel switching or any shift needed to make that transition
happen. A well-designed policy should identify where costs are higher and

keep them from falling onto low-income residents. Weatherization and energy
efficiency programs must be comprehensively included to address the needs of
low-income households. Programs should direct grants and technical assistance
support to communities that will benefit from their assistance. In addition, there
is a need for programs and policies to write off a utility debt. Even with a well-
thought-out policy and program, there is still a need for outreach and education
to make it successful so households can make their best-informed decisions.
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“There needs to be a re-examination of this kind of mix (energy assistance programs)
of helping people pay their immediate bills but also give attention to future bills so that
those same households aren’t continually burdened”.

—Carmen Carruthers, Citizens Utility Board of Minnesota

Increases Access to Solar Programs and Ownership of Solar Programs.
Community-owned energy and community solar policies are a solution to addressing
household energy burden because if designed right the benefits of community solar can be
universally accessible to any occupants in a building, and to renters as well as homeowners.
A customer does not need to own a building or need to have a rooftop that can support a
solar installation. This includes community-controlled microgrids and resilience hubs in com-
munities that are fully community-owned and controlled. Policies should include incentives
that prioritize community ownership and control, energy efhiciency, and retrofits at the state
level. In addition, states should provide upfront incentives during project pre-development
that can help reduce early costs that community-based organizations, nonprofits, or coop-
eratives solar developers might face as they are looking to develop projects. A strong policy
needs requirements placed on utility companies to interconnect those systems to the grid
without exorbitant cost or administrative burdens placed on community-based organizations,
nonprofit or cooperative solar developers.

An example of a solar project is the Solar on Multifamily Affordable Housing (SOMAH)
program in California. SOMAH provides financial incentives for installing photovoltaic
(PV) energy systems on multifamily affordable housing in California. The program delivers
clean power and credits on energy bills to hundreds of thousands of the state’s affordable
housing residents. SOMAH uses a community-based approach to ensure long-term, direct
financial benefits for low-income households, helps catalyze the market for solar on multi-
family housing, and creates jobs.

CHALLENGE 3:
Participation Barriers

Participation Barriers

One of the most prominent challenges to energy assistance programs is ensuring those
who are eligible participate in the program. A technical expert from Empower Data-
Works identified key barriers to program participation into four categories, informational,
transactional, stigma, and trust (Image 3)*°.
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Image 3. Empower Data | Barriers to Program Participation

Informational: Program managers may not know what communication channels to use to
share information with eligible households. This information can help program managers
conduct better outreach about the programs. Program managers might have an outreach
strategy that does not consider language barriers or lack of access to the internet or reliable
broadband. Many houscholds may speak a language other than English or not have access
to reliable computers or mobile devices. There can also potentially be issues with broadband
access in areas with high low-income populations or rural areas. The COVID-19 pandemic
caused many program offices to close down and the lack of broadband access exacerbated
the incomplete applications leading to application rejections.

Transactional: There are transactional barriers for administrators and participants of assistance
programs. There are too many stipulations that make it nearly impossible to administer assis-
tance programs. For example, one expert shared that as a non-profit worker, he spends more
of his time processing application paperwork for his clients than mentoring and spending
time with his clients or the people that he is serving and with whom he is working. There
are also too many requirements to get assistance from programs. Applications require various
documents to show proof of eligibility to receive assistance, such as a copy of a birth certificate,
identification card, social security number, and proof of participation in other social services
like the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP). For many people, gathering
these documents, if they have access to the documents, is very time-consuming and can be
an overwhelming process. Programs also require income verification which is a barrier for
many low-income households. The gig economy is increasing, particularly for low-income
households and service workers, making it a challenge to get regular or stable paychecks.
At times the benefits of the programs do not compensate for the time required to gather
documents for the application. It was noted that although few applications get rejected, the
extensive application causes people to never fully complete their application which can lead
to rejections. In places like Maryland, if customers have not completed their applications
within 15 days, they are automatically denied.

Stigma: There is a stigma associated with people who receive benefits from the government
causing people to refuse assistance even if eligible. A technical expert shared that a common
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misconception among eligible applicants is the belief that other people might need it more

than they do, which largely discourages people from applying.

Trust: Some customers think of utilities as a government body and may not have trust in
utilities and governmental program delivery agencies, especially for undocumented people.
Undocumented individuals are hesitant to provide information to agencies because of the
fear of cross-agency collaborations, specifically with Immigration Customs Enforcement.
Programs that require a social security number (SSN) also pose a barrier. Not only does
it exclude the undocumented population but it also causes confusion and hesitancy for
mixed-status households to apply for any energy assistance, which further complicates the
process for these households.

SOLUTION 3:
Increase Program Participation

More Collaboration with Community-Based Organizations, Community Action Program
(CAP) Agencies, and Faith-Based Organizations. Utilities and programs should work with
community-based organizations (CBO’s), Community Action Program (CAP) Agencies, and
faith-based organizations to conduct outreach, communication, and help increase participa-
tion rates by assisting with applications. These collaborations need to be funded partnerships
to help CBO’s have more capacity to get more people signed up for assistance, as well as work
closely with households to address language barriers and the digital divide. This partnership
can also be an opportunity for government agencies or nonprofits that administer energy
assistance programs to create jobs and hire people in the community to do canvassing and
public outreach. It was also suggested that CBO’s receive funding so they can more actively
and directly distribute assistance to households.

“Engagement of community-based organizations encourages different ways to
think about solutions to the energy insecurity by putting power in the hands of those
experiencing higher energy burdens and building trust in a system that is responsive
to community needs first.”

— Mariel Thuraisingham, Front and Centered

Creating a “One-Stop-Shop” for Programs

Typically states have a Department of Human Services that administers different programs.
However, if different government agencies such as health, energy, and housing agencies can
collaborate and share information it can be helpful to streamline the application process. A
one-stop shop where someone goes into one place and households are screened for multiple
programs would help with participation rates. It will reduce the need for an individual, family,
or household to submit the same information to multiple agencies to access different kinds of
benefits since it is usually the same information they’re sharing across all those different agencies.
In addition, it is important to create multiple ways and locations for people to access benefits.
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Creating Categorical Eligibility & Automatic Enrollment

Energy assistance is complex to administer because the requirements and eligibility parameters
are different for every program and there are so many programs. Many CBOs spend a lot of
their capacity just helping people understand what they are eligible for and what could be
helpful for them. Categorical eligibility to enroll people in programs or automatic enrollment
of eligible households into programs would significantly increase participation levels because
it will help streamline the enrollment process for customers on fixed incomes like Social
Security and disability®*. Another option is to create a single portal where an applicant could
submit one set of materials and find out whether they are eligible for or can receive other
public benefits. It is important to think about more efficient ways to administer programs
and focus on eliminating as much arbitrary “paperwork” in the application as possible.

Removing Citizenship Status as a Criteria for Eligibility

It is important to address barriers faced by undocumented individuals when applying for
public assistance. Undocumented individuals should be eligible to receive energy assistance
regardless of immigration status. Citizenship and an SSN should not be part of the eligibility
criteria for energy assistance programs.

For a list of programs shared by our interviewees that they believe work well, see Appendix C.

CHALLENGE 4:
Barriers for Renters

Renters have few tools to Systematically Reduce their Energy Burden

For decades, energy efficiency programs have acknowledged that the participation of
renters is low. Renters who pay their energy bills face what is known as the “split incen-
tive” problem - a split between who pays and who benefits. According to ACEEE, the
split incentive problem is described as “the party who owns the property and is respon-
sible for capital investments and upkeep (landlord) typically is not the same party who is
responsible for paying energy costs (tenant)”*®. It is ultimately up to the property owners
to decide what is going to be done and whether they want to finance it. As a result, renters,
including those who have high energy burdens have few tools to systematically reduce those
burdens compared to homeowners.

Landlords are Not Incentivized to Invest in Energy Efficiency

There is a lack of policy efforts to create incentives for property owners to weatherize or repair
rental properties. At times the costs of the property are externalized to the tenant. Landlords
are making a profit from their properties yet are not required to turn that profit into improve-
ments in their buildings. Landlords that do not pay for energy bills, do not have the incentive
to invest in energy efficiency and are also less inclined to invest in a property if their tenant
might only be there for a few years. There is also a concern for lower-income homeowners
of having to adopt weatherizations without financial assistance from the government of
financial incentives. Stronger building codes and appliance standards can be instrumental
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in addressing this problem. Codes and standards are more detailed below under Solution 4.
Landlords can also pose other obstacles even when weatherization investments are available
to them at no cost. For instance, the federal Weatherization Assistance Program (WAP) is
entirely a grant. But landlords must provide access to their properties so that audits can be
done and retrofits implemented. One study in Baltimore found that many landlords refused

to provide access for audits to be done, effectively preventing efficiency investments®®.

Weatherization Should Address Needs Faced by Low-Income Households

There is a need for weatherization to address the kind of energy burdens that low-income
households face such as insulation air sealing and the electrification of heating and cooling
equipment to drive down energy costs. General building conditions are bad for many poor
neighborhoods and communities of color. At times people are forced to live in substandard
housing and live in really toxic indoor environments.

“Buffalo has some of the oldest housing stock and some of the highest poverty rates
in the country. In many poor neighborhoods and communities of color, there are toxic
indoor environments with high levels of lead, mold, and asbestos or absentee property

ownership. Therefore, the general conditions of people’s homes are really bad.”

— Clarke Gocker, PUSH Buffalo

Landlord’s Third-Party Billing Systems for Utilities Add Fees to Tenants

With master metered properties, landlords can create a third-party billing system for utilities,
including additional fees such as account fees, administrative fees, and late fees, increasing
tenants’ bills®”. Master metered properties are illegal in some states, yet this is a business
model embedded in some billing systems. For example, YES Energy Management is a service
provider that takes the total master metered energy bill for a building and creates it into many
different bills for all the different units in the property. Companies make a profit from these
services. As a result, these third-party services add a layer of cost to renter’s energy bills that
are not there when each unit is separately metered.

Consumers are Subject to Exploitative Tactics by Unregulated Third-Party Energy Suppliers
Third-Party energy suppliers are not regulated and can potentially exploit consumers by over-
charging them in places where generation is deregulated, like the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic
regions. Sometimes this is in relation to the supposed higher cost of the company acquiring
renewable energy to resell it to the consumer. Some of the charges may be legitimate, while
there may be overcharging in other cases in the transition to renewable energy, unlike larger
energy providers that are regulated. Overcharging also occurs when there is no renewable
energy involved. In Maryland, third-party energy suppliers are advertising and selling various
products to consumers, including low-income renters, under the idea that they will save on
their energy bills. When low-income households are overcharged much of the assistance they
get does not go to reduce energy burdens but flows to third-party suppliers. It is important
to note that most states do not allow this practice, we recommend more research is to be
done on this retail competition.
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Lack of Connections Between Housing and Environmental Advocacy

There are no strong connections between housing and environmental advocacy and much
of the work still exists in siloes. Energy and climate, as a housing issue, will probably remain
at the bottom of the list of political priorities. There are a lot of other pressing issues like
stopping evictions and making rent affordable than addressing climate and energy.

SOLUTION 4:
More Efficient Buildings and Support for Renters

Building Efficiency and Codes

A long-term solution is making buildings more efficient so that they use less energy as a way
of bringing down costs and addressing the energy burden. Building codes can be effective to
enforce compliance with more energy-efficient building standards. For rental units, there is a
need for enhancement of building codes, standards, and public investment in bill affordability
and energy efficiency for all households of lower incomes. Using building codes to require
absentee landlords to make investments in rental property will help bring it up to modern
energy codes so people can live in safe quality energy-efficient housing. More advocacy and
programs need to prioritize investments in people’s homes by addressing poor housing con-
ditions and the legacies of environmental hazards and energy inefliciencies.

Landlords need to invest in homes to ensure equipment is high quality. Tax incentives for
improvements in rental properties can be created within Housing Authority Contracts with
landlords, municipal affordability programs, or rental assistance programs to create some
incentives. It is equally important to provide targeted support for building owners to make
those investments in exchange for them agreeing not to raise rents or to displace tenants.
Putting restrictions on their ability to raise rents and displace people from those buildings
will protect renters. Programs and policies must ensure landlords do not shift the cost of
clean energy systems to tenants. However, there is a need to further study what might trigger
a landlord’s interest in investing. Therefore a more holistic approach is needed when think-
ing about landlords’ interest in investing in their building and the benefit they get from an
investment.

In addition to building efficiency, tenants should have greater access to energy-efhcient
appliances, specifically tenants in public housing. Public housing agencies should install ener-
gy-efficient appliances in public housing buildings where lower-income households already
live. This will provide direct access to renewable energy for LMI households that does not
require upfront costs to households.

A Policy that Requires Landlords to Report Energy Usage

Building efficiency can come from creating a policy where cities put a regulation on
landlords requiring them to have an energy audit and therefore invest in energy-efficient
programs. For example, the City of Des Moines has a greenhouse gas emissions inven-
tory requiring landlords to upload data on how much energy is used by each apartment
building to the City. As part of a long-term greenhouse gas reduction effort, the Des
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Moines City Council passed the Energy and Water Benchmarking Ordinance in 2019.
The ordinance requires owners of commercial, multifamily, and municipal buildings
25,000 sq. ft. or larger to benchmark and submit their energy and water usage to the
City annually. This allows owners and occupants to understand their building’s relative
energy performance. It can also provide further insight to the City, utility companies, and
other agencies as to where areas of assistance may be needed. Building owners are not
required to make improvements based on reported energy and water usage however it
increases overall awareness of energy and water waste and finding sustainable solutions.
Although there is a desire for this usage data from landlords, it is key to maintain privacy
to prevent subjecting tenants to abusive marketing practices.

“Des Moines’ greenhouse gas inventory found that 70% of our emissions are coming
from residential power usage. Despite initial opposition from the city’s corporate-
monopoly utility provider, grassroots organizing and public pressure resulted

in a resolution committing to use 24/7 carbon-free electricity by 2035 to pass

unanimously.”

— Jake Grobe, lowa CCI

In regard to landlord’s third-party billing systems, tenant advocates are pushing for more
regulation of Ratio Utilities Billing Systems (RUBS). Attorney Zafar Shah shared, “in one
Maryland county, we’ve won legislation that puts the onus on landlords to report trans-
parently about the calculation of allocated utility charges”. He further expressed that there
is state legislation currently before the Maryland General Assembly that would expand that
policy across the state.

CHALLENGE 5:
Limitations of Utility Models

Many Utilities Have Long-Term Contracts with Power Plants

Experts noted that there are utilities that are tied to decades-long contracts with power
plants to get their power. When they are bound to these contracts, utility cooperatives are
limited to how much clean energy they can introduce into their portfolios.

Utilities have outsize influence over policy

IOUs, co-op’s and municipal utilities have a great deal of influence at the state level, both in
the legislative and regulatory arenas; they are often among the most influential players at the
state level. It is in their interest to maximize the profit from their existing fossil fuel and nuclear
assets and that can slow down progress in renewable energy®. Their influence is evident in the
large sums of money over market prices that they have been able to get for nuclear electricity in
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some states like New York®? and New Jersey®°. More stringent approaches to renewable energy
and to economic and climate justice will require greater accountability on the part of governing
institutions to the public in the matter of energy policy, especially in regard to electricity and
natural gas.

“Utility regulators are not looking out for the interests of vulnerable and marginal
customers and care more about large corporate interests and corporate scale utility
customers and not wanting to transfer additional cost to them through a progressive

rate structure.”

— Clarke Gocker, PUSH Buffalo

There is a Lack of Customer Data

Addressing the disparity and ensuring the clean energy transition benefits everyone will require
better data on how disadvantaged communities are using energy now. Utilities are highly
reluctant to provide customers data. There is a need for more data on customer arrearages,
disconnections, late payments fee levels, and customers’ billing. Without customer data, it
is difficult to target populations who may not be receiving assistance and access the field to
better design programs.

SOLUTION 5:
Improve Utility Rates and Targeting of Programs

Reform Customer Rate Structures

It is important to reform customer rate structures to better incentivize the use of renewable
heating and cooling technology. At the state level, the utility regulators need to develop pro-
gressive utility rate structures to ensure low-income, poor, working-class, or moderate-income
households can see lower utility rates to reduce their cost to operate that equipment.

More Accessible Customer Data

Utilities control customer data, such as energy consumption, energy history, and overall
households energy profile. This data should be shared with agencies that administer programs,
providers of weatherization programs, and nonprofits to help match eligible households to
the programs. For example, the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority
(NYSERDA) administers energy efficiency programs, armed with more data, could com-
municate with agencies that administer programs to then identify eligibility to benefits and
direct weatherization resources. Greater demographic and geographic data, including linguistic
isolation, racial identification, zip code, census tract, rental status, and self-certification of
income could help with participation by identifying which groups are being left out of energy
assistance and efficiency programs.
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B. Whois Responsible?

Addressing and ultimately eradicating the energy burden is a shared responsibility amongst
state agencies and multiple stakeholders. Key players include government agencies and state
legislators, utilities and utility regulators, fossil fuel industries, Community Action Program
(CAP) agencies, and society as a whole. Government agencies and state legislators were
identified as responsible because they pass policies and mandates for industries and utilities.
Utilities and utility regulators are responsible because they create and control rates and energy
programs. Fossil fuel industries also have a responsibility in addressing past harms to the
environment and communities. Community action programs (CAP) and community-based
organizations were identified as key players because they administer energy assistance pro-
grams and conduct outreach, provide education, and have a mission to support low-income
communities. Lastly, most experts emphasized that energy is a public matter, therefore our
society as a whole is responsible for ensuring people have access to such a vital resource.

Government Agencies and State Legislature

Government and state legislators are key players in addressing the energy burden. Technical
experts believe that government agencies and legislatures create and implement policies that
give energy providers control to create rates and affordability programs, as well as decide how
and when they will issue turn-off notices or provide grace periods for customers. Environ-
mental justice policy advocates shared that government agencies have a duty to work in the
public’s interest in holding corporations and regulators accountable. Furthermore, elected
representatives need to do more to address and lower the energy burden for their constituen-
cies. This can include federal and state-level mandates to provide funding through taxation.

Utilities & Utility Regulators

Utility and utility regulators play a key role in addressing the energy burden. Utility regulators
authorize surcharges on customers’ bills to pay for renewable energy programs or weather-
ization programs. However, these programs do not equitably reach low-income households.
Renters are at a special disadvantage. Utility regulators can and should ensure utilities spend
solar energy and weatherization monies equitably. Although utility regulators have appointed
positions to work in the public’s interest, utilities, unfortunately, have a lot of influence over
them.

Environmental justice policy advocates believe utilities should bear more of the upfront costs
of new infrastructure and shareholders should bear the burden of costs, especially in shifting
to clean energy. However, given the power of big utilities, it will be a struggle to ensure that
the benefits of the energy transition are equitably distributed. Utilities want to maximize
profits from legacy power plants even though they may be polluting and even though solar
and wind may be cheaper. It is essential for legislators and regulators to ensure that an eco-
nomical and equitable energy transition takes place. There is little or no built-in incentive for
profit-making utilities to make the transition if they can simply continue business as usual.

Community Action Program (CAP) Agencies

Community Action Program (CAP) agencies are key players because they are located nation-
ally and can connect with communities on the ground. A public policy expert shared that
many communities do not know they can be helped by CAP agencies, and many times CAP
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agencies are at capacity. They also note that CAP agencies’ staff might only be trained on how
to administer LIHEAP but other energy assistance programs that are available might be less
accessible in terms of eligibility such as providing proof of citizenship, residency, or certain
documentation. In addition, CAP agencies have to understand the different parameters of
different energy assistance programs, making the process much more difficult.

“For community actions agencies all over the nation, we are supposed to help people
to become self-sufficient. So when they walk in the door, you already have the mindset
that not only are you helping them through this crisis, you’re teaching them how to
handle the crisis going forward.”

— Dr. Joyce Dorsey, President/CEO, Fulton Atlanta Community Action Authority

Society

Energy burden is a societal responsibility because access to home energy is a vital need and
a public policy matter. An energy assistance practitioner shared that electricity services are
public services, “we need it to survive”. A policy expert shared the importance of looking
at the social benefits of energy efficiency. When looking at the costs and benefits of energy
resources, it is important to look at the social costs including for instance improved public
health, local air quality, and local water quality. Specifically for environmental justice com-
munities that have been polluted, restitution is needed to correct the harms made.

C. Existing Programs & Policies That Work Well

Besides LIHEAP, there are a variety of energy assistance programs and policies that experts
believe work well. It is important to note that states and regions differ in their administration
of energy assistance programs depending on funding and political prioritization. The follow-
ing section showcases an evaluation of the PIPP program and examples of efficient energy
assistance programs in Maryland, Minnesota, and Washington. The state program examples
approach energy assistance in different ways, statutory mandates to target LMI households,
an expansion of eligibility requirements to support more households during the COVID-19
pandemic, and commitments to electricity supply free of greenhouse gas emissions.

PIPP Program

Percentage of Income Payment Plans (PIPP) is a payment plan where customers pay a portion
of their monthly bill based on their income. Overall experts were in support of PIPP, they
believe it aligns with affordability and explicitly tries to reduce the energy burden to a reason-
able level. According to practitioners, PIPP is the most “workable”, it is a model that works
better than giving a “flat discount” to people regardless of how much they make because it
adjusts to their energy bills and their energy burden. Only a few states administer PIPD, this
includes Ohio, Colorado, Illinois, Pennsylvania, Maine, Nevada, Virginia, and New Jersey,
while other states have tried to implement similar programs.
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Although PIPP programs are favored by our experts, they shared the following concerns
about the program:

People still struggle to pay their bills on time, whether they get unexpected bills or
expenses, it is still difficult for people to make ends meet.

PIPP’s are generally oriented to limiting the household energy costs to a certain, pre-de-
fined affordable percentage of income, typically 6%. Although 6% is a common percentage
used for the PIPP program, Nevada runs a PIPP program where the benefit level is not
set to 6%. Nevada’s agency that delivers their program is required to calculate yearly
what the home energy burden of the median income households is, which fluctuates
every year between 2%-3%.

According to a national policy advocate, for PIPP to succeed, it must operate comprehen-
sively with an arrearage management program component. They believe PIPP should be
combined with arrearage forgiveness, arrearage retirement, or an arrearage management
program model that does not add to the affordability challenges of the program partic-
ipant. If a customer enters a PIPP that has a due balance, through the remaining PIPP
payment, a percentage of the amount is retired each month. If a customer has a PIPP
that limits payment to a certain percentage of income and loads repayment of past due
balance it puts people back to a less affordability range.

PIPP benefit is set for low income to be the same as the energy burden experienced by
the median income households. However, the challenge is that if the program were to

serve all income-eligible utility consumers, the program cost will be high.

State by State Programs

Maryland

The Maryland Public Service Commission adopted regulations for a Community
Solar Pilot Program in Maryland. It emphasized providing renewable energy
benefits for low and moderate-income customers. The seven-year community solar
pilot program will include providing access to solar-generated electricity for all
Maryland customers without requiring property ownership, incentivizing solar
companies to provide service to low- and moderate-income customers, and allowing

renters to contract for solar energy with the same benefits as rooftop owners®'.

The Public Service Commission ensured that statutorily a pilot program, for each of the
companies that were approved, has to target and include LMI customers. The Maryland
Community Solar Program is an example where the program specifically mandated that the
public commission had to set up specific LMI targets.



Energy Burden And The Clean Energy Transition | FINDINGS

N
N

The State of Maryland does not have a PIPP program so policy and energy assistance
practitioners have packaged a variety of programs together to support households.
Programs include the Ofhice of Home Energy Program, Electric Universal Service Program,

EmPOWER Maryland, Critical Medical Needs Program, and the Community Solar Pilot

Program (for more information on each program please visit Appendix C.

Minnesota

In 2021, the Minnesota Department of Commerce, which operates the Energy Assistance
Program, received over $130 million in federal funding to help more households during the
COVID-19 pandemic®®. The Energy Assistance Program helps households pay for current
and past-due bills for electricity, gas, oil, biofuel, and propane, emergency fuel delivery, and
repair/replacement of homeowners” broken heating systems, and could also cover water and
sewer bills.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Minnesota Department of Commerce changed the
income guidelines to capture more people who need help. Commerce raised the income
eligibility limit to 60% of Minnesota’s median income levels ($67,765 per year for a family
of four) and increased benefit amounts to reduce energy burdens by including up to $1,600

for energy bills, plus up to $1,200 for past-due energy bills.

With these changes, the Minnesota Department of Commerce reported that over 600,000
Minnesota households are income-eligible for Energy Assistance. During the previous pro-
gram year (October 2020-September 2021), about 116,000 Minnesota households applied
and qualified for Energy Assistance®®. Carmen Carruthers from the Citizens Utility Board
of Minnesota shared that they were “very proactive and made some smart moves related
to assistance”. They also extended the application deadline, typically households have to
apply by May 31st but it was extended to September 1st of 2021.

Washington

On May 7, 2019, Governor Jay Inslee signed into law the Clean Energy Transformation Act
(CETA®*?), which commits Washington to an electricity supply free of greenhouse gas emis-
sions by 2045. The law provides safeguards to maintain affordable rates and reliable service.
It also requires an equitable distribution of the benefits from the transition to clean energy
for all utility customers and adds and expands energy assistance programs for low-income
customers.

Interviewees who work in Washington believe CETA is a great legislative policy and framework
for thinking about energy assistance. Hassan Shaban from Empower Dataworks believes it
works well because it sets a clear goal for utilities while also giving them flexibility on how
they can achieve their goal. He states, “if you try to prescribe every step of a program for
utilities, it’s not going to work. Every utility has different customers and service terri-
tories but you can set a common goal in terms of energy burden”.

Interviewees also shared the importance of ensuring good implementation of the policy. As
utilities are trying to interpret their equity obligations, therefore, public stakeholder processing
for commenting on regulatory proceedings. Mariel Thuraisingham from Front and Centered,




Energy Burden And The Clean Energy Transition | FINDINGS

the coalition that helped to write, pass and implement CETA shared that it is important for
utilities to show that highly impacted communities and vulnerable populations are consid-
ered, prioritized, receiving benefits from, and not being burdened by higher costs and risks
associated with the transition to 100% clean in Washington.

For a list of additional programs shared by our interviewees that they believe work well, see
Appendix C.

D. Additional Funds

The Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP), a federally funded program
operated through the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Administration for
Children and Families, is the most common federal energy assistance used nationally. LIHEAP
assists eligible low-income households with their heating and cooling energy costs, bill pay-
ment assistance, energy crisis assistance, weatherization, and energy-related home repairs®.
However, LIHEAP is limited in funds, and once the funds are exhausted, there are no more
available until the next annual cycle. The following were shared by interviewees as funding
opportunities for reducing the energy burden.

Emergency Federal Relief Funds

COVID-19 relief funds from the federal government and other emergency rental assistance
funds have the potential to address energy assistance, such as the Coronavirus Aid, Relief,
and Economic Security (CARES) Act. Other federal funding with large budgets includes the
American Rescue Plan and President Biden’s Infrastructure Plan which provide immediate
relief funds for water, housing, and energy assistance. Although interviewees believe shoring
up essential services and social services is key, they also predict it will be hard to get enough
funding to go into all these areas since the budget package is limited. Interviewees also shared
that tapping into health funding pools, like Medicaid, should also be considered because of the
ramification of energy unaffordability and the impacts it has on public and individual health.

Ratepayer Funded Assistance programs

Ratepayer-funded assistance programs usually work in conjunction with LIHEAP. Utility
ratepayer-funded programs provide bill payment assistance or energy efficiency services to
low-income households®®. In some states, the ratepayer-funded programs are administered by
a state agency, typically the same one that administers LIHEAP and weatherization assistance.
Utilities themselves administer the program in other states. Both mechanisms usually have
oversight by the regulatory commission.

Utility Donation Programs

According to an interviewee many utilities set up a bank account where they put donations
from their customers. They run assistance programs using funds collected voluntarily from
customers and prevent rates from increasing. However, it is important to note that these
programs are limited, the funding levels are usually very low and the funding is very unpre-
dictable. In addition, these are best used as a supplement to ratepayer or taxpayer-funded
assistance programs.
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Loans from the U.S. Department of Agriculture

Rural utilities can get very low-interest loans from the U.S. Department of Agriculture and
use them to implement energy efficiency or weatherization programs®. Although utilities
ultimately have to pay them back, there is a very low-interest rate.

Conservation Improvement Program (CIP)%%, Minnesota

This program requires utility programs to provide energy efficiency services. It helps Minnesota
households and businesses use electricity and natural gas more efficiently. CIP is funded by
ratepayers and administered by electricity and natural gas utilities.

RentHelpMN®?, Minnesota

This program was created to help Minnesotans who have fallen behind on their rent or fear
that could happen. This program uses federal funds from the American Rescue Plan that
have been passed onto the state to help people who have been impacted by the COVID-19
economic crisis with late rent and future rent. One can request utility assistance through
the program.

Solar for All’°, New York

Solar for All is a New York State utility bill assistance program. Eligible New Yorkers can
get the benefits of clean energy while lowering their energy costs. It is meant to provide
low-income eligible households access to community solar credits at no cost to them and
help reduce their electric bills.

Opverall, it is important to identify ways to administer energy assistance programs efficiently
by partnering with similar programs to ensure it is easy for households to apply.
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CONCLUSION

It is evident that without explicit action, low- and moderate-income (LMI) households and
communities of color are likely to face increased energy burdens during the transition to
a clean energy system. Although states and regions differ in their administration of energy
assistance programs, depending on program funding and political prioritization, a variation
that is highly problematic, there are common national challenges and barriers in addressing
the energy burden as identified by experts in the field. These challenges include the lack of
upfront costs by LMI households to transition into energy efficiency and the lack of funding
for programs, inefficient program designs, administrative and participation barriers, lack of
renter participation, and limits of our currency utility models.

With adequate analysis and targeted programs and policies for LMI households, the energy
transition is an opportunity to invest in reducing energy burdens systematically. Addressing
and ultimately eradicating the energy burden should be a shared responsibility amongst state
agencies and multiple stakeholders. Solutions and recommendations to address energy burden
during the transition to clean energy include increasing funding and program investments for
LMI households, improving program and policy design that explicitly address energy burden,
increasing program participation, creating more efficient buildings and support for renters,
and improving utility rates and targeting of programs. A solution that was uplifted the most
by experts is the adoption of community-owned energy and community solar policies. If
designed right, the benefits of community solar can be the most accessible LMI households.
This includes strong policies with requirements placed on the utility companies to intercon-
nect those systems to the grid without exorbitant cost or administrative burdens placed on
community-based organizations, nonprofit or cooperative solar developers. According to the
interviewees, these solutions and recommendations will help the effectiveness of policies and
energy assistance programs as we transition to clean energy.

Given the low participation rates in energy assistance programs, further research is needed to
evaluate the effectiveness of energy assistance programs like LIHEAP to then move towards
designing policies and programs that promote a targeted reduction of energy burden with
long-term impacts on LMI households.
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Appendix A. Background on residential energy”

Electricity reaches homes via electric utilities who distribute electricity via the wires they
own. They acquire electricity in two ways. In fully regulated states, like in the Southeast,
the utilities also own large power generating stations; in these cases, the entire structure is
a monopoly regulated by state utility commissions and provided with a guaranteed rate
of return on investment. In other states, like the Northeast and most of the Mid-Atlantic
region — the so-called deregulated states — electric power plants are owned by unregulated
companies that sell power into a wholesale market where the utilities that bring it to homes
purchase it, with the power flow to ensure reliability being managed by regional transmission
operators. Distribution companies, which are regulated by state utility commissions, purchase
the electricity wholesale and resell it to households and businesses. In some deregulated states
(Maryland for instance), the unregulated generation companies, like Exelon, are allowed to
own the distribution companies, creating de facto quasi-monopolies of a new kind — partly
regulated and partly not.

Natural gas is brought to homes similarly to electricity in states that are deregulated. Reg-
ulated distribution companies purchase natural gas wholesale from pipeline companies not
subject to state regulation and resell it to homes and businesses. Propane, fuel oil, and wood
operate outside of the state regulatory system altogether.

Electric and gas utilities can be owned by investors, such as individual shareholders, pension
funds, hedge funds, and the like; these companies are called “Investor-Owned Utilities” or
IOU’s. Some utilities are also cooperatively-owned; this is typical in rural areas. Finally, there
are also publicly-owned utilities, which are owned by local or state governments or, in some
cases, like the Tennessee Valley Authority and the Bonneville Power Administration, which
are generation and transmission entities, owned by the federal government.

According to the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA), about 3,000 electric distri-
bution companies were operating in the United States in 201772 IOUs currently dominate
the energy landscape in the United States. Although they are the smallest number of electric
utilities in the U.S. (Image A), they served 72% of U.S. electricity customers in 20177%. In
most states, IOUs are the largest electricity retailers. Companies like Exelon, Duke, Mid-
American (owned by Berkshire Hathaway), Southern Company, and American Electric
Power wield enormous influence at the state level, where most regulatory policy is made.
This is true even in areas where generation is deregulated like New York, New Jersey, and
Maryland. It is also true where the electric utilities are fully regulated, including generation,
as for instance, in Georgia and Florida.
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Image A. U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA)

Appendix B: Methodology

The Just Solutions Collective reached out to experts that work in low-income and BIPOC-front-
line communities across the U.S. and asked their input on how to best address access to energy
assistance, identify challenges and barriers to energy assistance, and get partner expert’s views
on potential solutions, namely BIPOC-frontline supported state programs or policies of energy
assistance that work well. In addition, to identify opportunities to ensure the transition is
equitable and just.

Interviews with Community Practitioners and National Advocates

Interviews were conducted with experts representing organizations in California, Georgia,
Iowa, New York, Maryland, Minnesota, Washington, and others that work nationally. Experts
include community-based organizations, community action authorities, social service prac-
titioners, public policy advocates, energy assistance practitioners, and technical advisors.

Experts provided a wealth of important insight, expertise, recommendations, and perspec-
tives on the opportunities and challenges with addressing the energy burden and accessing
energy assistance. Expert’s perspectives are deeply grounded in a commitment to centering
BIPOC frontline community voices and those most impacted by the energy burden. While
not fully comprehensive of all the important work within the expert’s scope of work, this
report provides a snapshot of relevant and important programs, policies, and strategies being
advanced by the experts and communities across the country.

The purpose of this paper is to highlight that energy burden reduction is an import-
ant part of the energy transition. Although we spoke to various experts, this work does
not represent every state or nation, however, it is meant to provide an understanding of
challenges and opportunities to address the energy burden. A list of participating orga-
nizations and individuals can be found in the acknowledgment section of the paper.
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Below is a brief categorical description of their work and the ways they address the
energy burden and provide energy assistance or policy solutions for a clean energy future.

Experts Scope of Work

Community-Based Organizations and Community Action Authorities include community
organizers and programs and policy strategists. Experts also include practitioners working in
community action authorities that help administer LIHEAP and work with local legislators
under the Community Action Association. Social Service Practitioners include nonprofits
that advocate for utility customers. Experts provide educational presentations to help con-
sumers understand their utility bills and ways to reduce energy. Public Policy Advocates work
on energy and utility issues such as bill assistance and consumer protection for low-income
households. Others conduct policy advocacy work by tracking the development of policy
and thinking through legislation, the regulatory arena, and rulemaking. Energy Assistance
Practitioners include advocates for customers in regulatory arenas with regard to utility ser-
vices. They represent residential customers before the Public Service Commission and federal
agencies and provide them with direct energy assistance, resources, guides, and legislative
advocacy. Technical Advisors include attorneys that provide legislative advocacy at the state
and local levels. Experts also include data scientists that assist utilities with energy equity
initiatives and energy assistance programs: needs assessments, evaluations, program design,
and implementation.

Appendix C. List of existing programs & policies that work well

Program
Name State | Type About

1.  California CA  Rate Percentage  Low-income customers that are enrolled
Alternate Rates Discounts in the CARE program receive a 30-35
for Energy Programs %discount on their electric bill and a
(CARE) 20 % discount on their natural gas bill.

2. Energy Savings CA  Energy Provides no-cost weatherization
Assistance Assistance services to consumers who meet
(ESA) the CARE income limits.

3. Equitable CT  Program/Policy = The Connecticut Department of Energy
Energy Framework and Environmental Protection (DEEP)
Efficiency (E3) created the Equitable Energy Efficiency

(E3) which are equity principles for
energy programs. The principles can
support the framing of programs.


https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/industries-and-topics/electrical-energy/electric-costs/care-fera-program
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/industries-and-topics/electrical-energy/electric-costs/care-fera-program
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/industries-and-topics/electrical-energy/electric-costs/care-fera-program
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/industries-and-topics/electrical-energy/electric-costs/care-fera-program
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/esa
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/esa
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/esa
https://portal.ct.gov/DEEP/Energy/Conservation-and-Load-Management/Equitable-Energy-Efficiency
https://portal.ct.gov/DEEP/Energy/Conservation-and-Load-Management/Equitable-Energy-Efficiency
https://portal.ct.gov/DEEP/Energy/Conservation-and-Load-Management/Equitable-Energy-Efficiency
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Des Moines
100%, 24/7
Carbon-Free
Electricity

IMPACT
Community
Action
Partnership

Solar Energy
System Tax
Credits

Utility
Discount
Rates for
Low-Income
Consumers in
Massachusetts

Office of
Home Energy
State Program

(OHEP)

IA

IA

IA

24/7 Carbon-
Free Energy

Resolution

Community
Action
Partnership

Solar Tax Credit

Rate Percentage

Discounts
Programs

MD  Energy

Assistance

Des Moines City Council passed a
resolution in 2021 that sets a timeline
for the shift from fossil fuels to
renewable energy sources including
wind and solar power. By 2035, the city
hopes to achieve 100%, 24/7 carbon-
free electricity. Meaning the grid must
have carbon-free sources of power
available all the time. a goal to which
no other American city has committed.

IMPACT assists residents to apply

to energy assistance programs. Polk
County partnered with IMPACT and
has successfully distributed more funds
than the entire rest of the state of lowa.

A Solar Energy System Tax Credit
is available for taxpayers who
install a solar energy system on
property located in Iowa

State law requires all non-municipal
electric and gas companies to provide
discounted rates to low-income
customers who receive or are eligible
for public benefits. Customers can
get a discount on their electric and
gas bills if their income is at or
below 60% of state median income
and receive any benefits under any
income-tested benefits program.

The Office of Home Energy Programs
(OHEP) provides bill assistance to
low-income households in the State
of Maryland to make their energy
costs more affordable and to help
with the prevention of loss and the
restoration of home energy service.


https://councildocs.dsm.city/Resolutions/20210111/32.pdf?eType=EmailBlastContent&eId=ff5113ef-9e3d-4a95-a98b-b56469c91e9d
https://councildocs.dsm.city/Resolutions/20210111/32.pdf?eType=EmailBlastContent&eId=ff5113ef-9e3d-4a95-a98b-b56469c91e9d
https://councildocs.dsm.city/Resolutions/20210111/32.pdf?eType=EmailBlastContent&eId=ff5113ef-9e3d-4a95-a98b-b56469c91e9d
https://councildocs.dsm.city/Resolutions/20210111/32.pdf?eType=EmailBlastContent&eId=ff5113ef-9e3d-4a95-a98b-b56469c91e9d
https://www.impactcap.org/utility-assistance
https://www.impactcap.org/utility-assistance
https://www.impactcap.org/utility-assistance
https://www.impactcap.org/utility-assistance
https://tax.iowa.gov/solar-energy-system-tax-credits
https://tax.iowa.gov/solar-energy-system-tax-credits
https://tax.iowa.gov/solar-energy-system-tax-credits
https://www.masslegalservices.org/content/utility-discount-rates-low-income-consumers-massachusetts
https://www.masslegalservices.org/content/utility-discount-rates-low-income-consumers-massachusetts
https://www.masslegalservices.org/content/utility-discount-rates-low-income-consumers-massachusetts
https://www.masslegalservices.org/content/utility-discount-rates-low-income-consumers-massachusetts
https://www.masslegalservices.org/content/utility-discount-rates-low-income-consumers-massachusetts
https://www.masslegalservices.org/content/utility-discount-rates-low-income-consumers-massachusetts
https://dhs.maryland.gov/office-of-home-energy-programs/
https://dhs.maryland.gov/office-of-home-energy-programs/
https://dhs.maryland.gov/office-of-home-energy-programs/
https://dhs.maryland.gov/office-of-home-energy-programs/
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10.

11.

12.

Electric MD
Universal

Service

Program

(EUSP)

EmPOWER  MD
(Maryland)

Community  MD  Solar Pilot

Solar Pilot

Program

Critical MD
Medical Needs
Program

(CMNP)

Energy

Assistance

Energy
Assistance

Program

EUSP assists low-income
electric customers to retire
utility bill arrearages, make
current bill payments, and
access home weatherization
following the restructuring of
Maryland’s electric companies
and electricity supply market.

EmPOWER programs have the
potential to provide cost-effective
long-term benefits, including
reduced energy consumption and
rates, avoided investments in energy
transmission and distribution, job
creation, and improvements to

the environment. [EmPOWER is

a well-recognized 10 yr program,
focused on residential households.

The Maryland Public Service
Commission has adopted regulations
for a Community Solar Pilot Program
in Maryland, with an emphasis on
providing renewable energy benefits for
low and moderate-income customers.

The CMNP provides rapid assistance
with past-due energy bills and pending
utility service shutoffs to medically
vulnerable households who meet
income eligibility guidelines. The
Program relies on trained “Navigators”
housed within medical facilities and
community assistance agencies.


https://www.psc.state.md.us/wp-content/uploads/2020-EUSP-Annual-Report.pdf
https://www.psc.state.md.us/wp-content/uploads/2020-EUSP-Annual-Report.pdf
https://www.psc.state.md.us/wp-content/uploads/2020-EUSP-Annual-Report.pdf
https://www.psc.state.md.us/wp-content/uploads/2020-EUSP-Annual-Report.pdf
https://www.psc.state.md.us/wp-content/uploads/2020-EUSP-Annual-Report.pdf
https://energy.maryland.gov/pages/facts/empower.aspx
https://energy.maryland.gov/pages/facts/empower.aspx
https://www.psc.state.md.us/electricity/community-solar-pilot-program/
https://www.psc.state.md.us/electricity/community-solar-pilot-program/
https://www.psc.state.md.us/electricity/community-solar-pilot-program/
https://opc.maryland.gov/Portals/0/Publications/Consumer Publications/Information Sheets/CMNP8.12.2019.pdf?ver=2019-09-12-084729-343
https://opc.maryland.gov/Portals/0/Publications/Consumer Publications/Information Sheets/CMNP8.12.2019.pdf?ver=2019-09-12-084729-343
https://opc.maryland.gov/Portals/0/Publications/Consumer Publications/Information Sheets/CMNP8.12.2019.pdf?ver=2019-09-12-084729-343
https://opc.maryland.gov/Portals/0/Publications/Consumer Publications/Information Sheets/CMNP8.12.2019.pdf?ver=2019-09-12-084729-343
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13.

14.

15.

16.

Minnesota’s
Energy
Assistance
Program
expands
eligibility to
offer more
benefits.

EmPower

New York

Warm and
Dry on the
West Side
(Green and
Healthy
Homes
Initiative)

PUSH for
Clean Heat

MN  Energy

NY

NY

NY

Assistance
Program

Ratepayer-
funded energy
efficiency
program

Energy

Efficiency

Community-
based Program

In 2021, the Minnesota Department
of Commerce, which operates the
Energy Assistance Program, raised
the income eligibility limit to 60%
of Minnesota’s median income

levels. With these changes, over
600,000 Minnesota households

are income-eligible for Energy
Assistance, significantly expanding
who can receive this essential help.

Provides no-cost weatherization
assistance to income-eligible households
that are earning under 60% of area
median income. For households in
a slightly higher income bracket,
the state has a subsidized program
where they provide about 50%
subsidy direct grant off the cost of
the weatherization improvements.

NYSERDA weatherization and
energy efficiency funds are combined
with the affordable housing agency
in New York to address some of
those general conditions that can be
barriers to people accessing energy
efficiency. The program delivers
deep comprehensive improvements
to people’s homes: replace a roof
and fix leaks in the foundation and
remediate a moldy basement and
insulate their walls, do air sealing,
and put in a new heating system.

A community-based outreach

and education campaign led by
PUSH Buffalo centered around
helping residents and businesses
in Erie County reduce greenhouse
gas (GHGs) emissions and install
energy-efficient equipment.


https://mn.gov/commerce/media/news/?id=17-500590
https://mn.gov/commerce/media/news/?id=17-500590
https://mn.gov/commerce/media/news/?id=17-500590
https://mn.gov/commerce/media/news/?id=17-500590
https://mn.gov/commerce/media/news/?id=17-500590
https://mn.gov/commerce/media/news/?id=17-500590
https://mn.gov/commerce/media/news/?id=17-500590
https://mn.gov/commerce/media/news/?id=17-500590
https://www.nyserda.ny.gov/all-programs/programs/empower-new-york
https://www.nyserda.ny.gov/all-programs/programs/empower-new-york
https://www.greenandhealthyhomes.org/ghhisites/all-locations/#NY
https://www.greenandhealthyhomes.org/ghhisites/all-locations/#NY
https://www.greenandhealthyhomes.org/ghhisites/all-locations/#NY
https://www.greenandhealthyhomes.org/ghhisites/all-locations/#NY
https://pushforcleanheat.org/
https://pushforcleanheat.org/
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17.

18.

19.

20.

NY-Sun

Initiative

Washington
Clean Energy
Transformation

Act (CETA)

Urtilities and
Transportation
Commission
(UTC) extends
disconnection
and late fee
moratorium
for investor-
owned utilities

Washington’s
IOU places
$2,500
automated
credit
towards LMI
households

NY  Solar Policy

Initiative

WA  100% Clean
Energy Act

WA  Extension of
disconnection
and late fee
moratorium

WA  Automated
credit towards

LMI households

A New York State policy that enables
community solar projects to be
developed, owned, and controlled

by community-based organizations
and cooperatives. NY-Sun provides
various resources to help New Yorkers
harness the power of the sun.

CETA commits Washington to an
electricity supply free of greenhouse gas
emissions by 2045. The law provides
safeguards to maintain affordable rates
and reliable service. It also requires

an equitable distribution of the
benefits from the transition to clean
energy for all utility customers and
adds and expands energy assistance
programs for low-income customers.

The Utilities and Transportation
Commission (UTC) extended
protections for electric and natural gas
customers struggling to pay bills due to

the ongoing impacts of COVID-19.

State regulators extended an order,
previously set to expire April 30,
2021 preventing investor-owned
energy utilities from disconnecting
customers for nonpayment through
July 31, 2021. The order also requires
the utilities to continue to waive late
fees through late January 2022.

Investor-owned utilities (IOUs)
in Washington have in place a
$2,500 a year automatic credit
towards low-income households
with high past dues to arrearages.


https://www.nyserda.ny.gov/All-Programs/Programs/NY-Sun
https://www.nyserda.ny.gov/All-Programs/Programs/NY-Sun
https://www.commerce.wa.gov/growing-the-economy/energy/ceta/
https://www.commerce.wa.gov/growing-the-economy/energy/ceta/
https://www.commerce.wa.gov/growing-the-economy/energy/ceta/
https://www.commerce.wa.gov/growing-the-economy/energy/ceta/
https://wacities.org/advocacy/News/advocacy-news/2021/02/26/utc-extends-disconnection-and-late-fee-moratorium-for-investor-owned-utilities
https://wacities.org/advocacy/News/advocacy-news/2021/02/26/utc-extends-disconnection-and-late-fee-moratorium-for-investor-owned-utilities
https://wacities.org/advocacy/News/advocacy-news/2021/02/26/utc-extends-disconnection-and-late-fee-moratorium-for-investor-owned-utilities
https://wacities.org/advocacy/News/advocacy-news/2021/02/26/utc-extends-disconnection-and-late-fee-moratorium-for-investor-owned-utilities
https://wacities.org/advocacy/News/advocacy-news/2021/02/26/utc-extends-disconnection-and-late-fee-moratorium-for-investor-owned-utilities
https://wacities.org/advocacy/News/advocacy-news/2021/02/26/utc-extends-disconnection-and-late-fee-moratorium-for-investor-owned-utilities
https://wacities.org/advocacy/News/advocacy-news/2021/02/26/utc-extends-disconnection-and-late-fee-moratorium-for-investor-owned-utilities
https://wacities.org/advocacy/News/advocacy-news/2021/02/26/utc-extends-disconnection-and-late-fee-moratorium-for-investor-owned-utilities
https://wacities.org/advocacy/News/advocacy-news/2021/02/26/utc-extends-disconnection-and-late-fee-moratorium-for-investor-owned-utilities
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2021/utc-extends-covid-19-energy-customer-protections
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2021/utc-extends-covid-19-energy-customer-protections
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2021/utc-extends-covid-19-energy-customer-protections
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2021/utc-extends-covid-19-energy-customer-protections
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2021/utc-extends-covid-19-energy-customer-protections
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2021/utc-extends-covid-19-energy-customer-protections
https://www.utc.wa.gov/news/2021/utc-extends-covid-19-energy-customer-protections
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21.

22.

23.

24.

Energy For All WA
(HB 1490)

Community Al
Action
Authorities

Utilities All
Affordability

Programs

Arrears All
Forgiveness
Program

Energy

Assistance

Community
Action
Authorities

Affordability
Programs

Arrears
Forgiveness
Program

Maintains residential electricity
and heating service for low-income
households and households with
people with disabilities. More
information on the progress of

the bill can be found here.

CAA’s support people’s access to
programs and services. They offer
classes, one-on-one meetings,
and follow-ups to ensure people
are successfully receiving aid.

Some utilities have affordability
programs with a goal to bring down an
electricity or natural gas bill to a certain
percentage of income. They are typically
surcharges that are put on everyone’s
utility bills to help fund additional

discounts for customers who qualify.

The Forgiveness Program, also known
as the Arrears Management Program
or AMP, allows customers to get on

a payment plan. If customers make
payments on time, a portion of their
past-due amount will be forgiven.
Affordability programs usually include

an arrears forgiveness program.


https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=1490&Year=2021
https://app.leg.wa.gov/billsummary?BillNumber=1490&Year=2021
https://frontandcentered.org/energy-for-all-hb1490/
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