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PA Universal 
Service 
Programs

Programs Offered

• Customer Assistance Program (CAP) - Reduced 
bills and/or debt forgiveness.

• Low Income Usage Reduction Program (LIURP) 
Weatherization services and energy education.

• Customer Assistance and Referral Evaluation 
Services (CARES) - Case management and 
referral services. May include company credit.

• Hardship Fund – Cash grants to pay utility debt 
and/or restore/maintain service. 

4



CAP Energy Burdens
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Rethinking 
Universal 
Service 
Programs in 
PA

Questions Asked

• What is an affordable payment for low-income 
electric and natural gas customers?

• How can we make these programs more 
accessible (i.e., easier to access and qualify)?

• How can we do better at making customers 
aware of these programs and how it can help 
them?
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Rethinking 
Universal 
Service 
Programs in 
PA

Our Approach

2017 - 2019 - PA PUC initiated a comprehensive 
review of its universal service programs, including:

• Stakeholder comments and meetings

Conducted an Energy Affordability Study for low-
income utility customers in PA, which included 
reviewing:

• Utility data on residential and low-income 
customers

• Available Studies/Paper

• Surveying other states  
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Stakeholder 
Feedback

Stakeholder Assessments

• PA utilities want flexibility in designing and 
administering their programs.

• Rural vs. urban customers - one size does not fit all 

• Low-income advocates want more consistency
in accessibility and benefits in utility programs.  

Proposals included: (Non-consensus)

• Reduce CAP energy burdens (i.e., what the 
customer must pay)

• Standardize forms

• Increase outreach and education



Energy 
Affordability 
Study

Study Findings

CAP customers still pay a significantly higher percent of 
income for electric and gas service than the average 
residential account.
• CAP customers in the 0 to 50% Poverty level had 

energy burdens as high as 30%.

LIHEAP had a measurable impact on energy burdens ( 
up to 9%) for CAP customers, especially those at the 
lowest income tier.

• Even after LIHEAP, customers at or below 50% poverty 
level often had energy burdens exceeding the PA CAP 
guidelines.
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Energy Affordability Study: Research

Affordable Energy Burden Model

High Energy Burden Model
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Resource: APPRISE: LIHEAP Energy Burden Study & Home Energy Affordability Gap Report
Fisher, Sheehan & Colton: Home Energy Affordability In New York        

• Fisher, Sheehan & Colton: Affordable Energy Burden 
Model: 30% Shelter X 20% Energy Bill = 6% of Income

• APPRISE: High Energy Burden Model: 50% Shelter X 22% Energy 
Bill = 11% of Income



Commission 
Action -
November 5, 
2019 Order

Affordability Recommendations

• New recommended maximum CAP Energy burden 
levels for combined electric and natural gas service

• Maximum 6% energy burden – 0-50% FPIG

• Maximum 10% energy burden – 51% to 150% 
FPIG 

• Minimum CAP payment requirements and maximum 
CAP credits should be established in utility universal 
service plans.

• No late payment charges for CAP customers
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Commission 
Action

Accessibility Recommendations

• Allow customers to apply online

• Encouraging the use of standardized forms

• Count adult income only – exclude unearned 
income for minors (SSI, SSA, etc.)

• Accept income for past 30 days or 12 months to 
determine eligibility and payments 

• Not requiring SSNs or that customers be 
“payment troubled”

• Allowing customers to remain in the program
when transferring service

• Extend income recertification timeframes
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Commission 
Action 
Consumer 
Education and 
Outreach 
Directives

Consumer Education Enhancements

“When You Know Better – You Do Better”

Commission Directives to Utilities:

• File Consumer Education and Outreach Plans (E&O 
Plans) for Commission review to provide feedback, 
recommended changes and final approval.

• Continue utility universal service meetings and 
assure Commission participations from the Bureau 
of Consumer Services and the Office of 
Communications.



Education and 
Outreach Plan 
Reporting 
Recommendations

E&O Plan Components

• Report programs and services offered to 
customers in the service territory.

• Describe established and new E&O 
activities, programs, and initiatives.

• Identify targeted audience for consumer 
education events, programs, and outreach 
activities.



E&O Plan: 
Community 
Engagement 
Recommendations

Consumer Education and Outreach

Enhance Community Engagement:

• Identify community partners who will be offered 
consumer education services and trainings.

• Establish a comprehensive plan to educate their 
most vulnerable and hard-to-reach customers.

• Report plans to train and educate human service 
professionals (e.g., conferences, workshops, train-
the trainers).

“When You Know Better – You Do Better”



E&O Plan: 
Advocacy 
Opportunities 
and Utility 
Partners

Consumer Education and Outreach

Utilities should explore opportunities to 
partner with:

• Community Advocates

• Community Groups, Leaders and Businesses

• Human Service Professionals  

• Legislatures

• PUC, other Government Agencies and 
Stakeholders.



E&O Plan: 
Advertising, 
Social Media and 
Media Messaging 
Strategies

Consumer Education and Outreach 

Utility Advertising, Social Media and 
Media Messaging Strategies:

• Identify how educational and outreach events 
are advertised and promoted.

• Identify and target key and at-risk audiences.  

• Describe a plan to implement and execute 
messaging and branding.

• Explain how the utility will measure the 
effectiveness of its outreach advertising and 
media campaigns (e.g., television, radio, or 
social media ads).



E&O Plan: 
Educational 
Materials

Consumer Education and Outreach

We ask utilities to share:

• Examples of educational materials – such as 
brochures, fact sheets, posters, educational 
advertising, bill inserts and program 
enrollment letters. 

• Brochures and other materials crafted for 
customers with limited English proficiency 
(e.g., Spanish speaking).

• Educational videos



.PA PUC signature 
Consumer Education 
Program – Be Utility 
Wise is a FREE 
professional 
development conference 
promoting consumer 
awareness of utility 
programs, education and 
healthy living in 
Pennsylvania.



Consumer 
Education and 
Outreach 
Video



PUC Consumer Education Fact Sheets

https://www.puc.pa.gov/general/consumer_ed/pdf/Act201.pdf
https://www.puc.pa.gov/General/consumer_ed/pdf/Energy_Rebates_FS.pdf
https://www.puc.pa.gov/General/consumer_ed/pdf/Outreach_Education_Services.pdf
https://www.puc.pa.gov/General/consumer_ed/pdf/13_WaysToSaveEnergy.pdf
https://www.puc.pa.gov/Telecom/pdf/Lifeline%20Brochure-StayConnected.pdf
https://www.puc.pa.gov/media/1396/energy-assistance-programs2021.pdf


PUC Consumer 
Education 

Infographics

https://www.puc.pa.gov/General/consumer_ed/pdf/ConsumerEd-We_Are_Here_for_You.pdf


PA PUC Universal Services:

Lessons Learned

• Allow flexibility in program design and establish 
standards to ensure consistency.

• Provide customers the best chance to succeed with 
programs designed to be affordable and accessible.

• Simplify the process: Make it easier for customers to 
apply and remain in these programs.

• Implement robust Utility E&O Plans to strengthen 
consumer awareness and increase enrollment of these 
vital programs. 



Thank you!

PA PUC Resources

www.puc.pa.gov

www.PAPowerSwitch.com

www.PaGasSwitch.com

Consumer Services Hotline: 1-800-692-7380

ConsumerEd@pa.gov

http://www.puc.pa.gov/
http://www.papowerswitch.com/
http://www.pagasswitch.com/
mailto:ConsumerEd@pa.gov
https://www.instagram.com/pennsylvania_puc/
https://twitter.com/PA_PUC
https://www.facebook.com/Pennsylvania-Public-Utility-Commission-344864545633448/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/pennsylvania-public-utility-commission/
https://www.youtube.com/user/PennsylvaniaPUC


Continue 
the
Learning

Energy Affordability Study

http://www.puc.pa.gov/pcdocs/1602386.pdf

Review of Universal Service and Energy Conservation Programs

http://www.puc.pa.gov/pcdocs/1559325.pdf

November 2019 Order Amending the CAP Policy Statement

https://www.puc.pa.gov/pcdocs/1643025.docx

PUC Consumer Education and Outreach Services

https://www.puc.pa.gov/about-the-puc/consumer-
education/consumer-education-and-outreach-services/

Utility Assistance Programs

https://www.puc.pa.gov/about-the-puc/consumer-
education/utility-assistance-programs/

www.puc.pa.gov
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