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EQUITY & LOW-INCOME PROVISIONS IN THE 
CLEAN ENERGY TRANSFORMATION ACT

SHAWN COLLINS

The Energy Project is a program of Opportunity Council. 

In 1965, the Opportunity Council began as a grassroots group 
of volunteers and staff, working with a borrowed typewriter 
and furniture out of a small corner in the Whatcom County 
Courthouse. This Community Action model was a product of 
the Economic Opportunity Act signed by President Lynden B. 
Johnson in 1964 to help low income people.

Today, the Opportunity Council continues to be a vital 
Community Action Agency, one of 1,000 Community Action 
Agencies nationwide. Our 275 full- and part-time employees 
serve over 18,000 people a year.

WHAT IS THE ENERGY PROJECT?
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HISTORY & GOALS

• Began in 1993 to leverage state and federal funds supporting Energy Assistance and Low-Income 
Weatherization programs

• Work on behalf of the 30 Community Action Agencies in WA State and other low-income service providers

• In the late 90’s became an approved intervener in WA at the Utilities and Transportation Commission 
representing the interests of low-income communities and the Community Action Agencies that serve them

• Participate in policy and rule making proceedings in addition to utility general rate case proceedings for 
investor owned utilizes

• Advocate for improving resources directed toward low-income populations in WA in a variety of other 
venues
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• Section 1

(6) The legislature recognizes and finds that the public interest includes, but is not limited to: The 
equitable distribution of energy benefits and reduction of burdens to vulnerable populations and 
highly impacted communities; long-term and short-term public health, economic, and environmental 
benefits and the reduction of costs and risks; and energy security and resiliency. It is the intent of the 
legislature that in achieving this policy for Washington, there should not be an increase in 
environmental health impacts to highly impacted communities.

CLEAN ENERGY TRANSFORMATION ACT

• (15) "Energy assistance" means a program undertaken by a utility to reduce the household energy burden 
of its customers.

(a) Energy assistance includes, but is not limited to, weatherization, conservation and efficiency services, 
and monetary assistance, such as a grant program or discounts for lower income households, intended to 
lower a household's energy burden.
(b) Energy assistance may include direct customer ownership in distributed energy resources or other 
strategies if such strategies achieve a reduction in energy burden for the customer above other available 
conservation and demand-side measures.

• (16) "Energy assistance need" means the amount of assistance necessary to achieve a level of household 
energy burden established by the department or commission.

• (17) "Energy burden" means the share of annual household income used to pay annual home energy bills.
• (23) "Highly impacted community" means a community designated by the department of health based on 

cumulative impact analyses in RCW 19.405.140 or a community located in census tracts that are fully or 
partially on "Indian country" as defined in 18 U.S.C. Sec. 1151.

• (25) "Low-income" means household incomes as defined by the department or commission, provided that 
the definition may not exceed the higher of eighty percent of area median household income or two 
hundred percent of the federal poverty level, adjusted for household size.

PERTINENT DEFINITIONS
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Source: The 
4th National 
Climate 
Assessment 
2018

• (1) It is the intent of the legislature to demonstrate progress toward making energy assistance funds 
available to low-income households consistent with the policies identified in this section.

• (2) An electric utility must make programs and funding available for energy assistance to low-income 
households by July 31, 2021. Each utility must demonstrate progress in providing energy assistance 
pursuant to the assessment and plans in subsection (4) of this section. To the extent practicable, priority 
must be given to low- income households with a higher energy burden.

• (3) Beginning July 31, 2020, the department must collect and aggregate data estimating the energy 
burden and energy assistance need and reported energy assistance for each electric utility, in order to 
improve agency and utility efforts to serve low-income households with energy assistance. The 
department must update the aggregated data on a biennial basis, make it publicly accessible on its 
internet web site and, to the extent practicable, include geographic attributes.

SECTION 12 HIGHLIGHTS
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• (4)(a) In addition to the requirements under subsection (3) of this section, each electric utility must 
submit biennially to the department an assessment of:

(i) The programs and mechanisms used by the utility to reduce energy burden and the effectiveness of 
those programs and mechanisms in both short-term and sustained energy burden reductions; of eligible 
households, including consultation with community-based organizations and Indian tribes as 
appropriate, and comprehensive enrollment campaigns that are linguistically and culturally appropriate 
to the customers they serve in vulnerable populations; and

(ii) The outreach strategies used to encourage participation of eligible households, including 
consultation with community-based organizations and Indian tribes as appropriate, and comprehensive 
enrollment campaigns that are linguistically and culturally appropriate to the customers they serve in 
vulnerable populations; and 

(iii) A cumulative assessment of previous funding levels for energy assistance compared to the funding 
levels needed to meet: (A) Sixty percent of the current energy assistance need, or increasing energy 
assistance by fifteen percent over the amount provided in 2018, whichever is greater, by 2030; and (B) 
ninety percent of the current energy assistance need by 2050.

SECTION 12 HIGHLIGHTS

ENERGY BURDEN & 
LOW-INCOME 
HOUSEHOLDS

LIGHTS OUT IN THE COLD: Reforming Utility Shut-Off Policies as If Human Rights Matter
March 2017, NAACP Environmental and Climate Justice Program
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• Since families of color and seniors have comparatively lower median incomes, these groups are 
among the people who are most vulnerable to rising energy costs. 

• In Washington State, the amount needed to be economically self-sufficient also varies 
considerably by geographic location. For instance, the amount needed to make ends meet for one 
adult and one preschooler varies from $15.09 per hour ($31,870 annually) in Adams County to 
$30.69 per hour ($64,816 annually) in King County (East), or from 196% of the federal poverty 
guidelines to 399% of the federal poverty guidelines for a family of two.

INCOME DISPARITY AND ENERGY AFFORDABILITY

Sources:
• LIGHTS OUT IN THE COLD: Reforming Utility Shut-Off Policies as If Human Rights Matter March 2017, NAACP
• THE SELF-SUFFICIENCY STANDARD FOR WASHINGTON STATE 2017, UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON SCHOOL OF SOCIAL WORK

In general, low income populations spend a significantly higher fraction of expenditures on 
energy purchases than the middle-class and the wealthy: 

In a 2011 survey, lower-income households reported the following reactions to high 
energy bills:
• 24% went without food for at least one day;
• 37% went without medical or dental care;
• 34% did not fill a prescription or took less than the full dose; and.
• 19% had someone become sick because their home was too cold.

LIGHTS OUT IN THE COLD: Reforming Utility Shut-Off Policies as If Human Rights Matter
March 2017, NAACP Environmental and Climate Justice Program

Utility Affordability & Low-Income Households
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The Federal Low Income Home Energy 
Assistance Program (LIHEAP), Investor Owned 
Utility funded programs, and Consumer 
Owned Utility utility funded programs help 
keep families safe and healthy through 
initiatives that assist families with:

Home energy bills
Energy crises
Weatherization Services

Energy Assistance Programs are essential to maintaining energy utility service for many in the US.
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