


Crash course on energy affordability

1) Scope of the affordability crisis 

2) Visualizing unaffordability 

3) Disparate impacts 

4) Causes & consequences

5) Solutions  





Energy prices are a bigger 
worry than egg prices…
and sometimes housing costs









Michigan

Rate hikes on the backs of the people



Net 
Income
16%



2020 utility exec’s’ brain fart: 
Wait, we could have been asking 

for more $$ this whole time?!

2025: $29B 



Big increases in net profits and stock 
prices in recent years 
(DTE Energy)



Energy bills are primed to soar even 
higher

1) Climate impacts are escalating. 

→ A/C use increases 400% when temperatures increase from 85F to 95F

2) $50 billion in excess Return on Equity (ROE) for monopoly IOUs

3) Data center demand is spiking. 

→ GA Power 2035 demand growth from 0 in 2024 to 48% in 2025

4) With unaffordable bills, more fees → Ameren, IL, $32M / yr in late fees

5) Customers are on the hook for extreme climate events 

→ Oklahomans paying $2,100+ for 1 week of Winter Storm Uri, spot gas 

purchases 600x normal (like $2,000+ / gallon gas) ($8 / month x 25 years!) 

→ CA customers paying $27 billion for wildfire prevention & insurance

6) Rollbacks of federal assistance. Future of LIHEAP?



Energy insecurity snowballs:
● Risk of entering and remaining in overall 

poverty increases 50-100%





Defining 
(un)affordability



6% of income 
is considered the threshold 
for affordability



….to energy prices.
“Utilities”  

20% of housing
= 6% total



….to energy prices. “Catastrophic”  
Energy burdens 
exceed 20% of 
income



Disparate impacts 
of unaffordability



Distribution of energy 
burdens, by income



Cut spending on 
basic needs

Energy 
Insecurity

Keep home at 
unsafe temps

Shutoffs

Can’t pay on 
time, in full



Cut spending on 
basic needs

Energy 
Insecurity

Keep home at 
unsafe temps

Shutoffs

Can’t pay on 
time, in full

~7 million / year (7%)

NYC - 23% residents shutoff 
over 5 years 

2x outage duration 

MI - 80% of LI customers 
shutoff by DTE

2x higher among BIPOC 

$millions to execute 









Shutoff rates in Albany by census 
tract  





About that safety net…. rules of thumb:

● 20x more energy incentives for highest 10% of 
incomes

● 20% of every energy bill is for shareholder profits 
● Energy security 2x worse among Black, Latinx, 

Indigenous, disability, no internet, low-income

● 20% of eligible households receive assistance
● 2% of eligible households receive deep retrofits
● 200 years to weatherize all eligible households



Few will escape 
the closed loop of 
energy insecurity

● Economic discrimination
● Racist & classist myths
● Inefficient housing 
● Renting 
● Utility dominance
● High rates 
● Excluded from 

incentives
● Insufficient safety net

Root causes

Energy 
Insecurity

Excessive 
bills

● Late fees, deposits, 
reconnection fees

● Cash only payments
● Predatory loans
● Lower credit scores 
● Shutoffs
● Climate impacts 
● No outlet to engage

Reinforcers



Solutions

1. Redistribute - surplus is 10x the gap

2. C&I increase - 2 cents per kWh

(still below residential rates)

3. Cost offsets - e.g. collections 

4. ROE - $1M per basis point; 

e.g. 9.9% to 9.8% decrease = $10M



Offsets

Offsets Combination Selection Cost

Offset 1 - Shutoff and collections costs $9,187,500

Offset 2 - Increase energy savings $5,000,000

Offset 3 - Bill assistance funds (HEAP, EAP credits) ??

Offset 4 - Earnings Adjustment Mechanisms (EAMs) $4,500,000

Offset 5 - Reduce excess FTE and gas marketing $2,500,000

Offset 6 - Company contributions $3,750,000

TOTAL OFFSETS $24,937,500



$3.19 / 
month to 
eliminate 
high energy 
burdens 

Combined Selection

PIPP or Credit PIPP Scenario 2 $41,367,178

Shutoff reduction 100% FPL $21,110,507

INITIAL COST $62,477,685

Offsets $24,937,500

SUBTOTAL $37,540,185

Admin cost 10.00% $3,754,019

NET COST $41,294,204

Net residential cost 62.90% $25,974,054

Cost / month per HH $3.19



Why so little action? 



Resistance to affordability

1) Priority goes to utility investors. 

2) Myths of personal irresponsibility, 

often racially biased. 

1) Post-Covid relaxation & backlash.

2) Meek interpretations of “just and 

reasonable.”

3) Utility obfuscation of technical 

proceedings. 

4) Infighting among advocates. 

5) Studying the problem to death.  



“We like it [poverty]. 

It’s the rudest explanation, I know, which is probably why we cloak it 

behind all sorts of justifications and quick evasions….

If this is our design, our social contract, then we should at least own up to 

it. We should at least stand up and profess, 

Yes, this is the kind of nation we want.

What we cannot do is look the American poor in the face and say, 

We’d love to help you, but we just can’t afford to, because that is a lie.”

pp. 101-102 in Desmond, Matthew, 2023. Poverty, By America. Crown, New York.

The real reason for ongoing energy poverty?



External

DOE LEAD Tool (still works!) 

Powerless in the U.S.

(Center for Biological Diversity)

Upcharge (John Farrell, 

Institute for Local Self Reliance)

Utility Bills Are Rising (PowerLines)

Utility Disconnections Dashboard

(Indiana University Energy Justice Lab)

Rate of Return Equals Cost of Capital

(Mark Ellis, also podcast & testimony)

Internal (EEP)

Energy Equity Project

Energy Affordability Primer

Shutoffs Primer

State Factsheets

Energy Equity 101

IOU TKO Resource Hub

(includes testimony) 

Resources  Contact: Justin Schott, Director, EEP

https://www.energy.gov/scep/low-income-energy-affordability-data-lead-tool
https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/programs/energy-justice/pdfs/Powerless_Report_2025.pdf
https://ilsr.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/upcharge-report.pdf
https://powerlines.org/utility-bills-are-rising/
https://energyjustice.indiana.edu/disconnection-dashboard/index.html
https://www.economicliberties.us/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/20250102-aelp-ror-v5.pdf
https://ilsr.org/article/energy-democracy/5-tactics-to-fight-utility-rates-ler226/
https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/SupDoc/A2204008/5458/496685007.pdf
http://www.energyequityproject.org
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1-1fzC_3v03cE0Fb3O91mYbgyY1Y69Jpm9uFkEozV0Oc/edit?slide=id.g354167a8d74_0_6655#slide=id.g354167a8d74_0_6655
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1PPDWvEd3kTu59mqK1aMeV2KUl_Tp7rNx/edit?slide=id.p8#slide=id.p8
https://drive.google.com/drive/u/1/folders/1UAMXX3fqFCbV1ZjMp6wbHfjV_fv8Q3kH
https://energyequityproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Energy-Equity-101.pptx.pdf
https://energyequityproject.org/iou-tko-resource-hub/
https://energyequityproject.org/iou-tko-resource-hub/
mailto:justin@energyequityproject.org
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