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Imagine having to go without food in order to pay your energy bill. More than 12 percent of Vermonters surveyed say that they do just that; yet little is being done to address this basic need. A recent report rated Vermont as the state with the highest average home energy burden in the United States. 

In 8,600 Vermont households with incomes at or below 50 percent of the federal poverty level (which is the equivalent of $9,500 for a family of four), 61.3 percent of the average total household income is going to pay the energy bill. 

Home energy is not just unaffordable for the very poor in Vermont; even Vermonters with higher annual incomes have energy bills significantly above the percentage considered affordable by national standards. According to AARP's report, "Energy and Telephone Assistance in the States," in 2001, 78 percent of those eligible for heating assistance are not receiving help and are literally out in the cold. The energy affordability gap in Vermont is not only created by home heating bills, but also high electric bills which represent more than 34 percent of the average annual energy costs for a Vermont household. 

Despite the staggering number of people in Vermont facing high energy bills and the fact that existing sources of federal energy assistance do not do nearly enough to make energy affordable, the Vermont Public Service Department, the self-described lead advocate on behalf of Vermont's residential energy consumers, has remained relatively silent on the subject. 

In January 2004, the Public Service Department released a draft of their 20-year energy plan. This plan has no vision for meeting the energy needs of low-income households. Without any intervention from the state, it is unlikely that Vermont's energy affordability gap will improve. AARP Vermont has a long history of fighting on behalf of our 119,000 Vermont members to secure lower residential energy rates. 

With the energy affordability gap continuing to grow in Vermont, AARP believes that now is the time for the Public Service Department and the state to take the steps necessary to make heat and electricity affordable for everyone. 

Any plan that examines 20 years of energy service and supply must also take into account vulnerable low-income consumers and protections for them. There are many state models that help make energy more affordable. 

One option is for Vermont to adopt a percentage of income payment program to assist low-income consumers. Such a plan would bring participants' energy bills into the range of affordability and best targets benefits to those with household energy burdens that exceed a percentage of household income. 

Unlike rate discount programs that provide a relatively small benefit to all qualified low-income customers, the fixed credit percentage of income program targets assistance only to those low-income customers who must pay more than the specified percentage of income. Those with low-incomes and high energy bills receive more assistance than those with higher incomes and lower energy bills. The incentive to conserve and manage energy usage is built into the program design because customers are responsible for any increased usage during the program year since the monthly bill credit is fixed at the onset of the program year. 

Funding levels for programs such as this vary among states, but in general the rate impact of the program costs is modest. Some of the more obvious expense categories which are routinely included in rates include the costs of financing late payments, collection activities, the negotiation and monitoring of payment arrangements, disconnection activities and the costs of writing off uncollectible expenses. An efficient and effective low-income bill payment assistance program will reduce costs otherwise incurred by utilities to collect amounts due from customers who cannot pay in full no matter what type of payment arrangement is offered. 

Clearly, now is the time to look ahead, be creative and address a serious consumer problem before it puts more Vermonters out in the cold. 
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