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Reaching Residential,
Low-1ncome Customers

More customers tham cver struggle
to make ends meet. Utilines scross the
country see the results through higher ar-
rears and bad-debt write-offs,

Chartwell notes write-offs have in-
creased 71 percent from 2006 to 208,
Dennis Smith. vice president of research
mnd information delivery, wrote in “In-
dustry Updnte: Cument economy has
changed the way many utilities operte”

Comprehensive programs for guali-
fiedd low-income customers are a win-
ning sofution for customers and utilities
hecause they reduce customers” monthly
hills and lessen arrears and write-offs for
utilities.

The Massechusetts residential low-
income program, Energy Bucks, is a
model for a comprehensive approsch o
address low-income energy needs, vield-
ing 1 positive result for customers.

The program defivers energy-efti-
cient products and services directly o
eligible low-income homes to help those
customers lower their energy hills,

Energy Bucks represents an alli-

mnee pmong local community action

programs, stle agencies, electnic and |

gas utilities and energy efficiency orga-
nizations.

Duta shows that of the more than
BOCLUOO customers eligible for Energy
Bucks, fewer than 3 percent have pur-
Licepated,

That's how Massachusetts and other
states know to use multiple media to reach
lew-income customers about their pro-
grams that offer comprehensive solutions.

Energy Bucks
The Massachosetts Energy Bucks pro-
gram was launched in 2003,

A collaboration of investor-owned
utilities, low-income advocates and en-
ergy efficiency experts designed the fur-
rexching progrum to combine fuel us-
sistunce. energy efficiency and discount

rates o nggressively nddress barriers
faced by low-income customers with re-
spect to their energy needs.

The Energy Bucks program is free
b0 participants.

Qualified customers must apply,
confirm eligibility and open their homes
for an audit and weathenzation services,

“Energy Bucks is an integrated
program that combines grassroots out-
rewch, community-hased sctivities, Web
und advertising to encourage gualified
households,”  said  Ashley  McCown,
president of Solomon MoCown & Co.

The program helps those house-
holds better understand and apply for
existing programs that can help them
manage their energy costs. she said.

Combining outresch to health cen-
ters, Y MU As, councils on aging, events
with elected officials and community
nction programs has helped the low-
income community overcome obstaches
that historically prevented them from
seeking assistance. she sad.

Energy Bucks has contributed 1o an
increase i new upplications for fuel as-
sistance and weatherization services. 1t
is another way Massachusetts utilities
have demonstrated their commitment o
meeting kow-income communities” needs.

by Penai McLean-Conner, NSTAR
The Key to Success
Colizhoration and a passion for continual
improvement have been the halimark
of Energy Bucks, making it one of the
premier encrgy programs targeting low-
INCOME CUSITETS.

The continual improvement &5 di-
recled by the Best Practices Working
Group, 1 Massachusetts statewide group
that imvolves all of the energy efficiency
progrum  administrators,  low-income
weatherizotion and fuel pssistance pro-
grum network agencies, the state depar-
ment of energy resources and many other
stukeholders.

This construct has provided the op-
portunity for all stakeholders to critically
review the successes and fuilures of the
program and muke rapid adjustments in
delivery.

Success with Energy Bucks hus
been impressive. Participants save up (o

| 30 percent on energy bills by participat-

ng in the combination of fuel pssistince,
discount rates and energy efficiency pro-

. grums, Suvings for exceed the cost of of-

fering the program.

Togal benefits pssociated with low-
income encrgy cfficiency progrums is
more thun double the costs associated
with administering the program.

Designing and providing programs
to help customers most challenged by
high energy costs is a winning solution.
Customers achicve more managed en-
ergy hills,

Utilities benefit from reduced ar-
rears and write-offs.

The economy benefits with 1m-
proved standards of living along with the
support of Iocal jobs required to design
und deliver these progrums.

In this economy. utilies should
consider partnering with low-income ad-
vocates, stafe and federal agencies and en-
engy efficiency stukeholders (o offer com-
prehensive programs to customers. EP
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