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COMMENTS OF AARP VERMONT



In response to the Order Requesting Information, issued by the Vermont Public Utility Commission (“VTPUC” or “Commission”), [footnoteRef:1] AARP Vermont (“AARP VT”) submits these comments on behalf of our 120,000 members and all older Vermonters throughout the state. For the past two decades, AARP VT has advocated for programs that assure low-income households have reliable, affordable energy services. In 2009, following years of advocacy for the passage of a law authorizing the VTPUC to set low-income electric rates, AARP VT filed a petition that ultimately resulted in an order from the VTPUC implementing a low-income rate program for what is now Green Mountain Power (“GMP”). In the 2011 final order for Docket No. 7535, the VTPUC stated: [1:  Case No. 20-0203-INV, Investigation into the establishment of reduced rates for low-income residential ratepayers of Vermont electric utilities, Order Requesting Information, September 28, 2021 (“Order”).] 

Electricity is a necessity for a safe and healthy household. In 2009, there were 11,901 instances in Vermont of electric service disconnection. To lose electricity at a residence means to lose the light and heat of home. Increasingly in our modern society, to be without electricity also poses many social hardships, such as the loss of internet access and, with that, the disruption of connections with schools, health-care providers, employers and other community resources. Electricity is a necessity that many Vermonters cannot afford.

A decade later, this statement by the VTPUC remains true. Electricity is an essential service and it benefits all of us to assure that the most vulnerable Vermonters remain connected. In the years since the GMP electric assistance program was set up, AARP VT has continually worked with GMP and the relevant state agencies to evaluate and improve the effectiveness and efficiency of GMP’s low-income electric discount program. The need for affordable electric services impacts all of Vermont’s utility service territories and we look forward to working with the VTPUC and all of the interested stakeholders to assure that low-income Vermonters stay connected to this essential service.  
AARP participated in the Commission’s workshop on July 8, 2021, during which the Vermont Department of Public Service (“Department”), GMP, and GDS Associates, Inc. (“GDS”) presented materials on GMP’s Energy Assistance Program (“EAP”), including the findings and recommendations from an evaluation of that program by GDS in 2019 (the “Evaluation”).  The Commission now seeks information “regarding the concept of a statewide mechanism for funding a program similar to the EAP and welcomes ideas regarding other potential ways to extend electric bill assistance to low-income customers of all Vermont utilities” and has also directed GMP, with the Department and GDS “to provide additional, detailed information to the Commission regarding the recommendations from the Evaluation.”
AARP VT is submitting responses to the Commission’s questions that are not directed solely to electric utilities.[footnoteRef:2]  Although, in its Order, the Commission does not request reply comments, AARP intends, nonetheless, to review GMP’s response to the Commission’s Order so that we are prepared to participate in future formal and informal discussions regarding energy assistance in Vermont.  We are also prepared to participate fully in any hearings, workshops, or technical conferences the Commission may hold in this matter. Following are AARP VT’s responses to the Commission’s questions. [2:  The Commission directed eleven questions to GMP.  Order, at 3-4.] 

1. What are the utilities’ and other stakeholders’ views on creating a statewide funding mechanism to fund low-income bill assistance for all utility customers?
Poverty does not occur uniformly throughout the state.  Therefore, AARP supports fully a statewide funding mechanism to fund low-income bill assistance for all utility customers so that the cost and benefits of such assistance are distributed evenly throughout the state, provided such a fund can be established with reasonable administrative costs.  Also, AARP qualifies our support for a statewide funding mechanism with the understanding that, pending deliberations about and the implementation of such a statewide fund, such efforts to design this mechanism do not interfere with or jeopardize the existing, successful GMP program.  Specifically any statewide funding mechanism should be transitioned smoothly so that GMP consumers who now rely on GMP’s energy assistance program do not lose such support unless and until comparable support is offered through the new state funding mechanism.
2. How could such an approach be executed under the current legal framework of 30 V.S.A. § 218(e), which provides that “the Commission . . . may issue an order approving a rate schedule, tariff, agreement, contract, or settlement that provides reduced rates for low income electric utility consumers”?
The language that the Commission refers to is as follows:
Notwithstanding any other provisions of this section, the Commission, on its own motion or upon petition of any person, may issue an order approving a rate schedule, tariff, agreement, contract, or settlement that provides reduced rates for low-income electric utility consumers better to assure affordability. As used in this subsection, "low-income electric utility consumer" means a customer who has a household income at or below 185 percent of the current federal poverty level. When considering whether to approve a rate schedule, tariff, agreement, contract, or settlement for low-income electric utility consumers, the Commission shall take into account the potential impact on, and cost-shifting to, other utility customers.

This language clearly authorizes low-income rates such as those offered by GMP, where GMP recovers the cost of its low-income program from other ratepayers (and the Commission has taken into account this impact).  The broader question is whether one utility can recover the cost of its program from the ratepayers of another utility.  As AARP understands this language, the Commission has the authority to establish a statewide funding mechanism through rates, provided that the Commission takes into account the potential impact on and cost-shifting to all utilities’ customers, viewed in their entirety. 
The issue is how mechanically to provide for any individual utility’s recovery of the foregone revenues associated with subsidizing low-income service.  The intent would not be that each utility separately recover foregone revenues from its own set of ratepayers but rather that the foregone revenues be recovered across the entire universe of all utility ratepayers.  This would require some type of “truing up” and transfer of monies from one utility to another utility.  Specifically, it would necessitate an implicit transfer from the utilities with below-average percentages of low-income households to the utilities with above-average percentages of low-income households.  In some instances, such as the town of Johnson, although the percentage of low-income households is high, the absolute number of such households is low and so measured in absolute dollars the transfer would be small.  The challenge is to create a program that is administratively simple and fair to all ratepayers.[footnoteRef:3]  One model could be the telephone universal service funds, which some states maintain, where all companies assess a fee on their customers, which supports a “universal service” fund, and companies draw from this common fund to support their low-income subsidies.  The concept is straightforward, but AARP acknowledges that the administration of such a fund would entail some cost.  AARP is hopeful that utilities could design a mechanism for the auditable, straightforward transfer of monies if and as needed so that the burden of subsidizing low-income customers’ energy bills is shared evenly throughout the state.  Also the Commission could look to other states’ programs.[footnoteRef:4]  Although AARP prefers the option for low-income households to subscribe to subsidized low-income rates, another alternative is to have a state low-income energy assistance program and require residents to apply for assistance, such as is done in some states.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  For example, in the interest of fairness, the size of the subsidy for low-income participants should be the same across all utilities.]  [4:  The National Conference of State Legislatures reports the following:

Several states—including California, Illinois, Michigan, Minnesota, New Jersey, Oregon, Washington, Wisconsin and Virginia—have mandatory utility contribution requirements to ensure continued funding for energy assistance programs independent of federal allocations. Minnesota law requires public utilities to fund and administer affordability programs for low-income customers who qualify for LIHEAP. The law further requires utilities to fund the programs at a base annual level of $8 million, which increases upon the public utilities commission’s approval of rate increases. Wisconsin funds its low-income assistance programs through state appropriations and mandatory low-income assistance fees collected by utilities through customer bills. The state’s programs are designed to assist customers with payments, energy conservation and energy weatherization. New Jersey also administers a fund to assist low-income customers.  The state’s Universal Service Fund is primarily funded through a surcharge on natural gas and electricity bills, with funding levels determined by the Board of Public Utilities. Oregon law requires that electric companies collect a set amount, determined annually, to assist low-income residents in paying electric bills. The law also limits the amount a customer may be required to pay for low-income assistance programs to no more than $500 per month per site. These funds are directed to the Oregon Housing and Community Services Department’s Low-Income Electric Bill Payment Assistance Fund.

NCSL, “Bolstering Federal Energy Assistance and Weatherization With State Clean Energy Programs,” Laura Shields, September 23, 2021.  https://www.ncsl.org/research/energy/bolstering-federal-energy-assistance-and-weatherization-with-state-clean-energy-programs.aspx]  [5:  See, e.g., the program in New Jersey, which is funded by a surcharge on consumers’ bills, and which requires customers to apply for assistance. https://www.nj.gov/dca/divisions/dhcr/offices/usf.html] 

3. What alternative ideas, if any, do the utilities have to extend electric bill assistance to low-income customers of all Vermont utilities while also addressing the concerns of some utilities regarding individually funding their own low-income programs because of the high percentage of low-income customers in their service territories?
Individually funding their own low-income programs could be unduly burdensome for some utilities.  In our comments submitted on May 28, 2020, we included two appendices, which show the poverty status of Vermont’s cities, towns, and census designated places, based on data reported by the U.S. Census in its American Community Survey.  Appendix A to our comments shows by geographic area, the electricity provider, the population, and the numbers and percentages of people below 150%, 185%, and 200% of the federal poverty level (“FPL”).  Appendix B, which summarizes by electric utility service area the numbers and percentages of people below 150%, 185%, and 200% of the FPL, shows the wide variations in the percentages of low-income residents among Vermont’s electric utilities and electric utility service areas.  For example, 58% of Johnson’s residents are below 185% of the FPL whereas in GMP’s VEC service territory, only 11% of the residents are below 185% of the FPL.  These variations matter because they illustrate that recovering the cost of subsidizing electric power for low-income customers from a utility’s ratepayers could greatly disproportionately burden those Vermont residents  residing in high-poverty communities relative to those who residing in utility service areas with below-average levels of poverty.  For this reason, AARP supports a statewide funding mechanism. In the alternative, AARP is hopeful that those smaller utilities that, in the absence of a statewide program, may not be able to implement low-income energy assistance programs will consider other options such as arrearage forgiveness programs.
In conclusion, AARP VT appreciates having the opportunity to provide the Commission with input on these vitally important issues. We look forward to working with the Commission, utilities, and other interested parties to help all Vermonters better afford their electricity service.
Respectfully submitted,

/s/ Philene Taormina

Philene Taormina
Director of Advocacy, AARP VT
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