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Introduction 
Climate Action San Antonio released an “Open Letter on Energy Justice and a San Antonio COVID-19 

Recovery”1 in October 2020. In the context of a multi-faceted public health crisis, the coalition of 23 

community organizations called attention to the intersections of structural racism, energy justice, and 

long-time health inequities exposed by the pandemic: 

 

The impact of COVID-19 has only further laid bare glaring income and health disparities 

between white residents and people of color — disparities that have complicated justice-

based pandemic recovery efforts. We have long known that Northside residents of certain 

ZIP Codes live decades longer than some on the Southside, for instance, and therefore 

should have predicted that Latinx residents would die at disproportionately higher 

numbers with the onset of COVID-19. A raft of factors are behind these grim inequities: 

exposure to air pollution from fossil-fueled car and truck traffic; lack of access to 

greenspace and healthy food; redlining and racist development patterns and policing; 

rising temperatures driven by the engines of climate change and dirty power plants; and 

zoning that permits industrial operations near schools and neighborhoods.1 

 

The open was letter was directed at two groups: the CPS Energy Board of Trustees, and San Antonio’s 

Mayor and City Council. The CPS Energy Board was targeted because they oversee operations and 

provide governance for San Antonio’s energy utility; the Mayor and City Council were targeted because 

they ultimately bear regulatory responsibility for CPS as a municipally owned utility.2 The initial letter 

made five demands, which were clarified and expanded upon through a subsequent open letter3 distributed 

on Earth Day (April 22) 2021: 

 

1. End the policy of utility disconnections for the most vulnerable families 

2. Move beyond resilience: prioritize weatherization, demand management, and community solar as 

essential to a just recovery 

3. Establish community-drive resource planning 

4. No rate increases until the utility rate structure is fair 

5. Shut down the Spruce coal plant by 2030 

 

Layered on top of the ongoing COVID-19 crisis, the 2021 Winter Storm further revealed glaring racial 

and economic inequities. It also drew attention to myriad broken promises to advance structural reforms 

in preparation for climate-related disasters. The 28 organizations signing the later 2021 letter declare, “our 

call has long included the need for prioritization of public health, safe and energy-efficient homes, as well 

as cleaner energy options. Progress has been grudging. This has to stop.”3  

 

Within academic circles, there is increasing 

attention and research dedicated toward 

energy insecurity,4-9 defined as “the 

inability to adequately meet household 

energy needs.”10 Similar to food insecurity 

and housing insecurity – and experienced 

by similar proportions of the US 

population - energy insecurity is 

disproportionately experienced by low-

income households and communities of 

color.10 Among families below 200% of 

the federal poverty line, 44% experience 

economic energy insecurity compared to 

A sudden setback like illness or unemployment can 

lead to a negative spiral of mounting bills, 

disconnection notices, evictions, and 

homelessness…too often families have to choose 

between basic necessities – whether to pay the rent, 

heat their apartment, eat a meal, or purchase 

medications.                         

 – Diana Hernandez, Columbia University8  
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only 2% of those above.11 A 2020 national survey found that twice as many low-income Black 

households and five times as many low-income Latinx/Hispanic households received a disconnection 

notice from their utility company during the early months of the pandemic compared to low-income 

White households. Furthermore, Black households were five times as likely to be disconnected and 

Hispanic/Latinx households were eight times as likely compared to White households with low incomes.4  

 

While energy insecurity can be viewed through an economic lens – disproportionate energy expenses 

(burdens) relative to income – researchers also emphasize two other dimensions. Physical aspects of 

energy insecurity are tied to housing structures, quality, and appliances. Low-income households tend to 

live in older housing with insufficient insulation, struggle to afford housing-related improvements and 

maintenance costs, and bear the brunt of landlords installing lower quality and lower efficiency materials, 

including appliances.6 Lewis et al. describe it as a “poverty tax” – persons living in inefficient housing 

with lower income and less wealth paying more for household energy services.12 

 

Behavioral components of energy insecurity are related to coping strategies and negative health impacts, 

such as elders being more likely to “sweat it out” or die during a heat wave, or the use of ovens and space 

heaters to provide warmth during colder weather despite heightened levels of risk.6 Chronic stress tied to 

energy insecurity can create a self-reinforcing cycle in which stress leads to adverse health, which in turn 

can generate more stress.13  

   

This report marshals research and examples from across the United States to illuminate energy insecurity 

in San Antonio. In describing the challenges and opportunities of various policy approaches, the goal is to 

facilitate deeper conversation and engagement around community-driven solutions that ensure that every 

resident’s basic energy needs are met while also safeguarding the long-term health of the planet. Energy 

justice is integral to ensuring health equity: every person experiencing their highest possible level of 

health and wellbeing, with the process of change being driven by those experiencing the greatest burdens 

and inequities.   

 

Before describing 12 specific policy ideas for consideration in San Antonio, this document begins with 

sections focusing on health impacts of energy insecurity, an overview of energy justice, and the 

problematic focus on “resilience” in disaster discussions. To emphasize the urgent necessity to transform 

our local energy system, we first turn to recent research examining the burgeoning impact of climate 

change on San Antonio through extreme temperatures and the urban heat island effect.  

Climate Change Urgency for San Antonio 
Extreme temperatures and weather events associated with climate change threaten health and wellbeing 

everywhere. In San Antonio, the effects of climate change exacerbate historical legacies such as 

environmental racism, redlining, and disproportionate levels of community development. This reality was 

exposed during the 2021 Winter Storm, and it is also reflected in neighborhood-level inequities in the 

urban heat island effect.  

 

Globally, scientists continue to raise alarms about extreme temperatures connected to climate change. 

Due to physiological limitations, research published in 2020 registered concerns about an “upper limit for 

survivability” when experiencing sustained exposure to high humidity and high levels of heat, especially 

above 95 degrees F – even with perfect health, full shade, no activity, and unlimited water. Significantly, 

there has been a doubling in extreme humid heat in some coastal areas since 1979, and it is expected to 

continue to increase due to climate change. 14 Separate research from 2019 predicted that by 2050, 

throughout the US, there would be a doubling of days with a 100+ heat index, tripling of 105+ heat index 

days, and the development of heat index conditions severe enough to exceed the current heat index 

formula for over 25% of the country (by area). For reference, historically, these “no analog” conditions 
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where the current heat index formula is exceeded typically impact less than 1% of the US by area. Under 

this modelling, southern Texas is projected to experience 100-150 annual 100+ heat index days by mid-

century.15 

 

The urban heat island effect, in which urban areas experience higher temperatures than outlying areas, 

will increase health risks for San Antonio residents. A 2020 study charted the relationship between 

redlining maps and present-day urban heat island effects by mapping satellite-derived summer land 

surface temperatures onto 108 redlining maps produced by the Home Owners Loan Corporation in the 

1930s. Across the nation, 94% of cities had greater temperatures in redlined neighborhoods, in part due to 

the presence of impervious surfaces (such as building complexes and roadways) instead of tree canopy, 

coupled with increased density of buildings and usage of building materials that retain more heat. 

Redlined areas had hotter temperatures, with an average difference of 5 degrees F in summer for redlined 

neighborhoods versus those that had been favored for housing loans. In some cities, there was a 12-degree 

F gap between different sections of town.16  

 

Comparing weather station data from San Antonio, New Braunfels, Poteet, and Boerne between 1997 and 

2010, Boice et al. concluded that San Antonio’s urban heat island effect is growing at a rate of 0.8 degrees 

C (1.44 degrees F) per decade, an increase over previously published research showing a growth rate of 

0.5 degrees C.17 They reference a study showing that daytime temperatures in downtown San Antonio are 

typically 8-12 degrees C higher than nearby rural areas, with smaller differences at night. Boice et al. also 

note that urban heat island effects should impact energy planning, because utilities must forecast demand 

at least a decade in advance to increase generation as needed. This leads to the question: as the city of San 

Antonio plans to mitigate urban heat island effects, how are those plans being developed in concert with 

CPS Energy?  

Energy Insecurity and Health  
While climate change will continue to increase the prevalence of extreme weather and urban heat island 

effects, the health impacts of current climate patterns are already well-documented for many vulnerable 

populations, particularly at a national and global level.  

 

As noted in the introduction, energy insecurity entails three interrelated dimensions: physical (housing 

structures), economic (energy burdens), and behavioral (coping strategies). This dimensional construct 

has been reinforced through qualitative research with persons with lived experience of energy insecurity, 

including interviews and home tours with low-income heads of household.10 Hernandez noted that 

economic aspects include juggling various financial priorities, accumulating debt, and not being able to 

change residences. Behavioral components include worries about energy insecurity that trigger anxiety 

and depression, as well as concerns about child protective services removing children from the home. 

Hernandez identified a relationship between scarce affordable housing options and deficiencies in the 

physical infrastructure of housing available to low-income households. She also noted that even public 

housing residents who don’t make utility payments experience energy insecurity when their home is over- 

or under-heated, over- or under-cooled, lacks proper insulation, or impacted by inefficient or 

malfunctioning appliances.10  

 

Broadly, documented health outcomes of energy insecurity include cardiovascular and respiratory issues, 

heat stress, impaired sleep, stress and mental health challenges, and diminishment of resilience reserves, 

making it harder to bounce back from hardships.9 Higher levels of energy insecurity are associated with 

increased odds of household food insecurity, child food insecurity, developmental risks for children, and 

reports of fair to poor health for children, especially for children under 3 years of age.11,18 
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To identify energy insecure households, Cook et al. recommend three classifications to support screening 

and referral processes in clinical settings: 1) energy secure (no problems), 2) moderate energy insecurity 

(a disconnection was threatened in the last 12 months), or 3) severe energy insecurity (either a shutoff in 

the last year, or one or more days without heat/cooling, or usage of a cooking stove to heat the home).18 

  

 

Figure 1: Health Impacts of Energy Insecurity19 
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Figure 1 summarizes the most critical health impacts of energy insecurity. The remainder of this section 

examines health effects through the lens of each energy insecurity dimension - physical, economic, and 

behavioral - closing with a differentiation between acute and chronic experiences.   

 

Physical Dimension 
Physical energy insecurity revolves around the physical structure of the home and its impact on energy 

inefficiency. Specific to health effects, some respiratory, cardiovascular, and pulmonary conditions plus  

chronic diseases like arthritis and diabetes are exacerbated by temperature extremes, requiring close 

regulation of household temperatures. Similarly, young children and elders are more vulnerable to 

variations in temperature and statistically more likely to spend time at home, increasing household energy 

consumption.9,18 A person’s type of employment can be a contributing factor too: low-paying jobs such as 

construction and farming often involve work in extreme temperature conditions. Laborers in these 

occupations are also more likely to experience energy insecurity at home, sometimes triggering 

temperature-related health problems.9 

   

Some health outcomes tied to physical energy insecurity are likely undercounted and require more study. 

Research from 2020 speculated that because there are no standard criteria for attributing deaths to heat, 

potentially 8.5 times as many deaths are connected to moderate or high levels of heat than previously 

understood.20 Stratifying by income, in 2019, Xu found that 2.1% of low-income households sought 

medical attention in the previous year due to insufficient home temperatures, compared to 0.4% middle-

income and 0.1% high-income households.21 Examining by race, studies of heatwaves in four different 

cities suggested that Black residents either lack access to air conditioning or cannot afford it, revealed 

both by White populations using air conditioning twice as much as Black populations during the 

heatwave as well as higher mortality rates for Black residents during and after the heatwave.9 Until the 

physical dimensions of energy insecurity are addressed for vulnerable populations, extreme temperatures 

stemming from worsening climate change will likely increase mortality and exacerbate existing health 

inequities between population groups.  

 

Economic Dimension 
Compared to higher-income households, low-income households experience disproportionate financial 

burdens for basic household energy needs, resulting in economic energy insecurity. Those same 

disproportionate financial burdens also lead to food, housing and other forms of household insecurity, 

impacting health. Analyzing 2018 data, Xu found that almost 40% of low-income households reduced or 

abstained from basic necessities like medicine or food at least once during the year, prioritizing the 

payment of their energy bill. Commonly known as the “heat or eat dilemma”, this experience is not 

consistent across income groups: only 16% of middle-income and 3% of high-income households 

reported the same dilemma. More appallingly, 13% of low-income households were forced to make this 

type of choice every month.21  

 

This data is reinforced by a comprehensive review of utility disconnections in California conducted by the 

organization TURN. Through surveys of low-income households, TURN’s grassroots community 

partners found that 61% had experienced food spoiling in their refrigerator due to a disconnection. 

Additionally, 38% of households reported a family member being unable to finish homework due to 

insufficient lighting.19 Nationally, a survey conducted during the early months of the COVID-19 

pandemic among families at or below 200% of the federal poverty level showed that 22% spent less or 

nothing on medical or food expenses just to be able to cover household energy costs.22 

 

An emerging area of research into economic energy insecurity focuses on young adults. Studying young 

adult renters ages 18-35 in the United Kingdom, Petrova describes a new “precariat” impacted by high 

levels of job insecurity, unaffordable housing, and energy insecurity who spend more time at work, 
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school, or other people’s homes to avoid uncomfortable home temperatures. Petrova also draws attention 

to internet access as another increasingly critical energy service prioritized by young adults.23   

 

Behavioral Dimension 
Demonstrating the interconnections between the three dimensions of energy insecurity while also 

illuminating the behavioral aspects, Hernandez and Phillips named three primary pathways to stress for 

energy insecure households: 

1) Physical deficiencies, in which housing conditions can lead to uncomfortable temperatures 

and/or problems with safety and security,  

2) Economic challenges, because housing and energy costs are often the highest household 

expenses, and 

3) Physical and mental health problems, such as anxiety around using space heaters or an oven 

to heat the home during cold weather.13 

 

Generally, chronic stress increases susceptibility to adverse health effects. For children living in poverty, 

this can impact brain development and increase the risk for cardiovascular disease, asthma, and 

depression later in life. In essence, there are multi-generational consequences for energy insecurity, 

especially at a behavioral level. It is well established that stress can be a self-reinforcing cycle in which 

stress leads to adverse health effects which in turn result in more stress.13 Moreover, some coping 

mechanisms are compounding stressors. Opening a window for ventilation might increase the risk of 

crime or violence; it may also increase exposure to noise and outdoor air pollution.9 

 

In California, TURN documented that 31.6% (280,000 of 886,000) of household energy shutoffs in 2017 

happened in homes that experienced at least one shutoff in the previous year.19 This points to a mental and 

emotional toll for households anticipating another disconnection, potentially also impacting physical 

health within those same households. Additionally, TURN notes that roughly 1 in 10 customers are never 

reconnected, meaning that people vacate their homes because few live for an extended time without 

energy service.  

 

Research from Europe supplements these findings. Survey data from the 22 nations participating in the 

2016 European Social Survey showed that individuals with concerns about energy insecurity rate their 

health lower.24 In 2012, Gilbertson utilized data from 2001-2003 surveys of a national energy efficiency 

effort in England to conclude that stress related to energy insecurity had a stronger association with poor 

health than actual indoor temperatures or thermal comfort.25 A 2019 study of individuals in 11 former 

Communist European countries found evidence that while energy insecurity directly impacts health 

status, it has greater impact on overall satisfaction with one’s socioeconomic status.26 The authors note 

that while policymakers often value physical health status, they rarely focus on low self-esteem stemming 

from the shame of being unable to pay one’s energy bills.  

 

Acute vs. Chronic Energy Insecurity 
Not all experiences of energy insecurity are the same, nor are the health impacts always comparable. In a 

comprehensive 2019 literature review exploring the pathways and mediators between energy insecurity 

and health, Jessel et al. differentiate between acute and chronic energy insecurity. Acute energy insecurity 

is a temporary, short-term experience caused by a brief event, such as a power outage following a climate 

disaster or a nearby reported gas leak. Many households experienced acute energy insecurity in San 

Antonio during the 2021 Winter Storm. By contrast, recurring, long-term challenges to affording or 

accessing essential household energy represent chronic energy insecurity. Chronic stress is more likely to 

result from chronic energy insecurity and be transferred to future generations, impacting health, quality of 

life, and life expectancy through chronic health conditions, accelerated aging, and higher rates of 

disabilities.9  
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Figure 2 maps the impacts and outcomes for different types and mediating influences of energy 

insecurity. Jessel et al. note that climate change will lead to acute energy insecurity for all populations, for 

example, through severe weather events. At the same time, it will disproportionately and more severely 

impact households with chronic energy insecurity who are less able to prepare and recover.9 As San 

Antonio considers policies to address energy insecurity, it needs to center the lived experiences of 

households with chronic energy insecurity in decision-making processes – these are essential experts to 

include in the development, implementation, and evaluation of local solutions.  

 

Figure 2: Mapping Impacts and Outcomes of Energy Insecurity9

 

Energy Justice 
“Energy sacrifice zones” are places where, without policies to protect vulnerable populations, high 

demand for energy leads to disproportionately higher rates of chronic disease, chronic stress, and other 

adverse health effects, especially for low-income households and communities of color. Hernandez 

identifies four fundamental rights to minimize burdens and increase benefits for people living in energy 

sacrifice zones:   

1) Right to healthy, sustainable energy production,  

2) Right to best available energy infrastructure,  

3) Right to affordable energy, and 

4) Right to uninterrupted energy service, regardless of payment or arrearage status.27 

 

As San Antonio considers various energy-related policies – such as closing the Spruce coal plant, revising 

utility rates, investing in low income housing energy efficiency, and mitigating future energy system 

failures based on lessons learned from the 2021 Winter Storm – the four rights above constitute basic 

principles for evaluating the distribution of energy-related benefits and burdens. San Antonio has a formal 
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commitment to institutionalizing equity throughout its departments and processes. The city council has 

declared racism to be a public health crisis. Applying these understandings and commitments toward 

energy production, distribution, and consumption, the city should also prioritize the identification and 

elimination of energy sacrifice zones both within and outside city limits that result from its energy 

demands.   

 

In addition to basic rights, the prevalence and depth of energy-related inequities point to the need for a 

larger framework to support transformation of the energy system. Lewis et al. articulate energy justice as 

comprising four mutually reinforcing components: 

• Recognition justice - acknowledging energy-related vulnerabilities of populations, including 

racial and class inequities, 

• Procedural justice – fairness of decision-making processes, 

• Distributional justice – questioning and addressing the fairness of energy benefits and burdens, 

and 

• Restorative justice – responding to historical legacies and righting past wrongs.12 

Together, these four forms of justice offer a framework to guide the consideration and implementation of 

energy justice within San Antonio.  

 

Diagnosis should drive treatment; unfair energy burdens must first be identified, disaggregated, and 

named before they are addressed comprehensively. Procedural justice directs the placement of energy 

insecure households at the center of decision-making processes, not only as consumers with valuable 

input, but also as co-designers and co-creators of solutions. Because conversions to clean energy 

frequently benefit advantaged communities the most – increasing rather than diminishing air quality 

inequalities – and due to their potential to intensify gentrification processes, distributional justice 

demands assurances that residents experiencing the greatest inequities will be prioritized for both 

immediate and long-term benefits. Also, as Lewis et al. note, through increasing the value of the home 

(leading to greater household wealth), creating jobs, reducing stress, and improving the health of the 

household, home energy efficiency is a restorative justice approach.12 

 

Figure 3: Essential Steps of a Restorative Justice Approach28  

 

 
 

 

Energy justice for all will be advanced through transformations in culture, economic structures, and 

power.  As shown in Figure 4, a just transition requires movement away from an extractive economy and 

into a living economy that prioritizes energy democracy, sustainable and renewable power, and ecological 

well-being for all species, big and small. It also requires deep investment in developing grassroots people 

power, coupled with commitment to changing policies and regulations.29   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What harm was 
done?

What are the 
needs of those 

involved?

How can harm be 
repaired?
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Figure 4: Strategy Framework for Just Transition29 

 

Policy Change, not Resilience, is the Primary Lever for Change  
Resilience is a popular buzzword and frequently proposed solution in healthcare and social service 

settings for uplifting low-income households. It also surfaces in discussions about climate-related 

disasters, such as Hurricane Sandy, “the most costly and destructive disaster” ever to strike public 

housing and its residents in New York City.30 A few years after Sandy, a community/academic 

partnership including tenants and environmental 

justice organizations conducted focus groups with 

public housing residents to understand their 

perceptions and enactment of resilience in the 

wake of the disaster. In documenting daily 

experiences of chronic stress, study team 

identified a process of continual depletion 

impacting the residents’ ability to respond to 

additional stress resulting from a climate-related 

disaster. Their findings led them to develop the 

concept of a resilience reserve: “an inventory of 

potential capacity to confront unanticipated challenges” impacted by living in a state of chronic hardship. 

They compare a resilience reserve to a financial reserve: when drawn down through continual usage, 

emergency funds might not be available during a financial crisis.30  
 

While a variety of resources mention resilience as a goal and vehicle toward improving community health 

in times of disaster, few draw attention to the (policy) disaster before the (climate) disaster: chronic 

hardship, lack of investment in underlying community conditions, and other structural barriers inhibiting 

health and wellbeing for certain communities, especially communities of color. In a 2019 Harvard Law 

The chronic poor are (by definition) very 

resilient…clearly what the chronic poor need is 

not more resilience, but less poverty and 

marginalization. 

-Béné et al., Resilience, Poverty  

and Development31  
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Review article, Baker interrogates the concept of resilience as it relates to energy systems, demanding to 

know: what are we bouncing back into? To advance liberation for low-income households and 

communities of color, Baker advocates for a focus on anti-resilience within the energy system. She 

envisions the transformation of the energy system through reimagining how it functions, including a 

transition toward clean energy. As Baker defines it, anti-resilience is “the quality of resisting the 

obfuscation of systemic violence enacted upon communities of color and the poor in the name of energy. 

The act of engaging in a politics of anti-racism and anti-oppression that exposes the roots of structural 

inequality and vulnerability, and illuminates the path for system transformation.”32 

 

One model for local transformation of the energy system comes from the United Kingdom. Macmillan et 

al. describe a participatory stakeholder mapping process that connected environmental, social, economic, 

and health outcomes while also appreciating the complexity of housing system transformation. Through 

interviews and workshops with organizational leaders, the research team developed causal loop diagrams 

that fed into deeper discussions among assembled representatives from industry, the academy, 

community, and government. The process of system modeling and deepening levels of discourse and trust 

enabled participants to develop a shared analysis of housing, energy, and wellbeing as complex yet 

interrelated systems. The authors note this is an essential first step toward identifying more effective 

policy levers, contrasted against the typical assemblage of siloed information and concepts that inhibit 

effective policy development.33 
 

A final note about the importance of energy-related policies: a 2021 paper issued by the US National 

Bureau of Economic Research analyzed the impact of housing eviction and utility disconnection 

moratoria at the local, county, state, and national level on COVID-19 infections and deaths. Noting that 

utility disconnections are often a precursor to housing eviction, the authors found that moratoria policies 

on utility disconnection reduced infections by 4.4% and deaths by 7.4%. Furthermore, moratoria policies 

on housing evictions decreased infections by 3.8% and deaths by 11%.34 This research illustrates that 

individual and community resilience are helpful, but in the wake of a national history of structural 

violence and the persistent, ongoing devaluation of the lives of persons of color, targeted universalist 

policies like moratoria save lives.  
 

The next twelve sections of this report focus on specific policies to be considered for their potential to 

address energy insecurity and advance energy justice within San Antonio. Each policy idea was 

identified, refined, and scored by a team of local energy justice advocates utilizing an original equity 

matrix (Appendix B) for household energy policies. The equity matrix is intended to be a tool to facilitate 

group discernment rather than determine priorities in isolation. As such, scoring is subjective to the 

perspectives: a) at a given moment in time, b) of the individuals using the tool. Here the policies are listed 

in order of their score, from first to worst, as agreed upon by the team that piloted the tool’s usage in 

March 2021. 
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Potential Household Energy Policies for San Antonio 

 

1. Increase household energy efficiency 
 

Core Idea 

Increase CPS Energy spending on energy efficiency for low income residents. Maintain a high percentage 

of low-income households engaged in energy efficiency efforts while also increasing the overall 

commitment to energy efficiency, to be assessed through metrics such as: programs as a percentage of 

sales, programs as a percentage of revenue, peak savings, net lifetime savings, programs in emerging 

areas, and three-year savings targets. 

 

Description 

Per square foot, household energy consumption in the United States is greatest for the highest and lowest 

income brackets: the highest income brackets are explained by consumption behaviors and larger homes, 

while the lowest brackets are explained by energy inefficient infrastructure and appliances.35 Isolating for 

low-income households, while the average US household spent $0.98 per square foot on household 

energy in 2015, low-income households spent $1.23 due to energy inefficiency.21 Nationally, utilities 

invested $8 billion in energy efficiency programs in 2015, but only 9% went toward programs serving 

low-income households, which were 23% of the population.37  

 

From an energy justice perspective, investing in household energy efficiency can be a form of restorative 

justice, addressing historic wrongs by 

improving both the housing quality and 

value of homes for low-income residents of 

color. Energy efficiency immediately 

benefits households experiencing extreme 

weather – for example, during the 2021 

Winter Storm – while also generating long-

term household savings on utility expenses. 

Within the utility industry, energy 

efficiency is also frequently considered the 

first fuel for a clean energy future.38  

 

Compared to its peers, CPS Energy is below average in supporting and achieving energy efficiency. The 

2020 Utility Energy Efficiency Scorecard published by the American Council for an Energy-Efficient 

Economy (ACEEE) notes: 

• Among 52 utilities scored, CPS Energy was number 33, achieving 37% (18.5 of 50) of possible 

points. 

• Program performance accounts for more than half (26 of 50 total points) of a utility’s score. On 

these most important measures (savings, spending, peak reduction, etc.), CPS is at the 27th 

percentile. CPS scores very low on savings and spending tied to energy efficiency. 

• Program implementation is 25% of a utility’s score (12.5 of 50 total points). In this category, CPS 

is at the 52nd percentile (6.5 points) due to the strength of its low-income programs and portfolio 

comprehensiveness (offering 17 of 24 recommended programs). 

• The enabling mechanisms to scale energy efficiency are the remainder of a utility’s score (11.5 of 

50 points). Here, CPS is in the 43rd percentile with 5 points. 

• While it is admirable that CPS Energy achieved 113% (the average for all utilities was 115%) of 

its energy efficiency goal, it was a low goal equaling only 0.6% of CPS Energy’s total sales. 

Energy efficiency is a public safety issue that no one 

is talking about…an energy efficient home saves 

people money all the time, and it would also reduce 

the peak demand we saw.     

-Daniel Tait, Energy & Policy Institute,  

reflecting on the 2021 Winter Storm37 
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• Across all categories, areas where CPS scores low relative to peers include: energy efficiency 

savings as a percentage of sales, energy efficiency spending as a percentage of revenue, 

percentage of peak savings as a percentage of total peak demand, net lifetime savings, programs 

in emerging energy efficiency areas, and 3-year savings targets (indicating long-term 

prioritization).39 

 

It should be noted that in 2018, CPS spent $18.5 million or 41.5% of its total energy efficiency spending 

on low-income households, which was second highest among the 52 utilities evaluated.39 It is critical that 

CPS Energy increase its overall spending on energy efficiency while simultaneously maintaining this 

relatively high percentage of investment in lower-income households. This can be augmented by City of 

San Antonio commitments to improve housing for low income families through programs such as Under 

1 Roof (replacing worn roofs with gray asphalt shingles) and the Owner-Occupied Rehab Program.40    

 

One selling point for energy efficiency is that it can boost the local economy by generating clean energy 

employment. While the installation of cooling equipment has less local economic impact, other energy 

efficiency efforts such as air sealing and attic insulation have a high labor-to-material cost ratio, meaning 

that more revenue stays in the community in the form of wages.37 Additionally, many locales are shifting 

away from rigid cost-benefit thresholds and instead embracing all-cost-effective frameworks, enabling 

greater investment due to the many health, environmental, and economic benefits.41 

 

Research has shown that block groups with lower median income, higher levels of poverty, higher 

percentages of people of color, and lower levels of education all predict lower energy efficiency. Rather 

than relying on self-referrals, San Antonio could take a proactive approach to targeting specific 

neighborhoods and block groups for outreach for weatherization programs.42 It is also important to 

remember that energy efficiency is impacted not only by the age of a house but also by its structural 

properties. Mobile homes are extremely energy inefficient, and mobile home residents may require more 

than weatherization assistance to improve energy security and create energy justice.43   

 

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• Emerald Cities Collaborative is a national nonprofit whose programs include energy efficiency in 

multi-family rental housing units for low and moderate-income households, capacity-building 

efforts with contractors and “minority” businesses, and technical assistance for public and private 

sector entities.44  

• Bloomfield, Iowa uses property-level data to identify least energy efficient buildings and target 

locations for energy efficiency outreach through the municipal energy utility. On-bill financing is 

an option: the customer repays part of the expense through their utility bill each month, which 

allows low-income households without access to capital to participate.41 

• The economic boost for energy efficiency can be enhanced through policies such as requiring 

jobs to be filled by local residents in targeted communities, developing community-based 

vocational training, and strengthening building codes. Austin, Texas provides grants to 

organizations supporting low-income residents developing clean energy job skills.41 

• 2020 Utility Energy Efficiency Scorecard published by the American Council for an Energy-

Efficient Economy provides self-reported data from utilities and analysis of important energy 

efficiency measures.39 

• From an academic perspective, Energy efficiency as energy justice: addressing racial inequities 

through investments in people and places is a literature review focused on African-Americans and 

energy efficiency, contextualized within the framework of energy justice.12 

 

 

 

https://emeraldcities.org/
https://energynews.us/2019/03/25/small-iowa-town-hopes-benchmarking-makes-big-impact-on-energy-efficiency/
https://www.austintexas.gov/news/community-grant-program-aims-increase-fair-access-austins-green-jobs
https://www.aceee.org/research-report/u2004
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12053-019-09820-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12053-019-09820-z
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Equity Matrix Scoring 

Among the 12 policy ideas scored using the equity matrix, energy efficiency was the only one to receive 

all 10 points within the five most critical criteria. Beyond those criteria, it scored high in every category, 

with the only exception being a “medium to high” score for its impact on clean energy employment. The 

scoring team noted that energy efficiency programs tend not to target low-income residents, plus many 

low-income households are excluded from participation because they are renters or living in housing that 

is too substandard for program consideration. This policy initiative should be directed at both the City of 

San Antonio and CPS Energy, not only because CPS Energy is owned by the city, but also because the 

city can supplement CPS programs with programs of its own such as Under 1 Roof. As noted above, 

many energy efficiency programs create clean energy jobs and boost the local economy.    

 

 

2. Improve the Critical Care program 
 

Core Idea 

Transform the Critical Care Program through the six National Consumer Law Center guiding principles. 
 

Description 

Across the United States, in the first few months of the COVID-19 pandemic, medical electronic device 

users were four times more likely to experience utility disconnection than those not using a medical 

device.45 In 2018, a report by the California-based organization TURN noted something similar: while 

energy consumers with serious medical 

problems or using medical equipment were 

eligible for enrollment in a California 

program called Medical Baseline, after 

disconnection, these same customers were 

four times more likely not to be 

reconnected than other customers.19 Due to 

the lack of publicly available data about 

CPS Energy disconnections, it is unclear 

how many customers with serious medical 

conditions or reliant on medical electronic 

devices face disconnections, or how 

promptly they are reconnected.  

 

In 2015, the George Wiley Center, a Rhode 

Island nonprofit, filed suit against utility 

company National Grid and the Rhode 

Island Division of Public Utilities and 

Carriers on behalf of seriously ill and 

disabled utility consumers. A year later, a consent order was issued requiring the utility to come into 

compliance with state law, also mandating an “absolute prohibition against termination of gas or electric 

utility service to seriously ill and disabled consumers for nonpayment of arrears during National Grid’s 

two-month implementation of the terms of the Order”.47 

 

Based on documentation available from the CPS Energy website, it appears the CPS Critical Care 

Program is limited to customers using medical equipment. It does not appear that CPS offers any 

assistance or support to customers with serious illness not requiring medical equipment, such as diabetes, 

multiple sclerosis, scleroderma, or burns.48 Furthermore, the Critical Care program does not prevent 

disconnection or offer specialized bill assistance; instead, it simply allows the customer extra time to pay 

Customers with medical problems often need 

medical equipment such as nebulizers, life support 

machines, and dialysis machines that rely on 

electricity. In most states, customers can apply for 

medical protection to keep power on to supply such 

equipment….however, even in states that do offer 

medical protection, the policy and how to apply for 

medical protection is often not widely known. 

Additionally, the process to apply can be 

burdensome. 

-Verclas & Hsieh, From Utility  

Disconnection to Universal Access46 
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their bill, as required by state law.49 Separately on their website, CPS notes that applicants to the REAP 

program can qualify for assistance of up to $400/year if they require critical care equipment and their 

income is at or below 125% of federal poverty guidelines.50 

   

In 2021, the National Consumer Law Center (NCLC) released a report titled Protecting Seriously Ill 

Consumers from Utility Disconnections.51 While geared toward state utility commissions, the report is 

also applicable to San Antonio because CPS Energy is a municipally-owned utility, meaning that it is 

principally governed by the City of San Antonio rather than the Texas Public Utility Commission.2 The 

NCLC report offers six principles or recommendations to guide the development of strong policies 

impacting “serious illness” in households, particularly focused on preventing disconnections: 

1) Broad scope: Protections should be extended to anyone that a medical professional deems to 

have a “serious illness”. 

2) Diversity of certifiers: Certification should be acceptable from a broad range of professionals, 

without any second-guessing, through an easy certification process. 

3) Prompt and lasting protection against disconnection: Protections should go into immediate 

effect even before certification of a customer’s serious illness status is verified and should be 

renewable as long as the condition lasts. 

4) Notification to customers: Communication should be provided in multiple languages, and 

customers should be notified of serious illness protection rules when starting service, 

annually, and in any collection/disconnection communications. 

5) Proactively identify medically fragile customers and avoid terminations: Utilities should take 

their own steps to identify seriously ill consumers and get advance approval from a governing 

body to disconnect someone with serious illness status. 

6) Collect, report, and analyze data: Utilities should disaggregate data on the numbers of 

requests for serious illness, requests granted, disconnections, subsequent reconnections, etc.51 

 

Texas state law prohibits the disconnection of “service at a permanent, individually metered dwelling unit 

of a delinquent customer when that customer establishes that disconnection of service will cause some 

person residing at that residence to become seriously ill or more seriously ill.” To prevent disconnection, 

customers are required to enter into a deferred payment plan and have their attending physician submit a 

written statement to the utility. These steps grant the customer an extension of service for up to 63 days.49 

Similarly, by state law, “Critical Care Residential Customers” demonstrating that a resident in the home is 

“dependent upon an electric-powered medical device to sustain life” are required to receive an extension 

of service for up to 63 days.52 “Chronic Condition Residential Customers,” which include those requiring 

“electric heating or cooling to prevent the impairment of a major life function through a significant 

deterioration or exacerbation of the person’s medical condition,” receive an additional 21 days of service 

before disconnection.53 Based on the documentation provided on the CPS Energy website, it is unclear if 

or how CPS communicates these various protections to customers. Beyond the requirements of state law, 

CPS Energy’s own policies and procedures to identify, protect, and make process improvements to 

support seriously ill consumers are unclear.    

 

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• The George Wiley Center offers various resources to prevent disconnections for medically 

vulnerable consumers, including details about their Lifeline Project.54  

• To view Texas state laws pertaining to customer protections from electric utilities, see sections 

25.29(g), 25.483 (g & h), and 25.497.49,52,53  

• TURN (The Utility Reform Network) offers a variety of resources, handouts, and infographics, 

including information about the Medical Baseline program.55 

• Protecting Seriously Ill Consumers from Utility Disconnections: What States Can Do to Save 

Lives Now was written and published by the National Consumer Law Center.51 

https://www.georgewileycenter.org/
https://www.georgewileycenter.org/lifeline-project
https://www.puc.texas.gov/agency/rulesnlaws/subrules/electric/25.29/25.29.pdf
https://www.puc.texas.gov/agency/rulesnlaws/subrules/electric/25.483/25.483.pdf
https://www.puc.texas.gov/agency/rulesnlaws/subrules/electric/25.497/25.497.pdf
https://www.turn.org/policyvoice/fact-sheets-on-energy-and-telecom/
https://www.turn.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Medical-Baseline-Fact-Sheet_English.pdf
https://www.nclc.org/issues/energy-utilities-a-communications/protecting-seriously-ill-consumers-from-utility-disconnections.html
https://www.nclc.org/issues/energy-utilities-a-communications/protecting-seriously-ill-consumers-from-utility-disconnections.html
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Equity Matrix Scoring 

This policy idea scored high through the equity matrix, receiving high marks in each of the five most 

critical categories except for political will and winnability, where it was rated as medium to high. For the 

remaining categories, it scored high for its impact on direct access to energy, clarity of results and 

outcomes, and data support for this direction; medium to high for being a catalyst for other change; 

medium for its direct benefit to community conditions (public and ecological health); low to medium for 

its direct benefit to energy affordability, and low for its direct benefit to clean energy employment. 

Overall, the scoring team commented that this policy idea is easier to advocate and build momentum 

around, but likely harder to implement.  

 

3. Develop and implement performance-based metrics 
 

Core Idea 

The San Antonio City Council is responsible for regulatory oversight for CPS Energy.2 Establish 

performance-based metrics to evaluate CPS and its leadership based on goals such as reducing 

disconnections for nonpayment, addressing arrearages, energy efficiency job creation, reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions, and direct customer ownership in distributed energy resources.  
 

Description 

Performance-based utility regulation is a “holistic attempt to align a utility’s reward structures with policy 

goals…[through] the development of metrics to track a utility’s performance on a specific issue, and 

performance incentive mechanisms – 

commonly taking the form of financial 

incentives – to encourage the utility to 

reach targets for the metrics.”41 

Performance-based metrics are critical 

because so many utilities focus on shorter-

term returns on investment - revenue-

focused assets such as poles and wires - 

instead of disconnections, energy 

efficiency, distributed energy, and energy 

equity.41 Additionally, as noted by Franklin 

and Kurtz, the annual performance bonuses 

granted to utility executives are sometimes 

greater than the total debt of disconnected customers from that same year, offering obvious opportunities 

to align performance incentives for leaders with larger performance metrics for their respective utilities.56  

 

As a municipally owned utility, the San Antonio City Council is ultimately responsible for the 

performance of CPS Energy.2 Therefore, City Council also has the prerogative to establish a framework 

for performance-based regulation to ensure that CPS is advancing and collaborating toward city-wide 

goals connected to equity, climate action, and job development. This could also include stipulations 

around incentives and performance bonuses for top executives.    

 

There are several examples that San Antonio could draw upon to develop a performance-based regulatory 

framework. In 2019, the Minnesota PUC established a stakeholder engagement process that developed 

performance metrics and incentives for the state’s largest electric utility, addressing equity, 

environmental, and diversity concerns, including disconnections, customer debt, greenhouse gas 

emissions, and workforce diversity. The process also directed the utility to develop additional equity-

focused metrics to ensure that future decision-making will be grounded in equity considerations. 

No longer should the narrative be, poor people 

making bad choices and paying the consequences for 

their bad choices…it is time that utility companies 

are held accountable for the lives and families that 

they endanger, and that we all transition to the 

mindset that access to energy and utility services is a 

human right.  

-Franklin & Kurtz, Lights Out in the Cold56 
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Furthermore, the utility is now required to track and publicly share various data sets to support public 

engagement in utility accountability.41 

 

Another model for San Antonio to consider comes from Washington Senate Bill 5116, enacted in 2019. 

Beyond setting goals for electricity to be carbon-neutral by 2030 and completely carbon-free by 2045, it 

prioritizes job creation and protection for vulnerable population groups. As noted by Napoleon et al., this 

groundbreaking legislation represents a shift from the traditional “return on capital” model to a 

performance-based model focused on metrics such as reducing greenhouse gases, increasing equity, and 

advancing “direct customer ownership in distributed energy resources.”41 

 

Other states advancing performance-based metrics include Rhode Island, New York, and Hawaii.41 

 

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• Performance-Based Regulation in Minnesota is included as a case study on pages 59-62 of 

Energy Infrastructure: Sources of Inequities and Policy Solutions for Improving Community 

Health and Wellbeing, a report developed for the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation by Synapse 

Energy Economics, Regulatory Assistance Project, and Community Action Partnership.41 

• Vox published this detailed analysis of Washington Senate Bill 5116.57  

 

Equity Matrix Scoring 

Depending on the specific metrics included in a performance-based regulatory framework, this policy 

idea received high scores in four of the five primary categories, along with a medium to high score for 

political will and winnability. In the supplementary categories, such as direct benefit to access to energy, 

direct benefit to community conditions, direct benefit to clean energy employment, and direct benefit to 

energy affordability, it received conditional high scores, once again dependent on the precise metrics to 

be included in the framework. It also received high scores for data supporting this direction and being a 

catalyst for other change. Because of its complexity, it was scored as medium for clarity of the desired 

results and outcomes. Overall, the scoring team commented that this policy idea is a communication and 

organizing opportunity to hold CPS Energy accountable for metrics that transcend customer income 

levels. At the same time, recognizing that city council members serve two-year terms, the team also 

recognized that this policy could become a target for significant revisions that undercut its intended 

purpose.      

 

 

4. Cap household energy burdens 
 

Core Idea 

Cap household energy burdens at 6% of household income for residents at or below 200% the federal 

poverty level (FPL).  

 

Description 

As described in the introduction, energy insecurity has 3 aspects: 1) physical (housing structures), 2) 

economic (energy burden; expenses relative to income) and 3) behavioral (negative health impacts 

resulting from energy insecurity stress). Household energy burdens are one of the three primary 

components. Housing is considered affordable when it costs no more than 30% of household income, and 

household energy costs are considered affordable when they are at or below 20% of housing costs. As a 

result, when household energy costs exceed 6% of household income, they are deemed a high energy 

burden, and when they exceed 10% of income, they are considered a severe burden.35 

 

 

https://www.synapse-energy.com/energy-infrastructure-sources-inequities-and-policy-solutions-improving-community-health-and
https://www.synapse-energy.com/energy-infrastructure-sources-inequities-and-policy-solutions-improving-community-health-and
https://www.vox.com/energy-and-environment/2019/4/18/18363292/washington-clean-energy-bill
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Table 1: Key drivers of high household energy burdens35 

 
  

 

Nationally, 25% of US Households have a high energy burden, paying more than 6% of household 

income for energy bills, and 13% have a severe energy burden,35 paying more than 10%. High energy 

burdens predominantly impact lower-income households: 44% of families below 200% FPL experience 

economic energy insecurity compared to only 2% above. More specifically, 60% of families between 50-

99% FPL experience economic energy insecurity, compared to 80% of households below 50% FPL.11 

There is a cyclical relationship between high energy burdens and housing insecurity: utility debts can 

keep residents trapped in lower quality housing, unable to pay for better quality housing located in 

neighborhoods with better amenities.12 Table 1 lists economic and other drivers of high household energy 

burdens.  
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In San Antonio, the median non-low-income household (above 200% FPL) has an energy burden of 

2.4%, while the median low-income household (less than or equal to 200% FPL) has an energy burden of 

7.4%, an energy burden more than three times 

larger. High energy burdens (greater than 6% of 

income) are experienced by 22% of San Antonio 

households, including 62% of low-income 

households. Severe energy burdens (greater than 

10% of income) are common for 11% of 

households, including 35% of low-income 

households. When comparing energy burdens across 

the 25 US Metro areas sampled in the American Housing Survey, by one metric, San Antonio had the 

second highest relative energy burden, with 25% of low-income households having an energy burden 

greater than 21.7%. This is a significantly higher burden than the most burdened 25% of low-income 

households in Texas’ two other major metropolitan areas: Houston and Dallas.35   

 

By race, the median energy burden for White (non-Hispanic) households in San Antonio is the lowest at 

2.7%, compared to 3.1% for Black households and 3.4% for Latinx/Hispanic households. High energy 

burdens are experienced by 20% of Black and 27% of Latinx/Hispanic households.35 Consistent with 

observations in other places, the fact that BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) communities in 

San Antonio have a higher energy burden than other racial groups is directly tied to the historical legacy 

of racist housing policies such as redlining that pushed BIPOC families into less desirable neighborhoods 

with much lower levels (if any) of investment, specifically the west, south, and east sides of San 

Antonio.12   

 

It should also be noted that 35% of older adult (age 65+) households in San Antonio have a high burden, 

as do 22% of renting households. Nationally, approximately 45% of manufactured housing residents have 

a high energy burden, which is likely the case in San Antonio too.35  

 

Figure 5: Key strategies to lower high energy burdens35 

 
 

Something like electricity, that’s really just an 

essential of living a normal life.   

-Rudy Sylvan, cited in  

Franklin & Kurtz, Lights Out in the Cold56 
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Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• The American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy report How High Are Household 

Energy Burdens? An Assessment of National and Metropolitan Energy Burden Across the United 

States provides an overview of this topic, with a variety of tables demonstrating energy burden 

levels by different demographic groups for major US metropolitan areas. Table 4 on page 22 has 

a list of 7 cities and their respective energy burden goals and strategies; Text Box 4 on page 26 

profiles energy affordability pilot programs in Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Colorado; and 

Appendix C on pages 63-64 lists nine city-led and six state-led initiatives to address energy 

burdens. 

The authors also recommend the DOE Clean Energy for Low-Income Communities toolkit as a 

resource for reducing energy burdens.35  

• In 2016, the State of New York announced a new energy affordability policy limiting the energy 

burden for low-income residents at or below 200% FPL to 6% of household income. This policy 

was connected to a commitment to generate 50% of statewide electricity needs from renewable 

sources by 2030. It also capped the total cost of the policy at 2% of utility revenues, which is 

expected to be sufficient to include all low-income households.58 

 

Equity Matrix Scoring 

This policy idea scored medium for political will and winnability, and high for the four other primary 

criteria. For the supplemental criteria, it scored high for every category except for direct benefit to clean 

energy employment, in which it scored medium. The scoring team noted that if this policy were enacted, 

the application process would likely include an energy audit to assess energy efficiency within the home. 

The team also observed that a policy focused on household energy burdens could be combined with one 

for water burdens, since both SAWS and CPS Energy are municipally-owned utilities. The Los Angeles 

Department of Water and Power has a combined utility process which reduces some expenses to 

ratepayers.   

 

 

5. Overhaul the arrearage management program 
 
Core Idea 

Overhaul the CPS Energy arrearage management program by incorporating: bill payment based on 

income, debt forgiveness, establishing one-stop shops (program integration) for weatherization and bill 

assistance, and all-cost-effectiveness energy efficiency standards. 
 

Description 

While significant attention and effort has been directed toward suspending utility disconnections during 

the COVID-19 crisis, as COVID-19 vaccination rates increase, another challenge looms: after 

disconnection moratoria are lifted, how will utility debts incurred during the pandemic be paid, and by 

whom? Nationally, energy utility debt accrued during the first 12 months of the pandemic has been 

estimated at $35-$40 billion.59 The $1.9 trillion stimulus/relief plan signed into law in March (the 

American Rescue Plan Act) provides $4.5 billion of energy debt relief for low-income households, which 

means that a significant portion of COVID-associated energy utility debt will not be subsidized 

federally.60  

 

On its website, CPS Energy lists 5 different “Assistance Programs”, including the Residential Energy 

Assistance Partnership (REAP). To qualify for REAP, a customer must be at or below 125% the federal 

poverty level. The maximum benefit is energy bill assistance twice annually, up to $400 per year.50 CPS 

does not appear to have an arrearage management program.  

 

https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/u2006.pdf
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/u2006.pdf
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/u2006.pdf
https://betterbuildingssolutioncenter.energy.gov/CELICA-Toolkit
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-new-energy-affordability-policy-deliver-relief-nearly-2-million-low
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Several states have implemented programs to provide utility debt support for low-income households, 

including Ohio, California, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Colorado. The Percentage of Income 

Payment Program (PIPP) in Ohio grew out of a stakeholder process that included ratepayers in the early 

1980’s. In Energy Infrastructure: Sources of Inequities and Policy Solutions for Improving Community 

Health and Wellbeing, Napoleon et al. profile Ohio’s PIPP as a promising intervention to avoid 

disconnections and increase household energy efficiency. Relative to other states who have implemented 

a PIPP type arrearage management program, one of the distinctive features of Ohio’s program is that it 

revolves around community action agencies, which tend to have ongoing relationships and trust with the 

people they serve. In effect, low-income utility customers in Ohio experience a one-stop-shop approach to 

utility debt assistance and weatherization programming, reinforced through access to other forms of 

economic and social assistance. Additionally, deeper energy efficiency savings are possible through 

acceptance of all-cost-effectiveness measures, not just traditional energy efficiency cost-benefit ratios.41  

 

Participants in the Ohio PIPP are limited to paying a minimum of $10 and not more than 12% of their 

monthly income for energy utility expenses (not more than 6% for electricity or 6% for gas). While 

customers qualify if they are at 150% or less of the federal poverty level, the majority of participants are 

at 75% or less FPL, most likely because the program’s benefits are greatest at the lowest income levels. 

The PIPP undergoes review every 5 years, and several revisions are being considered, including removal 

of the minimum payment expectation and allowing payments by a 3rd party on a customer’s behalf. 

Napoleon et al. also note that Ohio’s PIPP would be strengthened through the creation of a conservation 

incentive for PIPP participants: for example, if the customer reduced their energy usage by $10, they 

could receive a $5 credit on their next bill. This would encourage conservation and simultaneously reduce 

the amount of revenue required from other customers to cover energy costs associated with the program.41 

 

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• Ohio’s PIPP is included as a case study on pages 50-53 of Energy Infrastructure: Sources of 

Inequities and Policy Solutions for Improving Community Health and Wellbeing, a report 

developed for the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation by Synapse Energy Economics, Regulatory 

Assistance Project, and Community Action Partnership. In a different section of the report, the 

authors also mention an enrollment idea from Northern Indiana: low-income energy customers 

receiving federal LIHEAP bill assistance are automatically enrolled in bill reductions. This is 

another step toward creating a one-stop-shop support mechanism that qualifies and supports as 

many customers as possible who are eligible.41  

• The City of Louisville enacted a stopgap COVID-19 utility debt measure in January 2021. While 

it doesn’t get at root causes, it does provide a one-time credit up to $500. The program is limited 

to outstanding COVID-19 associated balances from March-December 2020. There are no income 

restrictions, but applicants must provide income documentation and claim a COVID-related 

economic hardship. The program is funded through $10 million of municipal funds freed up by 

the Federal CARES Act.61 

 In order to reduce the number of disconnections, in 2020, the California Public Utilities 

Commission announced the development of an Arrearage Management Plan. To qualify, 

consumers must be enrolled in a subsidized utility rate program for low-income people, owe at 

least $500, and be 90+ days overdue. By making on-time monthly payments in consecutive 

months, customers can have up to $8,000 of utility debt forgiven each year.62 

 Eversource is a Fortune 500 energy company serving the states of Massachusetts, New 

Hampshire, and Connecticut. Eversource customers qualify for a PIPP if they are at 60% or less 

of the state median income or have a medical certification, as well as a past due balance of $100 

or more that is 60+ days overdue. On-time bill payment for 12 months will clear utility debt up to 

$20,000 annually.63 

 Through the Henry Shelton Act, amended in 2016, the state of Rhode Island established a PIPP. 

The program forgives customers arrearages through consecutive monthly payments, with up to 

https://www.synapse-energy.com/energy-infrastructure-sources-inequities-and-policy-solutions-improving-community-health-and
https://www.synapse-energy.com/energy-infrastructure-sources-inequities-and-policy-solutions-improving-community-health-and
https://louisvilleky.gov/news/city-launches-10-million-covid-19-utility-relief-program
https://laist.com/2020/06/25/utility_bills_debt_forgiveness_pandemic.php
https://laist.com/2020/06/25/utility_bills_debt_forgiveness_pandemic.php
https://www.eversource.com/content/docs/default-source/my-account/new-start-ct.pdf
http://www.progressive-charlestown.com/2016/04/senate-approves-bill-to-make-henry.html
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$1500 of utility debt forgiven in a year. To qualify, customers must be eligible for the federal 

Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP), owe at least $300, and be 60+ days 

overdue.64  

 A model from water utilities which could also be applied to household energy bills: in 2019, the 

city of Chicago enacted a comprehensive Utility Billing Relief Program to provide a structural 

rather than charitable approach to water bill debt for customers at or below 200% FPL. Once 

participants are enrolled in the program, their water bill is cut in half, they won’t be disconnected, 

and their past water bill debt is eliminated over time. In reflecting on the pragmatic approach of 

this program, the City Comptroller has stated, “The thing right now is these people aren’t paying 

at all… at the end of the day, we feel this is going to be bringing in revenue that we wouldn’t 

otherwise have seen.” Similar to the Ohio PIPP, Chicago’s approach utilizes community 

development organizations to administer the program.65 

• Another model from water utilities that could be applied to household energy is Philadelphia’s 

Tiered Assistance Program (TAP), adopted in 2017. TAP is effectively a sliding scale billing rate 

for low-income customers, with payments tied to income rather than usage. Customers must be at 

or below 150% FPL and can also qualify through hardship (e.g., losing a job, domestic violence). 

The cost of the program ($18 million) was factored into a 10% rate increase approved in 2016. 

Customer debt is suspended upon entry into program and forgiven after two years of on-time 

payments.66  

 

Equity Matrix Scoring 

For the five primary criteria, this policy idea scored high in the number of people experiencing inequities 

who would be better off, consistency with CASA racial justice values, and organizing value. It scored 

medium in political will and timeframe. Across the remaining criteria, it scored somewhere between 

medium and high on each category. The scoring team noted that there would likely be resistance 

stemming from the fact that people at specific (lower) income levels will benefit more than others, 

diverging from a capitalist, neoliberal economic model. The team recommended an initial step of 

assessing the need and opportunity for such a program in order to build greater support, while also 

cautioning that delay tactics such as calls for continued study should also be anticipated.  

 

 

6. Invest in community centers as climate resilience hubs 
 

Core Idea 

Expand the role of community centers to be resiliency hubs to provide essential services and keep people 

safe during extreme weather events and 

other climate disasters. 
 

Description 

In the article Anti-Resilience: A 

Roadmap for Transformational Justice 

within the Energy System, Baker 

examines and challenges the notion of 

resilience as it relates to energy justice. 

When considering resilience, she 

reminds readers that the fundamental 

question is: “what are we bouncing 

back into?”32 If there is a goal of 

liberation for low-income households 

and communities of color, increasing the resilience of the current energy system will likely have the 

As Texans and other Americans across the county were 

quickly plunged into an uncontrollable situation, all 

measures of good health went out the window. Without 

power, heat, running water, and for many, a viable 

place to seek shelter, the concepts of healthy lifestyle 

and preventative medicine were quickly forgotten – 

instead, people had to prioritize survival.    

-Sai Balasubramanian, after the 2021 Winter Storm67 

https://www.circleofblue.org/2020/wef/utilities-ordered-to-forgive-customer-water-debt/
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/ct-chicago-water-bill-relief-20191102-eu3ube2yknek5pknyznlt5uuqq-story.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/ct-chicago-water-bill-relief-20191102-eu3ube2yknek5pknyznlt5uuqq-story.html
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/fin/provdrs/utility_billing/svcs/utility-bill-relief-program.html
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/fin/provdrs/utility_billing/svcs/utility-bill-relief-program.html
https://www.circleofblue.org/2017/world/philadelphia-water-rate-experiment-aims-help-struggling-residents-pay-bills/
https://www.circleofblue.org/2017/world/philadelphia-water-rate-experiment-aims-help-struggling-residents-pay-bills/
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opposite effect of reinforcing the racism and systemic violence within it. Baker urges advocates to pursue 

anti-resilience - not anti-resilience for individuals or communities, but anti-resilience for the energy 

system itself to “expose the roots of structural inequality and vulnerability, and illuminate the path for 

system transformation.” Baker invites a reimagining, followed by dramatic changes to transition toward 

clean energy, ending vulnerability to climate extremes, and building greater energy justice.31  

 

In the meantime, while the energy system is being transformed, vulnerable populations will benefit from 

the development of climate resilience hubs. Existing centers of community life such as churches, libraries, 

schools, and nonprofits can expand upon their current programs and services to educate and engage 

residents to be prepared for climate-related emergencies and provide direct assistance during extreme 

weather events. Resilience hubs have the potential to shift power to residents and neighborhoods, 

enhancing community capacity, building greater connectivity, and providing opportunities for self-

determination in the face of climate disasters.68 

 

Communities Responding to Extreme Weather (CREW) has identified three distinct levels of engagement 

for climate resilience hubs: 

Level 1: Serve as a community hub for outreach and education about climate preparedness. 

Level 2: In addition to level 1, also provide daytime support during climate emergencies, such as  

air conditioning, heating, electricity, phone charging, and first aid; also communicate  

with local emergency managers. 

Level 3: In addition to levels 1 and 2, also provide powered, overnight shelter including basic 

supplies such as a food and water.69  

 

As Napoleon et al. point out, policies to create resilience hubs can also secure sustained power through 

the development of microgrids and/or the pairing of renewables with storage to reduce dependence on 

existing energy infrastructure.41 Backup power is essential in case of an overall power outage, as San 

Antonio residents experienced during the 2021 Winter Storm. Funding will need to be allocated to 

develop these emergency power systems.  

 

An additional note: research into the behaviors of vulnerable populations during extreme weather events 

raises question about awareness and messaging. It is not clear that the most vulnerable populations (e.g., 

elders, people who are houseless) are always aware that a climate disaster is about to happen. Moreover, a 

large percentage of people who are aware don’t necessarily change their behaviors, creating clear risks to 

health and wellbeing. To save lives, public health messaging must be clear, consistent, and coordinated.70 

 

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• Communities Responding to Extreme Weather (CREW) has a map of existing climate resilience 

hubs and provides training and resource support.69 

• Urban Sustainability Directors Network offers a website dedicated to resilience hubs, including 

in-depth resources and tools.71 

• CREW and the Conservation Law Foundation published a report specifically focused on climate 

resilience hubs in Boston.72 

• After the 2021 Winter Storm, the city of Austin is once again pushing forward with plans to 

develop resilience hubs,73 which were originally approved through a city council vote in 2019. 

 

Equity Matrix Scoring 

The scoring team had contrasting opinions and a spirited discussion about this policy idea. In the five 

main criteria, it scored high for political will and timeframe, medium to high for organizing value, 

medium for consistency with racial justice values, and low to medium for its ability to improve the lives 

of people experiencing inequities. In the complementary criteria, it scored high for clarity of results and 

https://www.climatecrew.org/resilience_hubs?locale=en#:~:text=Climate%20Resilience%20Hubs%20are%20community,other%20impacts%20of%20climate%20change.
http://resilience-hub.org/resources/
https://www.clf.org/publication/climate-resilience-hubs/
https://www.clf.org/publication/climate-resilience-hubs/
https://www.statesman.com/story/news/2021/04/08/texas-winter-storm-austin-resilience-hubs-winter-storm-freezing-weather/7134513002/
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outcomes and data supporting it as a direction, medium as a catalyst for other changes, and low for the 

other categories: direct benefit to access to energy, direct benefit to community conditions, direct benefit 

to clean energy employment, and direct benefit to energy affordability. While this policy idea has broader 

appeal, especially in the wake of the 2021 Winter Storm, it also has the potential of serving as a quick 

policy fix that avoids deeper, more substantive engagement toward energy justice. It was noted that 

participation and safe engagement in heating and cooling centers has been limited during the COVID-19 

pandemic. The team also agreed that governmental responses frequently fail residents in times of disaster, 

so investment should be directed toward nongovernmental resiliency hubs.   

 

 

7. Reduce or eliminate fixed charges 
 

Core Idea 

Reduce or eliminate fixed charges on household energy bills. 

 

Description 

Currently, CPS Energy adds a monthly charge of $8.75 to every residential customer bill. This fixed 

charge is intended to create revenue stability and cover the costs of building and maintaining transmission 

infrastructure, even if the customer doesn’t use any energy. According to the 2020 Utility Energy 

Efficiency Scorecard published by ACEEE, this amount is above the median but slightly below average 

among CPS’ peers. In recent years, industry observers have noted the growing number of utilities across 

the nation either proposing or increasing 

fixed charges.74,75 

 

Energy researchers offer several strong 

critiques of fixed charges, specifically that 

fixed charges: 

• Typically impact low usage customers 

the most, increasing bills through a flat-fee 

structure rather than usage,75 

• Disproportionately impact low-income 

households the most because low-usage 

customers are usually lower-income 

customers, creating a regressive rate 

structure where customers pay the same 

amount regardless of income,75  

• Are particularly inequitable for 

apartment dwellers, who are a lower cost 

group of customers due to transmission 

efficiencies,74 

• Remove price signals to encourage conservation and energy efficiency,75 and 

• Can lead to unnecessary investment in increasing generation capacity because they obscure the 

clear price signals that reduce peak demand.74  

A fixed charge is fundamentally an economic crutch: most consumers don’t pay a fixed charge when 

purchasing tomatoes or other essential goods in varying amounts, so why should utilities add a fixed 

charge into their pricing and cost recovery mechanisms?41,76 

 

Ideally, fixed charges should be abolished in favor of an inclining rate structure (Figure 6) that only 

charges for electricity that is used. This would charge low-usage customers fairly and send clear price 

signals to encourage conservation. 

Most business enterprises exist to invest capital and 

employ labor and other resources to produce 

products and services that their customers purchase 

on a volumetric basis. Whether this is farmers 

growing broccoli, oil refineries producing gasoline, or 

supermarkets selling a wide variety of products, the 

principle is the same – fixed and variable costs are 

recovered in the unit prices for the products sold. 

Competitive businesses do not charge their 

customers a fixed fee to cover any portion of their 

infrastructure costs.   

– Jim Lazar, Regulatory Assistance Project76 
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Figure 6: The difference between declining, uniform, and inclining rate structures 

 
A less appealing alternative is to create a minimum charge that is built into the inclining block rate rather 

than separating the fixed charge from the block rate.75 For example, bills could start at $8.75 for every 

customer who has power connected to their house, regardless of how much power is used. When designed 

well, this billing mechanism would still guarantee a certain amount of guaranteed revenue per customer 

without distorting the price signals for most customers. Other alternatives to fixed charges include 

developing time-varying rates to better account for the dynamic costs in energy generation and revenue 

decoupling to provide better long-term utility stability. Both these ideas are discussed in other sections of 

this document.  

 

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• Synapse Energy Economics, Inc. prepared Caught in a Fix: The Problem with Fixed Charges for 

Electricity for the Consumers Union in 2016, a thorough review of the challenges with fixed 

charges. It also offers insights into rate design basics and various alternatives to fixed charges.75 

• For quick reference, Synapse created a 2 page fact sheet summarizing essential points, debunking 

common myths, and offering examples of recent regulatory decisions challenging proposed raises 

to existing fixed charges.77 

https://www.synapse-energy.com/sites/default/files/Caught-in-a-Fix.pdf
https://www.synapse-energy.com/sites/default/files/Caught-in-a-Fix.pdf
https://www.synapse-energy.com/sites/default/files/Fixed_Charges_Factsheet.pdf
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• Southern Environmental Law Center published A Troubling Trend in Rate Design: Proposed Rate 

Design Alternatives to Harmful Fixed Charges in 2015, offering a critique of high fixed charges 

and advocating for smart rate design, including time-of-use rates, well-designed minimum bills, 

and pricing based on location.74 

 

Equity Matrix Scoring 

Among the five primary criteria, this policy idea scored high for its impact on people experiencing 

inequities, consistency with racial justice values, and overall organizing value. It scored low to medium 

for political will and low for timeframe. Within the remaining complementary criteria, it scored high for 

direct benefit to energy affordability, the availability of data to support it as a direction, and potential to 

be a catalyst for other change. It scored medium for clarity around results and outcomes, and low for 

direct benefit to access to energy, direct benefit to community conditions, and direct benefit to clean 

energy employment. Comments and concerns from the scoring team centered on the importance of 

pursuing it as a pilot because of CPS’ reliance on fixed charges to stabilize revenue. It was suggested that 

fixed charges could be phased out for lower-income households and progressively eliminated for all 

households over a 10-year timeframe. The scoring team also noted the inequities between businesses and 

households related to this and similar policies.  

 

 

8. Create an energy rating system focused on rental properties 
 

Core Idea 

Focusing on rental properties, develop an energy rating system for buildings to drive consumer awareness 

– for example, energy use per square foot - and facilitate weatherization and energy efficiency efforts. 
 

Description 

The high energy burdens described in the fourth policy described (Cap household energy burdens) point 

to the need for greater investment in energy efficiency for residences occupied by low-income 

households. According to 2019 American Community Survey 1-year estimates, rental units comprise 

46.5% of San Antonio’s occupied housing stock. 78 This creates unique challenges and opportunities for 

increasing energy efficiency. Nationally, low-income renters not in public housing facilities, including 

those utilizing Section 8 or HUD Housing Choice vouchers, spend the highest percentages of income on 

household energy but often have the lowest levels of efficiency.79 

 

To meet locally-driven climate targets, cities such as Boulder, Colorado have targeted rental properties 

because they represent a large percentage of the residential building stock and are less likely to have been 

targeted for efficiency upgrades.80 At the same time, uneven incentives are a significant impediment to 

rental property improvements. This is commonly referred to as the split incentive dilemma. For rental 

units, there are two significant split incentive challenges: a) between landlord and tenant, meaning that the 

person paying for the upgrade is not the same person enjoying the benefits of the upgrade, and b) 

temporal realities - renters move more frequently than owners, and therefore are less likely to consider 

long-term investments in a given space.79 One solution is to create voluntary on-bill financing programs 

that incentivize both the landlord and the tenant through savings while including provisions to ensure 

maintenance and continued availability for low-income tenants. 

 

Another approach to the split incentive dilemma is to develop a city-wide energy rating system for 

buildings to increase transparency about energy efficiency and burdens, specifically focusing on rental 

properties.10 This type of policy can both increase awareness for consumers when considering a change in 

rental housing as well as establish minimum expectations for landlords. Ann Arbor, Michigan has 

mandated minimum energy efficiency standards for rental properties since 1985. At a different level, 

https://www.southernenvironment.org/uploads/news-feed/A_Troubling_Trend_in_Rate_Design.pdf
https://www.southernenvironment.org/uploads/news-feed/A_Troubling_Trend_in_Rate_Design.pdf
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Chicago, Illinois; Montgomery County, Maryland; and the states of Alaska, Hawaii, and New York 

require utility bill disclosure on past energy use to inform prospective renters or home buyers about a 

home’s potential energy-related costs.81  

 

The European Union Energy Performance of Buildings Directive required all member nations to establish 

policies by 2006 to improve energy efficiency of buildings. A 2013 study for the European Commission 

concluded that across diverse housing markets, energy efficiency investments by landlords were 

consistently rewarded through the willingness of tenants to pay higher rental prices.82 

 

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• The Rocky Mountain Institute report Better Rentals, Better City: Smart Policies to Improve Your 

City’s Rental Housing Energy Performance offers a case study of Boulder, Colorado’s SmartRegs 

policy requiring efficiency standards for housing rentals as well as a roadmap for other cities 

developing minimum efficiency standards for rentals.80 

• While focused primarily on home ownership, the ACEEE Policy Brief Home Energy Efficiency 

Policies: Ratings, Assessments, Labels, and Disclosure offers various policy considerations and 

case studies to support municipal energy rating policies.81  

• Beginning October 2020, all residential and commercial buildings over 25,000 square feet in New 

York City are required to energy efficiency letter grade signs based on an annual measurement 

process.83 

 
Equity Matrix Scoring 

Within the five primary categories, this policy idea scored high for consistency with racial justice values; 

medium for impact on people experiencing inequities, political will, and timeframe; and low for 

organizing value. Across other criteria, it scored high for clarity of desired results and outcomes and being 

a catalyst for other change, medium to high for data supporting this direction, medium for direct benefit to 

community conditions and direct benefit to energy affordability, and low for direct benefit to access to 

energy and direct benefit to clean energy employment. The scoring team commented that city climate 

benchmarking is currently focused on commercial buildings. A question arose whether ratings should be 

performed per residential unit or per building. There was also discussion about utilizing a targeted 

universalist approach for this policy: all renters, including higher income ones, would benefit, but the 

policy should be crafted around its relevance and benefits for low-income renters and properties that are 

least likely to be upgraded for energy efficiency.  

 

 

9. Improve coordination of eligibility and service integration 
 

Core Idea 

Develop a process for Metro Health and CPS Energy to crosswalk lists of non-participating low-income 

households to identify eligibility and encourage participation. Also increase Community Health Worker 

engagement to support energy efficiency and health in neighborhoods experiencing the greatest household 

energy inequities. 

 
Description 
This policy idea integrates two low-cost tactics with a goal of identifying energy insecure households and 

providing support to access available programs and benefits. The first tactic is identifying eligible 

households. Con Edison, an investor-owned utility providing electric and gas utility services to New York 

City, provides a model for consideration. Twice a year, Con Edison shares a list of non-participating low-

income customers with the state health department. For a total cost under $100,000, the state 

“crosswalks” the list with their own list of names and identifies those who are eligible so they can be 

http://rmi.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Better-Rentals-Better-City_Final3.pdf
http://rmi.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Better-Rentals-Better-City_Final3.pdf
https://bouldercolorado.gov/plan-develop/smartregs
https://bouldercolorado.gov/plan-develop/smartregs
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdf/topic-home-energy-assessment.pdf
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdf/topic-home-energy-assessment.pdf
https://www.brickunderground.com/live/new-letter-grade-signs-mark-residential-commercial-buildings-energy-efficiency-nyc
https://www.brickunderground.com/live/new-letter-grade-signs-mark-residential-commercial-buildings-energy-efficiency-nyc
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notified about energy assistance programs.41 Additionally, utility customers are automatically enrolled in 

low-income discounts if an agency notifies Con Edison that the customer receives benefits such as SNAP, 

TANF, Safety Net Assistance (SNA), or the Home Energy Assistance Program (HEAP).84 

 

This policy idea could be accomplished 

through data-sharing and coordination 

between CPS Energy and Metro Health. 

Moreover, it could be strengthened by 

adding the involvement of Community 

Health Workers, who are already deployed 

by the City of San Antonio in targeted 

neighborhoods.85 Expanding beyond 

obesity prevention strategies, the Healthy 

Neighborhoods program could support 

residents in connecting to energy efficiency 

and utility debt assistance programs. 

Beyond providing individual support and 

neighborhood level interventions, 

Community Health Workers could also deliver educational programs about the relationship between 

energy insecurity and health.6 

 

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• San Antonio Healthy Neighborhoods is a resident leadership program focused on developing 

community action plans supporting healthy eating and active living.85 

• Healthcare organizations can also consider medical-legal partnerships that screen consumers for 

energy insecurity and provide problem-solving assistance.86 

 

Equity Matrix Scoring 

This policy idea scored high for consistency with racial justice values, medium for impact on people 

experiencing inequities and political will, and low for timeframe and organizing value. Among the 

complementary criteria, it scored medium for being a catalyst for other change and direct benefit to access 

to energy; low to medium for direct benefit to community conditions, clarity of desired results and 

outcomes, and data support; and low for direct benefit to clean energy employment and direct benefit to 

energy affordability. The scoring team noted two challenges: 1) concerns around data privacy, and 2) 

potentially overprescribing a strategically limited approach for addressing energy insecurity.   

 

 

10. Revise the rate structure 
 

Core Idea 

Consider rate structure revisions that integrate inclining block tiers and Time-Of-Use (TOU) rates to offer 

low rates for low energy usage and pricing signals to encourage conservation. 
 

Description 

When CPS Energy provided data to ACEEE for the 2020 Utility Energy Efficiency Scorecard Report, 

they indicated installation of smart meters for 79% of customers. Smart meters, or advanced meter 

infrastructure, are two-way communication devices that collect and report household energy usage. For 

the same 2020 ACEEE report, CPS indicated using smart meter data to provide real-time energy use 

feedback to customers - including behavior-based feedback - and to support grid-interactive efficient 

We know that involving residents in community 

decisions benefits everyone. Healthy Neighborhoods 

wants to hear what our neighbors have to say – 

understand their concerns, dreams, and solutions to 

help make the neighborhood healthy and secure for 

our children. We’ll help define who and what 

contributes to a safe and healthy life and lend a 

hand to improve conditions.   

-San Antonio Healthy Neighborhoods Program85 

https://www.sanantonio.gov/Health/HealthyEating/HealthyNeighborhoods#262593259-how-it-works
https://www.bmc.org/healthcity/policy-and-industry/universal-screening-protect-patients-energy-insecurity
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buildings. However, their reporting also indicated that they are not yet disaggregating smart meter data to 

inform rate design.39 

 

The inclining block rates described in a previous section about reducing or eliminating fixed charges 

(Figure 6) do not require any advanced metering infrastructure. By comparison, smart meters are required 

in order to develop TOU rates in which energy costs fluctuate according to demand. TOU rates encourage 

conservation and better account for 

dynamic costs in energy generation. They 

can also be established annually rather than 

hourly.74 TOU rates have the potential to 

decrease air pollution and clarify system 

generation needs by reducing consumption 

during peak hours.41 

 

Even so, research in the United Kingdom 

has shown that households with different 

income levels have different usage patterns. 

Higher-income households had two daily 

usage peaks; lower-income households used 

energy more consistently throughout the 

day, revealing less ability to shift demand 

based on pricing incentives. These results have been replicated for US households.21 Additionally, a 

randomized control TOU pilot in the southwestern United States showed that TOU rates 

disproportionately increased bills for vulnerable population groups, including households with elders and 

people with disabilities.87 

 

 
Figure 7: Summary of different rate structures41 

 

Los Angeles Power & Water Department (LAPWD) has developed a model that integrates both inclining 

block and TOU into a single rate structure. LAPWD notes that an inclining block rate is best for low 

energy users, who often have baseline consumption from operating appliances and lighting, plus limited 

ability to adjust to peak or nonpeak timing. Importantly, some low-usage customers are renters who can’t 

modify building structures or invest in energy efficiency. On the other hand, for higher usage customers, 

TOU rates provide a better pricing signal and encourage conservation. In LAPWD’s rate structure, block 

and TOU rates complement each other - if the inclining block system isn’t serving a customer well, they 

can shift to TOU with better conservation incentives and savings potential.88 

 

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• Leadership in Rate Design: A Compendium of Rates Essays includes “Using tiered and time-of-

use structures in residential rate design” on pages 26-28, profiling the Los Angeles Power & 

Water Department hybrid rate structure incorporating both inclining block rates and TOU.89 

At their simplest, TOU rates communicate to 

customers that the cost to produce and deliver 

electricity is much higher during peak hours than 

off-peak hours. For example, TOU customers receive 

the correct signal that turning up an air conditioner 

on a hot summer afternoon increases the cost and 

the need for new capacity over the long run. 

-Southern Environmental Law Center,  

A Troubling Trend in Rate Design74 

https://www.publicpower.org/resource/leadership-rate-design
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• Leadership in Rate Design: A Compendium of Rates Essays also includes “Implementing the 

Three Principles of Smart Rate Design” on pages 17-25, offering a good description of basic 

concepts like inclining block rates, TOU rates, and utility economics. It also mentions that Seattle 

charges higher rates for service outside city limits to reflect higher cost of service in suburbs, and 

profiles Fort Collins, Colorado as a national leader in smart rate design.89 

• Southern Environmental Law Center published A Troubling Trend in Rate Design: Proposed Rate 

Design Alternatives to Harmful Fixed Charges in 2015 – see pages 5-7 for more about TOU 

rates.74 

 

Equity Matrix Scoring 

For the five primary criteria, this policy idea scored medium for impact on people experiencing inequities 

and consistency with racial justice values, low to medium for political will and organizing value, and low 

for timeframe. Among the complementary criteria, it scored high for having data support and as a catalyst 

for other change, medium to high for direct benefit to community conditions, medium for direct benefit to 

access to energy and direct benefit to energy affordability, and low for direct benefit to clean energy 

employment and clarity of desired results and outcomes. The scoring team discussion centered on how 

much is unknown: for example, the number of people impacted will depend largely on the tiers, while at 

the same time, the lowest energy users can’t decrease their usage by much. It was suggested that this 

might initially be advanced as a pilot project to determine the tiers and their impact on customer bills and 

usage. 

 

 

11. Decentralize energy distribution  
 

Core Idea 

Advance the decentralization of energy distribution through the development of microgrids that ensure 

power to vulnerable populations and support clean energy generation. 
 

Description 

Currently, when a circuit of the electrical grid goes down, every customer on that circuit is affected. Many 

residents of San Antonio experienced this during the 2021 Winter Storm. In contrast, a microgrid is a 

localized energy grid that can function autonomously from the main grid, allowing locally generated 

energy (e.g., power from renewable sources or stored in batteries) to be distributed throughout the 

microgrid. Increasingly, microgrid 

development is seen as a crucial step 

toward building greater resilience 

within the energy grid (particularly in 

times of crisis or disaster) as well as 

incorporating more energy from clean, 

renewable sources.90    

 

Microgrids have diverse sizes and 

designs, ranging from isolated facilities 

to entire universities or small cities. 

Famously, after Hurricane Sandy 

devastated the U.S. East Coast in 2012, 

energy continued to flow throughout 

Princeton University thanks to a 

microgrid. The desert city of Borrego 

Springs, California has its own 

The electrical grid was designed decades ago in this 

country. A lot has changed since then, including the 

proliferation of distributed energy generation and 

storage. As we have seen catastrophic natural events 

take their toll on the grid, whether severe flooding, 

earthquakes, wildfires, blizzards, hurricanes or 

tornadoes, we see more challenges. Microgrid systems 

represent an incredibly flexible, reliable solution to 

mitigate this problem, one that offers huge benefits to 

consumers, businesses, municipalities, and utilities alike.    

 -Ken Boyce, UL90 

https://www.publicpower.org/resource/leadership-rate-design
https://www.southernenvironment.org/uploads/news-feed/A_Troubling_Trend_in_Rate_Design.pdf
https://www.southernenvironment.org/uploads/news-feed/A_Troubling_Trend_in_Rate_Design.pdf
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microgrid to protect vulnerable residents in case of a sustained power outage from the traditional grid. For 

emergency purposes, Hartford, Connecticut has developed a microgrid within the city core to provide 

power to a few critical locations, including a health center, a school, and a grocery store.92  

 

Because it relies on local energy generation - which can prioritize clean, renewable sources – an 

additional advantage of decentralized energy distribution is that it can significantly reduce the amount of 

energy lost in transmission and distribution. This enhances the efficiency of the electrical delivery system, 

further reducing greenhouse gas emissions from centralized, fossil-fuel dependent power plants.93 

 

 
Figure 8: Community microgrid91 

 

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• Microgrids Keep These Cities Running When the Power Goes Out highlights different cities that 

have developed microgrids.92 

• The US Department of Energy webpage The Role of Microgrids in Helping to Advance the 

Nation’s Energy System offers an overview and links to additional resources, including the 

primer How Microgrids Work.93   

• The Climate Center has pulled together resources to support the advancement of microgrids and 

distributed energy resources in California, including a brief video.91 

 

Equity Matrix Scoring 

The scoring team rated this policy idea as medium for impact on people experiencing inequities and 

consistency with racial justice values, and low for political will, organizing value, and timeframe. Across 

the complementary criteria, it scored high for being a catalyst for other change, having data to support this 

direction,  direct benefit to community conditions, and direct benefit to clean energy employment. It 

scored medium across the remaining categories: direct benefit to access to energy, direct benefit to energy 

affordability, and clarity of desired results and outcomes. It was noted that this idea can easily be co-opted 

because having a microgrid doesn’t necessarily mean energy insecurity has been improved. 

Fundamentally, energy justice will be impacted by the extent of democratic control of the microgrid. This 

policy could impact many sectors; it seems critical to involve businesses using the most energy because 

creating microgrids will be costly and require up-front capital expenditures. Neighborhood associations 

are another key stakeholder.  

https://insideclimatenews.org/news/04122017/microgrid-emergency-power-backup-renewable-energy-cities-electric-grid/
https://www.energy.gov/oe/activities/technology-development/grid-modernization-and-smart-grid/role-microgrids-helping
https://www.energy.gov/oe/activities/technology-development/grid-modernization-and-smart-grid/role-microgrids-helping
https://www.energy.gov/articles/how-microgrids-work
https://theclimatecenter.org/our-work/cer/
https://theclimatecenter.org/our-work/cer/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ioa5uDSKplQ&t=4s
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12. Decouple revenue from the amount of energy delivered 
 

Core Idea 

Pursue revenue decoupling to support equitable rate structures, energy efficiency, and distributed energy 

generation. 

 

Description 

Revenue decoupling enables utilities to pursue energy efficiency and distributed generation through clean, 

renewable sources such as wind or solar without worrying about lost revenue. Effectively, revenue 

decoupling is a form of utility revenue regulation employing an adjustable price mechanism to sever the 

link between: a) the amount of energy 

delivered by a utility, from b) the 

revenue that the utility collects for that 

energy.94 

 

There is a growing movement toward 

decoupling across the United States 

because of its potential to provide 

better stability for both utilities and 

their customers.94 Adjustable rates 

ensure that revenue needs are met 

precisely– not higher or lower – 

without fixating on kWh sales of 

energy to customers. More 

importantly, revenue decoupling can 

support increased energy efficiency 

efforts and customer service 

improvement processes without 

increasing costs to low-usage or low-income customers. For example, the Los Angeles Department of 

Water and Power enacted revenue regulation through decoupling in 2013 to preserve a progressive rate 

design and protect revenue stability.74  

 

Ultimately, policies to decouple revenue from kWh energy sales are ultimately successful if a utility: a) 

moves away from a focus on sales volume, b) is no longer motivated by and acting upon the need to 

increase sales or reduce decreases in sales, and c) embraces the goal of improving operational 

efficiency.95  

  

Examples, Models, and Resources for Further Learning 

• Revenue Regulation and Decoupling: A Guide to Theory and Application is a 2016 second 

edition white paper on revenue decoupling from the Regulatory Assistance Project.94 

• Regulatory Assistance Project also published Decoupling Case Studies: Revenue Regulation 

Implementation in Six States in 2014 to help remove barriers limiting the aggressive pursuit of 

“programmatic energy efficiency.”95 

• National Renewable Energy Laboratory created Decoupling Policies: Options to Encourage 

Energy Efficiency Policies for Utilities in 2009.96 

• Southern Environmental Law Center published A Troubling Trend in Rate Design: Proposed 

Rate Design Alternatives to Harmful Fixed Charges in 2015 – pages 9-10 provide a quick 

overview of revenue decoupling.74  

 

 

More and more, policymakers and regulators are seeing 

that the conventional utility business model, based on 

profits that are tied to increasing sales, may not be in 

the long-run interest of society. Economic and 

environmental imperatives demand that we reshape our 

energy portfolios to make greater use of end-use 

efficiency, demand response, and distributed, clean 

resources, and to rely less on polluting central utility 

supplies. Decoupling is a key component of a broader 

strategy to better align the utility’s incentives with 

societal interests. 

-Lazar et al., Revenue Regulation and Decoupling94  

http://www.raponline.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/rap-revenue-regulation-decoupling-guide-second-printing-2016-november.pdf
http://www.raponline.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/rap-watsonmigdenostranderlamont-implementingdecoupling-2014-jul.pdf
http://www.raponline.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/rap-watsonmigdenostranderlamont-implementingdecoupling-2014-jul.pdf
https://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy10osti/46606.pdf
https://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy10osti/46606.pdf
https://www.southernenvironment.org/uploads/news-feed/A_Troubling_Trend_in_Rate_Design.pdf
https://www.southernenvironment.org/uploads/news-feed/A_Troubling_Trend_in_Rate_Design.pdf
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Equity Matrix Scoring 

Across the five primary criteria, this policy idea scored medium for its consistency with racial justice 

values and low across the remaining categories: impact on people experiencing inequities, political will, 

organizing value, and timeframe. For the complementary criteria, it scored high for direct benefit to 

energy affordability and being a catalyst for other change; medium for having data to support this 

direction, direct benefit to access to energy, direct benefit to community conditions, and direct benefit to 

clean energy employment; and low for clarity of the desired results and outcomes. This policy idea is 

complicated, confusing, and dense with technicalities; it is likely that many people won’t understand what 

is proposed. The scoring team expressed hope that CPS would come around to realizing this is helpful to 

their business model rather than needing Climate Action San Antonio to push it publicly. It was noted that 

there are a variety of indirect benefits to this policy idea.  

 

Data Limitations and Opportunities 
Increased data transparency around household energy benefits and burdens will benefit all residents of 

San Antonio through increased clarity about impacts and inequities. Additionally, collecting, reporting, 

and analyzing data about CPS Energy customer experiences will strengthen new and existing policies, 

including the ones listed in this document. At present, CPS Energy shares relatively little information 

with the community, limiting the possibilities to co-imagine, co-design, co-create, and co-evaluate 

policies that advance equity and wellbeing for all customers. While there are a variety of data-related 

opportunities, here are a few that should be prioritized: 

 

a) The NAACP report Lights Out in the Cold: Reforming Utility Shut-Off Policies as a Human 

Rights Matter recommends conducting studies on the financial and human costs of energy 

disconnections, making shut-off records publicly available, and holding public hearings to 

understand the number and impact of disconnections.56 This should include both the frequency 

and duration of disconnections in order to determine levels of stress resulting from their 

recurrence. Broader than disconnections, data related to energy insecurity (number of requests 

for assistance, number of requests granted, types of programmatic support requested, basic 

demographics, etc.) should also be disaggregated to reveal potential inequities in engagement 

and participation.46,51,56 

b) Clarity about the distribution of San Antonio energy burdens – for example, economic energy 

insecurity; energy spending per square foot; relationships between energy burdens and other 

burdens for rent, food, and medicine – will enable conversations and engagement with city 

council members representing the most heavily impacted districts. It will also support the 

development of universal policies that effectively benefit marginalized population groups.  

c) To humanize energy insecurity and remove stigma, TURN in California deliberately shares 

stories, photos, and quotes in their reports. This is enabled by a commitment to conducting 

community research – interviews, surveys, focus groups, etc. – with grassroots partners.19 

Alternately, Diana Hernandez, one of the leading academic experts on the topic of energy 

insecurity, conducted interviews and assessments of health, housing, and budget with 20 low-

income heads of household in New York City to show the relationship between stress, energy 

insecurity, and health problems.13 This type of research could be replicated in San Antonio.  

 

There is always potential to add more data and information: for example, documenting the public health 

impacts of energy insecurity specifically for San Antonio residents. Policymakers in San Antonio will 

need to weigh the costs associated with gathering more data against the urgency of addressing household 

energy needs increasingly exacerbated by climate change. As shown in this document, significant 

amounts of research into prevailing household energy patterns and inequities – as well as examples from 

other locales - already exist to support policy development and discourse.  
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Conclusion 
To close their Earth Day 2021 open letter calling for actions to advance energy justice, the Climate Action 

San Antonio signatories wrote: 

Today, our organizations, memberships, and community allies across the city call upon 

you to immediately take up these needed reforms. Be it the compounding hazards of our 

climate crisis or the daily suffering caused by inequitable distribution of risk related to 

our energy choices, the hardships borne by our residents will not be lightened without 

concerted action. Meanwhile the accelerating pace of climate-related disaster means we 

have no time to lose.3 

The deep inequities in health and wellbeing, particularly by class and race, demand urgent action. 

Enhancing individual and neighborhood-level resilience may soften the accelerating and 

intensifying effects of climate change, but they are no substitute for the deeper policy changes 

that must be enacted to create energy justice and security for all San Antonio residents. 

Fortunately, there are abundant data, examples, and resources to guide San Antonio’s residents 

and leaders. Let us continue onward in transformation toward a living economy that rights 

historical wrongs, embraces democratic principles, and ensures that everyone’s basic needs for 

household energy are met. 
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Appendix A: Definitions of Key Terms 

 
Term Definition Source 

Anti-resilience The quality of resisting the obfuscation of systemic violence 

enacted upon communities of color and the poor in the name 

of energy. The act of engaging in a politics of anti-racism and 

anti-oppression that exposes the roots of structural inequality 

and vulnerability, and illuminates the path for system 

transformation. 

Shalanda 

Baker, Harvard 

Law Reviewa 

Arrearage Something unpaid and overdue Merriam-

Websterb 

Distributed 

generation 

A variety of technologies that generate electricity at or near 

where it will be used, such as solar panels and combined heat 

and power. Distributed generation may serve a single 

structure, such as a home or business, or it may be part of a 

microgrid (a smaller grid that is also tied into the larger 

electricity delivery system). 

U.S. 

Environmental 

Protection 

Agency (EPA)c 

Energy insecurity An inability to adequately meet basic household heating, 

cooling, and energy needs 

National Center 

for Children in 

Povertyd 

Energy justice The goal 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. Energy 

justice explicitly centers the concerns of communities at the 

frontline of pollution and climate change (“frontline 

communities”), working class people, indigenous 

communities, and those historically disenfranchised by racial 

and social inequity. Energy justice aims to make energy 

accessible, affordable, clean, and democratically managed for 

all communities. 

Initiative for 

Energy Justicee 

Equity Equity is the absence of avoidable or remediable differences 

among groups of people, whether those groups are defined 

socially, economically, demographically, or geographically. A 

characteristic common to groups that experience health 

World Health 

Organizationf 

                                                           
a Baker SH. Anti-Resilience: A Roadmap for Transformational Justice within the Energy System. Harvard Civil 

Rights- Civil Liberties Law Review (CR-CL). 2019;54:1-48. https://harvardcrcl.org/wp-

content/uploads/sites/10/2019/03/Baker.pdf. 
b Arrearage. Merriam-Webster. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/arrearage. Accessed May 8, 2021.  
c Distributed Generation of Electricity and its Environmental Impacts. US EPA. 

https://www.epa.gov/energy/distributed-generation-electricity-and-its-environmental-impacts. Accessed May 8, 

2021. 
d Hernández D, Aratani Y, Jiang Y. Energy Insecurity among Families with Children.  

National Center for Children in Poverty: Columbia University Mailman School of Public Health. 

https://www.nccp.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/text_1086.pdf. Published January 2014. Accessed January 16, 

2021.  
e What is Energy Justice? Initiative for Energy Justice.  

https://iejusa.org/#:~:text=Energy%20justice%20refers%20to%20the,harmed%20by%20the%20energy%20system. 

Accessed May 8, 2021.  
f Equity. World Health Organization. https://www.who.int/healthsystems/topics/equity/en/. Accessed May 8, 2021.  

https://harvardcrcl.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/10/2019/03/Baker.pdf
https://harvardcrcl.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/10/2019/03/Baker.pdf
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inequities—such as poor or marginalized persons, racial and 

ethnic minorities, and women—is lack of political, social or 

economic power. Thus, to be effective and sustainable, 

interventions that aim to redress inequities must typically go 

beyond remedying a particular health inequality and also help 

empower the group in question through systemic changes. 

Lived experience Someone who has lived (or is currently living) with the issues 

the community is focusing on and who may have insight to 

offer about the system as it is experienced by consumers (e.g., 

a woman who was formerly or is currently experiencing 

homelessness who can offer insight into that experience). 

Persons with lived experience will have:  

• Expertise that doesn’t come from training or formal 

education. 

• Knowledge from an experience with an issue or 

challenge. 

• Direct experience with a system, process or issue, or 

trying to engage with a resource. 

• Awareness of what works, what doesn’t work, and 

what resources (formal or informal) are available in 

the community. 

100 Million 

Healthier Lives 

/ Institute for 

Healthcare 

Improvementg 

Microgrid A local energy grid with control capability, which means it 

can disconnect from the traditional grid and operate 

autonomously 

U.S. 

Department of 

Energyh 

Revenue 

decoupling 

A rate adjustment mechanism that breaks the link between the 

amount of energy a utility sells and the revenue it collects to 

recover the fixed costs of providing service to customers. This 

ensures that a utility’s revenue from fixed costs remains at the 

level regulators determine to be fair and reasonable, including 

a fair return on investment and that customers pay a fair 

amount for services rendered. 

National 

Renewable 

Energy 

Laboratoryi 

Targeted 

universalism 

Targeted universalism means setting universal goals pursued 

by targeted processes to achieve those goals. Within a targeted 

universalism framework, universal goals are established for all 

groups concerned. The strategies developed to achieve those 

goals are targeted, based upon how different groups are 

situated within structures, culture, and across geographies to 

obtain the universal goal. Targeted universalism is goal 

oriented, and the processes are directed in service of the 

explicit, universal goal. 

Haas Institute 

for a Fair and 

Inclusive 

Society at UC 

Berkeleyj 

                                                           
g Getting Started – Engaging People with Lived Experience. Community Commons. 

https://www.communitycommons.org/collections/1-Getting-Started-Engaging-People-with-Lived-Experience. 

Accessed May 8, 2021.  
h Lantero A. How Microgrids Work. US Department of Energy. https://www.energy.gov/articles/how-microgrids-

work. Published June 17, 2014. Accessed May 8, 2021.  
i Decoupling Policies: Options to Encourage Energy Efficiency Policies for Utilities. National Renewable Energy 

Laboratory. https://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy10osti/46606.pdf. Accessed April 24, 2021.  
j Powell J, Menendian S, Ake W. Targeted Universalism: Policy & Practice. Haas Institute for a Fair and Inclusive 

Society at UC Berkeley. https://belonging.berkeley.edu/targeteduniversalism. Published May 2019. Accessed May 

28, 2021.  
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Urban Heat Island  Heat islands are urbanized areas that experience higher 

temperatures than outlying areas. Structures such as buildings, 

roads, and other infrastructure absorb and re-emit the sun’s 

heat more than natural landscapes such as forests and water 

bodies. Urban areas, where these structures are highly 

concentrated and greenery is limited, become “islands” of 

higher temperatures relative to outlying areas. 

U.S. 

Environmental 

Protection 

Agencyk 

                                                           
k Heat Island Effect. US EPA. https://www.epa.gov/heatislands. Accessed May 8, 2021.  

https://www.epa.gov/heatislands
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Appendix B: 12 Potential San Antonio Policies – Equity Matrix Pilot 
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 Appendix C: Blank Equity Matrix 


