Great Promise and Potential for
Peril for At-Risk Utility Customers

ASSESSING AND
ENSURING EQUITY IN
THE CLEAN ENERGY
ECONOMY

DEFG is a research and customer insights firm focused on customer
strategy and experience in the utility sector.
We believe that serving those with the least, the best, is the way to transform the
customer experience for all.
Our work to improve service to low-income and vulnerable utility customers includes:
•

Low Income Energy Issues Form

•

•

Contingency Planning and Arrearage
Management

Low-Income Community Solar Working
Group

•

Capacity-Building for Community Action
Partners

•

Alternative Customer Solutions and Payment
Options
•

Customer Journey Mapping to Improve
Engagement and Enrollment in Energy
Assistance Consumers

Jamie Wimberly, CEO, DEFG
Jwimberly@defgllc.com
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DNV GL provides independent advisory services to the entire energy
value chain. We empower our customers and their stakeholders with
reliable insights so that critical decisions can be made with confidence.
Our commitment to a clean energy system transition includes low-income, vulnerable and
underserved customer segments.
Expertise spans research, data analysis and statistical analysis:
•

Low-income energy efficiency program
evaluation

•

LMI Solar Program Meta-analysis

•

US Community Solar and Storage Market
Assessment
LMI and multi-family Residential Customer
EV Needs Assessment

•

•

Geospatial analysis of customer
demographics to help LMI programs target
customers

•

Co-author SECC Spotlight on Low-Income
Consumers

Michele Tihami
SVP, DNV GL Energy Sytems
Michele.Tihami@dnvgl.com
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Our Challenge
The traditional Regulatory and Social Compact that underlies the utility
business model features a utility obligation to provide safe, affordable,
reliable energy to all. This Compact and its underlying business model
have served us well for over a century.
The time has now come to expand the Compact to include clean
energy and new perspectives on equity. We must consider the
impacts on customers, the grid, and the traditional utility
business model. Particular attention is needed to ensure that
at-risk customers share the benefits of the transition to a clean
energy economy.
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What does equity in a clean
energy economy really mean?
The definition of equity
within the context of a clean
energy economy has critical
implications for the design,
implementation, and
evaluation of new clean
energy programs and policies
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NAACP
“…. community ownership and control, local
economic development, workers rights,
affordability and access”
Sierra Club
“…. equity affordability, and access for all members
of the community, prioritizing low-income
communities, environmental justice communities
and communities burdened by the fossil fuel
industry”
Department of Energy
“…. the inclusion and participation of individuals in
underserved communities, such as minorities,
women, veterans, and formerly incarcerated
persons”
California Energy Commission
“…. access to clean energy technologies for
low-income customers and disadvantaged
communities, clean energy investment in those
communities, and community resilience to grid
outages and extreme events. ”
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A careful balancing act will be required
Pandemic
Social
Trends

Safe
Affordable

Reliable
Universal service

Distributed
Generation

Clean
Energy
Equity

Escalating
Arrears

Resiliency

Choice
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Competition
Emerging
High-tech
needs

Aging
Infrastructure
Innovation
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Poll Question
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Agenda
Today’s landscape

Analytical framework
Understanding at-risk customers
and their current realities
Program design considerations
What if? scenarios
Next steps
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Our viewpoint
The clean energy transition is creating massive, rapid change in the energy
sector. These changes are requiring significant investments in the grid and
a reconfiguration of the generation portfolio.
A major challenge will be to balance the funding of these clean energy
initiatives with the economic realities of at-risk customers who face a
growing debt crisis.
We believe that the traditional regulatory and social Compact must be
enhanced to successfully navigate through new risks, opportunities, and
possible peril for utilities and their most vulnerable customers.
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Numbers to know

1.5°

2035

$1.7
trillion
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2-3x

$32
billion
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How can we best address both clean
energy AND equity imperatives?
EQUITY

GROWTH

RISKS

OPPORTUNITIES
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CLIMATE
CHANGE
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Today’s landscape
Analytical framework
Understanding at-risk customers
and their current realities
Program design considerations
What if? scenarios
Next steps
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Our viewpoint
Utilities and regulators face a complex and critical balancing act:
•

Managing cost pressures (new investments; recovery of existing assets;
maintaining safety, reliability, and affordability)

•

Integrating new and sometimes unproven technologies

•

Ensuring equity and guarding against unintentional cost-shifting

•

Aligning regulatory structures with new clean energy imperatives

An analytical framework can help to assess programs and policies to avoid
unintended consequences -- especially for at-risk customers -- and equitably
share the benefits of a clean energy economy
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Principles to guide decisions
• Universal access, including clean energy
Equitable

• Inclusion in strategy/decisions (procedural equity)
• Fair division of costs and benefits (distributive equity)
• Carbon, Climate change

Clean

• Other pollution (SO2, coal ash, etc)
• Sustainable
• Keep the lights on and maintain power quality

Resilient

• Adapt grid for distributed generation and smart tech

• Robust in the face of extreme weather and natural disasters

Affordable
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• Energy burden already high
• Effects of clean energy investments on rates and rate design
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Developing a Clean Energy Economy Framework
Society

Region/
Utility

Community

Individual

Equitable

Clean

Resilient

Affordable
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Our viewpoint
Easily 20% or more of any given utility’s customer base can be
considered “at-risk,” totaling in the millions across the country. These
customers are already struggling to pay their utility bills and simply cannot
afford higher energy bills due to clean energy programs and policies.
Moreover, at-risk customers face a range of every-day challenges associated
with a lack of wealth and broader social and racial inequities. The economic
impacts of COVID-19 have only made things worse.

We believe that the new imperatives for equity in clean energy require new
solutions, new funding, and a significantly increased focus on at-risk
customers.
Without such commitments, at-risk customers will likely be left behind once
again, shouldering an unfair portion of the costs of moving to a clean energy
economy.
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Daily realities for many at-risk customers
Lack of
access to
computers
and
broadband

Lack of
access
to credit

Food
insecurity

Discrimination

Lack of time
and
resources
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Lack of
trust

Lack of
savings

Landlord
issues

Health
concerns

Inadequate
education

Poor
housing
stock

Unemployment
Underemployment
Insufficient wages
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New challenges and considerations in
serving at-risk customers and communities
Chronically at-risk

Newly at-risk
•

Who will join in the ranks of
newly unemployed?

•

When will the newly unemployed
become unable to pay utility bills?

•

If the newly unemployed never
struggled to pay in the past, are
they aware of energy assistance
programs?

•

Will the newly unemployed apply
when eligible?
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•

•

How has their situation changed?
▪

Coronavirus impacts on health,
employment, and ability to pay

▪

Access to social services and
support network

Does the current environment
create opportunities to redesign
or expand the reach of energy
assistance programs?
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Understanding at-risk customers: who are they?
Income
Qualified
Individuals
Disadvantaged
Communities

Vulnerable
Communities
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Many segments with diverse needs and interests:
•Chronic poor who simply cannot afford their utility bills
•ALICE: asset limited, income constrained, employed
•Low-income retirees with asset wealth
•Situational poverty, such as recent job loss or medical crisis
Identified via demographic/economic indicators, such as:
•Median income or unemployment levels
•Average education attainment
•Percent of population utilizing food assistance programs
•Crime rates

Prioritized based on criteria set by policy makers:
•Exposure to climate change risks
•Pollution or other environmental screens
•Infrastructure quality assessments
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Our viewpoint
A narrow focus on clean energy may drive speed and other decisions that
could have unintended consequences for at-risk customers.

New programs and policies must be considered within the context of
those that exist today. That will require a deep understanding of the
history, implementation, and efficacy of the existing low-income portfolio
of programs.
There are many stakeholders who should be engaged in this
conversation—especially the actual customers and communities intended
to be served. It is critical to have the voice and participation of at-risk
customers in the design and implementation of new clean energy
programs and policies.
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Are clean energy programs targeting
at-risk customers effective? Replicable? Scalable?
•

•
•

•

Education and
outreach

Direct Incentives

Workforce
development
Engage through
community
organizations

Infrastructure
investments

Indirect Support

•

Tax credits

•

Regulatory
requirements

•

Rate design

•

Interconnection
standards
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Policy Support

•

Free equipment

•

Rebates

•

Weatherization

•

LMI adders

Compensation

Financing
Programs

•

Net metering

•

Leasing
rooftops

•

Demand
response

•

Releasing kWh
from storage

•

On-bill financing

•

Credit support

•

PACE financing

•

Grant funding
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What new solutions can we bring
forward to ensure equity in a clean energy economy?
Direct
Incentives
Indirect
Support

What else?
We must innovate
and think beyond
traditional solutions
Policy
Support
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Compensation

Financing
Programs
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Our viewpoint
Tensions will inevitably emerge as regulators, utilities, and other
stakeholders work out the details for equitably implementing new clean
energy policy imperatives.
To reconcile those tensions, we need new thinking and we need to
question everything. The fundamental opportunity and challenge facing
us is to provide clean energy to all customers at a lower cost in a way
that is fairly shared by at-risk customers.
New approaches and innovative solutions are absolutely required to
maintain a balance that works for at-risk customers within their everyday
reality.
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What we want (at least)

Avg. Energy Burden (% income)

"While

20%
18%
16%
14%
12%
10%
8%
6%
4%
2%
0%

19%

- DNV GL Energy Transition Outlook 2020

 2020
 2050
7%
5%

5%

0% - 30%
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world GDP will more than double
by 2050, the share of GDP devoted to
energy expenditure will halve"

4%

2%

1%

1%

2%
1%

30% - 60%

60% - 80%
State Median Income

80% - 100%

100%+

Source: https://www.energy.gov/eere/slsc/maps/lead-tool
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What if?
Re-imagining what may be possible:
• New financing models:
✓ Crowd-funding renewable solutions using block chain
technology
✓ Private equity funding
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•

Flip the script—start with the challenges facing at-risk
customers and ask, “How could clean energy solutions
mitigate those challenges?”

•

Significant government research and development on
climate change solutions that deliver benefits to at-risk
customers

•

Partner with allies also serving at-risk customers
(health care providers, affordable housing advocates,
etc.)
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Poll Question
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Launching: Equity in a Clean
Energy Economy Collaborative
We will be launching a new collaborative with a
wide range of stakeholders to provide an ongoing
stream of research and to facilitate further
discussion. Work streams will include:
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❑

Analytical framework, systemic considerations,
and evaluation

❑

Case studies of innovation

❑

Low-income voice of the customer surveys and
research

❑

New program design

❑

Meta-analysis of policy positions and
considerations
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Keep the dialogue going
▪

Feel free to share today’s deck and the link to the webcast with your
colleagues and stakeholders

▪

In addition to today’s presentation, we will be making available:

o
o

▪

A resource guide
A compendium of policy statements and positions

We are scheduling additional webinars on new partnership models for
low-income community solar, EV programs for low-income communities,
and on combining water and energy with new financing models
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Q&A
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Jamie Wimberly
CEO, DEFG
jwimberly@defgllc.com
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