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Executive Summary 

The Prepay Energy Working Group run by DEFG, a management consulting firm in the energy space, is 

currently in its third year and the industry’s leading forum for exploration of prepaid offerings. To ensure 

a broad spectrum of perspectives and experiences, working group members include utilities, energy 

retailers, regulators, consumer advocates, and metering and software vendors. The working group 

sponsors in-depth research around both the challenges and opportunities presented by prepaid electric 

offerings in the U.S.  

Prepaid electric service, common elsewhere in the world, has begun to proliferate in the United States, 

enabled first by special prepayment meters and increasingly by smart meters. Prepaid service presents a 

new dynamic between the customer and the electricity provider—one designed to give the customer 

more oversight and control over usage, but in which the customer loses access to the short term credit 

inherent in the postpaid model.1  

Perhaps because prepaid service is relatively nascent in the U.S., there is little demographic data on 

prepaid customers, and specifically on how many are low income.2 However, given that the basic 

prepaid model does not charge a deposit, which can often be burdensome to households on a tight 

budget, the program may have significant appeal to many low income customers.3 Many of these 

customers also qualify for means-tested bill assistance programs designed to help struggling customers 

avoid disconnection and uphold the principle of universal access.  

However, most, if not all, low income bill assistance programs were designed to operate in a postpaid 

billing environment. While many assistance features are directly translatable to a prepaid model, other 

features present challenges and require adaptation. A sound prepaid offering will not require customers 

to forego assistance to which they would be entitled on a postpaid plan, in order to access the stated 

benefits of a prepaid plan.4 Similarly, assistance programs should make funds available to prepaid 

customers in a manner that serves the same end goal as for postpaid customers—keeping the lights on. 

Both sides will likely need to adapt their models slightly in order to do so. 

                                                           
1
 Customers are billed at the end of the billing cycle, typically one month, and have a certain period of time in which to pay 

before the bill is considered past due. Once it reaches past due status, customers are given a set period of time in which to pay 
the outstanding balance. If they fail to do so by the deadline, service is disconnected. This creates a short term extension of 
credit, since there is a time lag between when the power is used and when it is paid for. 
2 

The majority of existing prepaid plans are offered by municipal and co-op electric service providers, with a limited number of 

pilot programs offered by regulated investor-owned utilities. The most significant exception is the Salt River Project’s M-Power 
program, which has collected demographic data on its customers. As of 2010, the average annual income of an M-Power 
customer was $24,400, with over 80% reporting incomes under $30,000. (Paying Upfront: A Review of Salt River Project’s M-
Power Prepaid Program, Electric Power Research Institute, 2010) (hereinafter referenced as “EPRI.”) 
3
 While SRP’s data indicates a strong interest in prepaid service among low income customers in that service territory, other 

research indicates otherwise. The Smart Grid Consumer Collaborative has found, in its Spotlight on Low Income Consumers, that 
only 7% of respondents (all respondents were low income) would “definitely” participate, with another 20% stating they would 
“probably” participate. 

 

4
 The National Association of Utility Consumer Advocates (NASUCA) issued a resolution in July 2011 regarding prepay programs. 

Its first recommendation states that consumer protections under prepay must be maintained or enhanced. The resolution is 
available at www.nasuca.org/archive/NASUCA%202011-3.pdf. 
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The next section of this paper discusses the principle of universal access, which gives rise to assistance 

programs and features designed to help customers who fall behind on their bills. Four broad categories 

of customer protection features that support universal access are then presented: the cost of service, 

negotiated payment plans, ongoing discounts or credits, and emergency cash assistance. Following that 

are the common challenges associated with low income assistance programs: eligibility, enrollment, 

declining funding levels, assistance amounts, and delivery and timing of assistance. The low income 

assistance models are then applied to the prepayment model. We contemplate ways in which both the 

prepayment model and the assistance models could be adapted to provide aid comparable to that 

available to postpaid customers. The paper also touches upon how the common challenges can be 

addressed in a prepaid model. Finally, we conclude with a summary of recommendations. An appendix 

sets forth three examples of low income assistance available in states where prepaid service is offered 

by one or more utilities: Arizona, Oklahoma, and Texas. 

The Principles of Universal Access and Affordability 

Various forms of low income assistance programs arise from the principle of universal access, which 

dictates that electricity is an everyday household necessity, one that no household should have to go 

without. But because the service must be paid for, in order to achieve (or come close to) universal 

access, the principle of affordability must naturally follow, and indeed often serves as a proxy for 

universal access. However, low income households often struggle to afford the cost of even basic usage, 

especially during the winter heating and summer cooling seasons.5 As such, government agencies at the 

federal and state level, as well as many utilities themselves, have established consumer protection 

measures and assistance programs designed to help low income households pay for basic usage.  

In the context of prepaid service, universal access means that no customer should be involuntarily 

disconnected for inability to pay. The example of the “jet setting” bachelor with nothing in his fridge but 

mustard and beer, who chooses to let his service lapse while out of town, does not violate the principle 

because his disconnection is truly voluntary. The same is true for the college student who moves out at 

the end of the term, or goes home for an extended holiday break. However, the customer who wants to 

remain connected, but cannot afford to maintain service, is disconnected involuntarily. To maintain the 

principles of universal access and affordability, low income (and other) assistance programs should be 

available to help this customer keep the lights on. 

To be sure, the principle is not inviolate in the postpaid model. Millions of postpaid customers 

nationwide are disconnected each year for nonpayment, even after exhausting all available aid options. 

However, to at least maintain the status quo, prepaid customers should experience involuntary 

disconnection at a rate no higher than postpaid customers. In order to achieve this—or better—low 

income assistance programs must be available to prepaid customers in a manner comparable to their 

availability to postpaid customers.  

The conversation around prepaid service has highlighted a new twist on the issue of disconnections—

duration. More specifically, the question of how long the disconnection lasts arises from the spread of 

remote disconnect-enabled smart meters. The ability to disconnect and reconnect in near-real time 

                                                           
5
 Basic usage is considered to cover common, everyday uses like lighting, refrigeration, cooking, and reasonable climate control.  
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enables the utility to respond quickly to the customer’s account status, and can substantially shorten the 

duration of a disconnection by eliminating the time it previously took to roll a truck to reconnect the 

customer upon receipt of payment. These meters allow for very short disconnections; for example, a 

customer who submits a payment just after the lights go out. They also allow the customer, assuming he 

has the funds to replenish his account, to control the length of the disconnection. For example, if a 

customer receives an alert notifying him that disconnection will occur at 10:00 a.m. the following day, 

but he will be at work from 9 to 5, he may elect to submit payment after work if he does not mind a 7 or 

8 hour disconnection.  

These examples do not present particular consumer protection challenges, since they are within the 

customer’s control. But consider the customer who will be disconnected at 10:00 a.m. but does not 

receive his paycheck, and thus is unable replenish his account, until 5:00 pm. Some customers may 

simply manage through this situation, and hope their refrigerator stays cold. However, some would 

experience a hardship in this situation—for example, if that day happens to be particularly hot or cold 

and a sick, elderly, pregnant, or otherwise physically sensitive person will be home all day and will need 

climate control. In that household, a 1 or 2 hour disconnection would create a very different situation 

than an 8, 10, or 12 hour disconnection. All disconnections are not created equal. Some will threaten the 

principle of universal access, if they are longer or occur under circumstances that create unusual 

hardship, but some will not.  

Customer Protection Features Supporting Universal Access 

Assistance available to struggling customers varies by state and by utility. Broadly speaking, there are 

four common customer service features and types of assistance available to customers of most utilities. 

Because affordability is central to achieving universal access, the cost of service itself is an important 

consumer protection feature. Additionally, the flexibility to negotiate a payment plan with the utility 

when the customer has fallen behind is critical to helping struggling customers get back on track. Finally, 

there are two forms of bill payment assistance available to most, but not all, low income utility 

customers: ongoing discounts or credits, and emergency cash assistance.  

The Cost of Service 

The best way to help low income customers afford their bills is to keep the price of electricity affordable, 

or as affordable as possible. However, some prepaid programs charge more for the commodity.6 Some 

also charge monthly participation fees and relatively high transaction fees,7 which add up to a 

substantial monthly cost for customers who make multiple payments every month. This could result in a 

prepaid customer paying more annually than he would as a postpaid customer, if as a postpaid 

customer he experienced no disconnections (and the fees and deposits that usually accompany them). 

While in the short term the higher commodity and participation costs may be outweighed (in terms of 

value to the customer) by the lower up-front cost, over time that balance will shift as customers pay 

higher prices than their postpaid counterparts year after year. However, for customers who are typically 

                                                           
6
 See, for example, http://www.srpnet.com/payment/mpower/mpowerfaq.aspx#1.  

7 
Transaction fees typically vary by type of transaction, with credit card payments being the highest and generally fueled by 

charges imposed by the credit card company rather than the utility.  

http://www.srpnet.com/payment/mpower/mpowerfaq.aspx%231
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disconnected for nonpayment one or more times a year, the avoided fees and deposits that accompany 

postpaid disconnection may make up for these increased costs.  

As a best practice, a utility offering prepaid service must not take advantage of the potential for 

customer savings to artificially inflate commodity and operating costs. Absent a legitimate operational 

reason why the prepaid commodity or service is more costly to the utility than postpaid service, the 

prices should be equal. Some advocates go further and argue that prepaid service should cost less per 

kWh than postpaid, because prepaid service reduces the utility’s carrying costs, collection costs, 

uncollectible accounts, and shareholder risk.8 However, to the extent that these cost savings arising 

from the prepaid model reduce the utility’s total operational costs, for postpaid service as well as 

prepaid, it may be more appropriate to socialize the benefits across the whole customer base, including 

prepaid.  

Payment Plans 

While perhaps not considered an assistance program in the same way that discount or cash assistance 

programs are, negotiated payment arrangements and payment plans are a critical low income cost 

management tool. Payment plans allow customers in arrears to pay off their debt over time, in pre-

arranged installments, so that their regular monthly payments plus monthly debt expenses remain 

affordable and the customer can remain connected. Most states require utilities to offer a payment plan 

to postpaid customers who are behind on their bills and at risk of disconnection, though requirements 

regarding terms vary. While payment plans are not income-restricted, they are more often used by low 

income customers, as those are the customers most likely to fall behind on their bills. As such, they are 

an incredibly valuable assistance tool that must be considered in the prepaid context.  

While payment plans could be highly adaptable to postpaid service because no outside agencies are 

involved, utilities lack the incentive to adapt them in practice because doing so would defeat one of the 

primary reasons for offering prepaid service—to avoid extending credit to customers. However, they are 

the best way to ensure that all customers can remain current and connected—and it can safely be 

assumed that most customers want both.  

Payment plan terms vary greatly by state, by utility, and by customer. Some states set a minimum 

number of months over which the arrearage may be paid off.9 Some plans combine amortization with 

partial arrearage forgiveness, in which the utility forgives a portion of the debt if the customer sticks to 

the plan’s repayment terms and remains current.10 Most, if not all, are tailored (at least in theory, 

though not always in practice) to what the customer can afford, and indeed they must be if they are to 

succeed in getting the customer back on track.  

Prepaid programs that accept customers with outstanding balances typically amortize the debt over 

time, with a certain percentage of each payment being put toward the debt, and the remainder going to 

replenish credit for service. Most utilities are willing to negotiate with the customer on the specific 

                                                           
8 

See NASUCA Resolution. 
9
 For example, current California regulation requires a minimum payment plan term of 3 months. See California Public Utilities 

Commission Decision D.12-03-054, at p. 6. 
10 

An extensive analysis of arrearage management programs that contain a partial forgiveness component was provided by The 
Utility Reform Network, at http://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/EFILE/PR/102955.htm.  

http://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/EFILE/PR/102955.htm
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percentage, based on how much is owed and how much the customer can afford to pay toward the 

debt. Some utilities have only one fixed offering, with no room to negotiate the percentage dedicated to 

paying off debt.  

While this fixed amortization is technically a form of payment plan, it is not terribly consumer friendly, in 

that it is non-negotiable and not tailored to the customer’s ability to pay. Fixed amortization is thus not 

a comparable substitute for the negotiated payment plan under the postpaid model. In order to provide 

a comparable alternative, the amount of each payment dedicated to debt repayment must be 

negotiable based on what the customer could afford.  

Ongoing Bill Assistance 

Bill assistance programs typically take one of two forms: ongoing discounts or credits, and emergency 

cash assistance. Ongoing programs are typically offered statewide but administered by the utility, and 

offer either a percentage discount or a monthly bill credit to enrolled customers. Income (and 

otherwise) qualified customers enroll for a specified term, usually one year or more, and receive the 

benefit every month that they are enrolled. Customers who are still eligible when their enrollment is up 

have the option to re-enroll and continue receiving the benefit.  

Emergency Cash Assistance 

Emergency cash assistance, on the other hand, offers one-time payments to eligible customers who 

demonstrate that they cannot afford to pay their bill, and are facing disconnection as a result. 

Customers in most states have access to more than one form of emergency cash assistance, and may be 

eligible to receive benefits from multiple programs. However, eligible customers can only receive one 

benefit per program per year. The most common form of emergency assistance comes from the Low 

Income Home Energy Assistance Program, described below.  

Payment Plans as Emergency Assistance 

In a postpaid service model, the need for payment plans also arises when a current customer finds 

himself unable to pay the full amount due. This postpaid customer can negotiate a payment plan with 

his utility to allow him to pay his current bill each month plus a portion of the arrearage, until the full 

arrearage is paid off. The plan should be negotiated with two goals in mind—making the utility whole, 

while allowing enough time to make the monthly payments affordable for the customer. Some states 

require utilities to renegotiate a second payment plan if the customer finds himself unable to keep up 

with the original one.11 

The Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program  

The majority of available emergency cash assistance is distributed through the Low Income Home 

Energy Assistance Program, or LIHEAP. LIHEAP is federally funded, but is administered by each state, 

which in turn delegates the distribution of assistance to local government agencies or non-profit 

organizations that serve low income families in other, related ways.  

                                                           
11

 Id. at 16. 
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Eligibility is set by statute at 150% of the Federal Poverty Level, which is recalculated annually, except 

where 60% of the state’s median income is higher.12 No state may set its eligibility criteria lower than 

110% of the federal poverty level.13 States may also elect to offer categorical eligibility, meaning that a 

family will automatically qualify for LIHEAP assistance if they are enrolled in Temporary Assistance for 

Needy Families (TANF), Supplemental Security Income (SSI), the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 

Program (SNAP), or certain needs-tested Veteran Benefits.14 Finally, some states require additional 

criteria, such as an assets test, residence in non-subsidized housing, or receipt of a utility disconnection 

notice.15  

These requirements render millions of American households eligible for assistance, but because funds 

are limited, only a small percentage of them actually receive it. The Campaign for Home Energy 

Assistance estimates that even at peak funding, the program can only serve around one in four eligible 

households.16 Each state is given a block grant with which to fund its programs, and it is never enough to 

meet all of the state’s need. As a result, customers are prioritized according to certain factors, including 

high energy cost to income ratio, and the presence of an elderly or disabled person, or a young child, in 

the household.  

LIHEAP provides several forms of assistance, including both ongoing discount and emergency cash 

assistance. Funding restrictions have led some states to restrict the ongoing discount programs to peak 

energy seasons, to be used for summer cooling or winter heating. The emergency cash assistance funds 

are reserved for customers who are facing some kind of financial emergency, such as sudden job loss, 

sudden and unexpected expenses (medical, etc.), or who have received a disconnection notice and 

cannot pay the amount required to avoid it. The significance of these funds cannot be understated. 

According to the National Energy Assistance Directors’ Association, nearly two-thirds of the 8.9 million 

families who received LIHEAP assistance in 2011 reported that they would have had to keep their homes 

at unsafe or unhealthy temperatures if not for the LIHEAP assistance they received.17 

For purposes of this paper, the most relevant portion of LIHEAP is the emergency cash assistance for 

customers facing disconnection or other financial hardship. As such, for the sake of simplicity this paper 

uses the term “LIHEAP assistance” to refer to the emergency assistance portion of the program.  

Challenges Associated with Low Income Assistance Programs 

Low income assistance programs in energy, as do most similar programs, face substantial challenges, 

and in turn present substantial challenges to participants and potential enrollees. All of these challenges 

exist with respect to postpaid customers as well as prepaid. Broadly speaking, these challenges include: 

                                                           
12 

Even states that use this latter calculation express the eligibility threshold in terms of the FPL, for ease of communication.  
13 

http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ocs/liheap/guidance/eligibility.html. 
14 

Id. 
15 

Id. 
16

 http://www.liheap.org/ 
17 

http://www.neada.org/news/NEA_Survey_Nov11.pdf.  

http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ocs/liheap/guidance/eligibility.html
http://www.liheap.org/
http://www.neada.org/news/NEA_Survey_Nov11.pdf
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Eligibility 

All programs base their income thresholds on the Federal Poverty Level (FPL),18 which takes into account 

both income and household size, though thresholds vary between programs. What counts as “income” 

can also vary by program.19 Programs also have different non-income eligibility criteria, such as assets 

and citizenship status. As a result, customers must examine the rules for each program to determine 

whether they are eligible. They may also mistakenly believe they are not qualified for any because they 

are not qualified for one, if they are unaware that requirements vary by program. Customers who 

qualify for one program may not qualify for others. Each program also has its own re-enrollment process 

and timeline.  

Enrollment 

The enrollment process for each assistance program typically involves filling out an application and 

providing required supporting documentation. Some programs have streamlined the application by 

making it available via phone or internet, with the enrolling customer responsible for mailing or faxing in 

supporting documentation. Some may still enroll only on paper. These requirements can be significantly 

challenging to low income customers, particularly those who have certain disabilities; who are recent 

immigrants or are otherwise unfamiliar with federal, state, and local bureaucracies; who speak limited 

English, etc. Eligible customers may not be able to document their income as required, if the program’s 

requirements are too narrow. For example, a housekeeper who is paid by cash and personal checks will 

not be able to provide paycheck stubs, and if that is the only acceptable form of documentation, she will 

be unable to enroll even if she is otherwise qualified.  

Some assistance programs use categorical or automatic enrollment to streamline the process. 

Categorical enrollment allows a customer to bypass most or all of the application process if he is 

enrolled in another means-tested program with similar eligibility criteria. The customer only needs to 

document enrollment in the other program. Automatic enrollment eliminates even this step, and 

initiates receipt of program benefits at the point when the customer enrolls in another program, such as 

Medicaid or Supplemental Security Insurance (SSI). 

Declining Funding Levels 

As is the case with most low income assistance programs, energy assistance programs are typically 

oversubscribed and under-resourced, particularly in times of economic distress. Chronic high 

unemployment and underemployment increase the number of households who need assistance, but 

programs funded by federal or state governments are often on the chopping block as these entities 

struggle to balance their budgets. Programs funded by utility surcharges on non-participating customers 

can also be politically touchy, particularly with respect to customers who make just too much to qualify, 

and thus fund the program rather than receiving its aid. Declining funding levels force programs to 

choose between providing the same level of assistance to fewer applicants, or providing lower levels of 

                                                           
18 

In collaboration with the U.S. Census Bureau, the U.S. Department of Health & Human Services publishes poverty guidelines 
every year, which are used to establish eligibility for various means-tested low income assistance programs. In 2012, the FPL is 
$11,170 for a household of 1; $15,130 for a household of 2; $19,090 for a household of 3; and $23,050 for a household of four. 
Further information, as well as income levels for larger households, can be found at http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/12poverty.shtml/.  
19

 For example, some programs consider other forms of public assistance as income, while others do not. 

http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/12poverty.shtml/
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assistance to more applicants. In the latter scenario, many customers will find the available assistance 

insufficient to close the affordability gap,20 and will face disconnection despite having received 

assistance. Either option causes the programs to fall short of the universal access goal they are intended 

to achieve.  

Assistance Amounts 

As mentioned above, assistance amounts may decline when demand is high but available funding is low. 

Even under the best of circumstances, many customers still struggle to afford their energy costs even 

after all available assistance has been exhausted. Assistance amounts often do not keep up with the 

rising cost of energy, or with overall cost of living. Assistance amounts vary by program and sometimes 

by year, and may run out once the program’s funds are exhausted. 

Delivery and Timing of Assistance 

Some forms of assistance are more complex to deliver than others. The simplest is the ongoing discount 

model, which is simply a reduced price for enrolled customers. It is handled by the utility’s billing 

department, and factored into the ratemaking process. Obviously, timing is not a concern with this 

model, since the price is set for the duration of the customer’s enrollment. The ongoing credit model is 

also fairly timely and routine, especially if it is provided by the utility directly. The credit is typically 

delivered at the beginning of the month, or applied to the bill as a line item.  

Delivery of emergency cash assistance is a bit more complicated, since the funds need to be transferred 

from the agency to the utility. In the postpaid model, often the assistance agency sends a pledge of 

assistance to the utility as soon as the customer qualifies, and then follows up with payment shortly.21  

Upon receiving this pledge, the utility will stay its disconnection process for some amount of time, to 

allow for receipt of payment. If payment is not received within the designated window, the 

disconnection process resumes. Because this assistance is only available to customers with pending 

disconnections, there is a short window of time in which to coordinate and deliver assistance. As such, 

the end-to-end process, from application to payment, must be as streamlined as possible in order to be 

effective.  

Given that the basic principle of universal access does not vary based on payment method, utilities 

offering prepaid service—and regulatory or legislative bodies authorizing it—must do everything 

possible to ensure that assistance available to qualified customers in a postpaid model is also available 

to prepaid customers. It is possible that prepaid service—and the smart grid technologies that enable 

many emerging prepaid models—may even be able to deliver assistance better than the status quo. In 

the process of determining how low income assistance can and should work with prepaid service, it is 

imperative that stakeholders not view prepaid service as a form of assistance in and of itself. The 

financial advantages of prepaid service, such as the inability to accumulate large debts, come at a price – 

                                                           
20 

The difference between the cost of household usage and the amount the customer can afford to pay. 
21

 In reality, many agencies take longer to transmit payments than their stated goal for timely transmission, as many have more 
demand than they have resources. As a result, many utilities are accustomed to waiting much longer to receive assistance 
payments. For example, Texas retail electric providers must immediately credit a customer’s current balance with the amount 
of the emergency assistance pledge, and must then wait 45 days to receive payment on the pledge before reducing the 
customer’s balance.  
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increased risk of disconnection. As such, a prepaid model that does not strive to maximize affordability 

and achieve universal access will do a great disservice to low income customers.  

Low Income Assistance and Prepaid Service  

In order to uphold the principle of universal access to electric service, low income assistance must be 

made available to prepaid customers in a manner designed to reach the same ultimate goal – helping 

the customer keep the lights on. Prepayment models cannot rely on the means of payment alone to 

maintain or promote affordability, no matter how much control it provides the customer. Controllable 

and affordable are not the same.  

As such, as prepaid electric service becomes more widely available, stakeholders must ensure that all 

prepaid offerings and all available assistance are coordinated, so that customers can receive comparable 

assistance on either a prepaid or a postpaid program. In order to achieve this parity, change will be 

required on both sides – utilities offering prepaid service will need to structure their programs to allow 

access to available assistance, and programs offering that assistance will likely need to modify their rules 

and criteria to allow prepaid customers the same access as postpaid customers. With respect to LIHEAP, 

direction will need to come from the federal LIHEAP administrators before most states will be willing to 

offer assistance to qualifying prepaid customers.22 In order to best serve low income customers, service 

providers offering prepaid plans should determine the availability of LIHEAP in each service territory, 

and be sure to clearly communicate its availability—or lack thereof—to customers as part of the 

information needed to make an informed consumer choice.  

This section will examine how payment plans, ongoing discounts or credits, and emergency cash 

assistance could—and should—be adapted to fit a prepaid model.23 The end goal of this exercise is to 

promote, to the greatest extent possible, the principles of universal access and affordability in a 

prepayment model.  

To refresh, the principle of universal access establishes a goal that everyone will have electric service at 

home. The principle of affordability is inextricably tied to the principle of universal access, and dictates 

that because everyone should have service and because that service comes at a price, that price should 

be affordable. Affordability, of course, varies by household income and cost of living. Here, several 

means of promoting affordability and universal access are discussed, but the examination is by no 

means complete; rather, it is meant to be a catalyst for discussion. 

Payment Plans 

Payment plans are only available on a limited basis for customers on prepaid service plans, primarily for 

“old” debt, i.e. debt carried by a customer at the time he enrolled in a prepaid plan. Providers do not 

typically extend credit, or “new” debt, to prepaid customers. For example, the Public Utility Commission 

of Texas does not currently require Retail Electric Providers to extend payment plans to prepaid 

                                                           
22

 If a LIHEAP administering agency is found to have used funds in a manner not allowed by the federal program guidelines, the 
agency would be liable for the disallowed cost. 
23 

The cost of service is somewhat distinct in that it is not an assistance program or offering, but rather a feature of service that 
directly impacts affordability. As such, it does not raise the challenges discussed above – eligibility, enrollment, etc.  
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customers, unless there is a weather emergency, a declared state of disaster, or an under billing that 

results in the customer’s balance being negative by $50 or more.24 However, new debt payment plans 

(i.e. to address a shortfall incurred while the customer is enrolled in prepaid service) may be just as 

necessary to a prepaid customer as they are to a postpaid.  

As compared to a postpaid customer in need of a payment plan, in a prepaid model the customer finds 

himself at or near the zero balance (or the point at which disconnection will occur, if the utility offers a 

grace period or “friendly credit”) but has no money to add to his account. In this case, in order to offer 

the functional equivalent of a payment plan, the utility would need to extend to the customer a small 

short term credit so the customer can stay connected. This amount would then be paid off over time, 

ideally according to a negotiated payment arrangement.  

The amount of the credit as well as the repayment terms should be negotiated between customer and 

service representative, to ensure that the total amount extended is only what the customer needs (but 

fully covers the need) and that the repayment terms are affordable. While utilities may balk at the 

notion of extending credit—the very thing they are attempting to avoid via a prepayment system—the 

amount of credit will naturally be much smaller and extended for a shorter period of time than it would 

be under a postpaid model. The Oklahoma Electric Cooperative’s assertion that 51% of its prepaid 

disconnections last less than two hours25 leads to the assumption that many, if not most, customers will 

not need a payment plan of this nature. Only a customer at risk of losing service for a longer period of 

time would need this function.  

In order to control operational and credit costs, the utility could make credit available only to customers 

whose disconnections would extend longer than 6 hours, or another reasonable amount of time. 

However, the policy should always be flexible to accommodate circumstances in which life or health 

could be jeopardized, such as extreme temperature, medical sensitivity, etc. Adding this critical 

assistance feature to prepaid service would strike an appropriate balance between the universal service 

principle and the utility’s attempt to minimize its financing risk. 

While this option should be available to all customers regardless of income, it is relatively certain that 

lower income customers would be most likely to need it. For these customers, knowing that there is 

help available if they need it will prevent them from reducing their usage to unhealthy levels in order to 

avoid extended disconnection.  

Ongoing Discounts or Credits 

An ongoing discount program, particularly if it is administered by the utility directly (as opposed to third-

party payment), is relatively easy to administer, and is available in many prepaid offerings in the U.S. 

today. Price discount programs simply apply the discount price to the customer’s meter, making the 

meter run down more slowly than it would at full price.  

Monthly credit programs would also be fairly simple to administer, though there are different ways to 

do so. The Salt River Project’s $17 monthly credit is added to the customer’s account when the customer 

makes his first payment of the month (i.e. if on June 1st the customer adds $20 to his account, the 
                                                           
24 

http://www.puc.state.tx.us/agency/rulesnlaws/subrules/electric/25.498/25.498.pdf.  
25

 Presentation by Johanna Buck, Oklahoma Electric Cooperative, to the DEFG Prepay Energy Working Group, March 22, 2012. 

http://www.puc.state.tx.us/agency/rulesnlaws/subrules/electric/25.498/25.498.pdf
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balance will reflect a $37 credit, including the monthly cash assistance; the credit will not accrue until 

the customer makes a payment of at least $1).26  

As an alternative to the single monthly allocation, the utility could elect to distribute the payment 

throughout the month, so that every time the customer added money, a portion of the allocation would 

be distributed, until the total allocation was spent. Better yet, the utility could offer the customer a 

choice between the two. Even offering just two options would present a great deal of flexibility and 

further enhance the degree of control the customer has over his usage.  

Emergency Cash Assistance 

Again comparing to the postpaid customer in need of emergency cash assistance, the prepaid customer 

may be facing an equally imminent disconnection, and be equally unable to replenish his credit to 

prevent it. As such, he should be eligible for assistance comparable to that available to the postpaid 

customer—comparable, but not identical. 

The postpaid customer owes a debt, as much as several hundred dollars, that must be paid in order to 

prevent disconnection or reestablish service after disconnection. Traditional emergency cash assistance 

is designed to pay the amount owed so the customer becomes current.27 A prepaid customer may not 

owe an amount (or may owe a small amount if the utility extends a grace period or “friendly credit” 

beyond the zero balance), but still needs a certain amount of money in order to keep the lights on until 

the next paycheck, for example. This customer should be eligible to receive as emergency cash 

assistance the amount needed to keep his account positive and prevent disconnection.  

Because emergency cash assistance implicates all of the challenges to low income assistance programs 

discussed above, it is useful to think along those lines in attempting to translate the concept for a 

prepaid context. LIHEAP is the largest funder of emergency assistance, and the model does not change 

much, if at all, when replicated by other charitable programs. As such, the focus here on LIHEAP is 

equally applicable to similarly structured programs.  

Eligibility  

Of the eligibility criteria discussed above, the only one that raises a challenge in the prepaid context is 

the demonstration of crisis, i.e. imminent disconnection. In order to ensure that otherwise qualified 

prepaid customers could still apply for emergency funds, the state’s LIHEAP administrator would need to 

consider a zero balance (that the customer could not afford to top off) a crisis rendering the customer 

eligible for assistance. As an example, Missouri’s LIHEAP program includes as an energy crisis an 

assertion by a prepaid customer that his usage is about to run out.28  

In order to facilitate timely receipt of funds, assistance programs could set this disconnection “trigger” a 

day or two before the disconnection point (zero balance, or as otherwise established by the individual 

prepaid program) is reached, as long as the customer knows he will require assistance to stay 

                                                           
26

 http://www.srpnet.com/prices/economy.aspx. 
27 

Some programs may require a co-pay by the customer, or require the customer to arrange a payment plan to amortize some 
amount of the debt while paying the rest off directly. Regardless, each version has the same end goal – getting the customer’s 
account current.  
28

 Missouri LIHEAP manual, p. 12. http://www.dss.mo.gov/fsd/eassist/pdf/liheapmanual_12.pdf.  

http://www.dss.mo.gov/fsd/eassist/pdf/liheapmanual_12.pdf
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connected. This will add a small but much needed cushion that will help assistance agencies transmit 

payment before the customer is disconnected.  

Enrollment 

Given the narrow time constraints and the unusual stress such situations place on struggling 

households, the utility should seek to minimize the administrative burden on the customer to the 

greatest extent possible. Utilities should have on record the customer’s LIHEAP eligibility status, so that 

the customer does not have to re-demonstrate eligibility to the utility to avoid disconnection. The utility 

should not require written verification of the pending assistance request from the customer, though it 

would be acceptable to request this of the administrative agency processing the request. Utilities and 

LIHEAP administrative agencies already have a relationship in the postpaid context, as the agencies 

often inform the utility that payment is on its way when a postpaid customer is facing disconnection. 

The agency will be far better situated to email or fax any necessary documentation than the customer 

would be.  

Further, the process for demonstrating household crisis to the LIHEAP administrative agency may 

require some adjustment. Currently, the customer presents a copy of the mailed disconnection notice to 

the agency, which kicks off the assistance process. But in a prepaid model where no paper disconnection 

notices are issued, the LIHEAP agency would need some way to verify that the customer has reached, or 

is about to reach, the zero balance (or disconnection point, if that point is before or after the customer 

hits zero). This could be accomplished in a few different ways. If the customer receives the notice of 

pending disconnection via text or email, that message could be forwarded to the assistance agency as an 

email. Many utilities allow customers to access documents—including disconnection notices—through 

their websites. The document could then be emailed, or printed and brought, to the agency. 

Alternatively, the customer could go to the agency and access his account online. In a smart meter 

enabled program, the customer could authorize the LIHEAP agency as a third party that is allowed to 

receive the customer’s account information, thereby offering the agency a quick window into the 

customer’s account for verification purposes.  

In designing their working relationship, the utility and the assistance agency should bear in mind the 

relatively low levels of internet usage among the low income customers. Only 41% of U.S. households 

earning less than $30,000 a year have broadband at home.29 That number falls even further among low 

income households of color, and even further still for non-English speaking low income households: only 

26% of Spanish-dominant Latino households have broadband at home.30 As for mobile technology, 82% 

of customers earning $50,000 or less have a cell phone.31 34% of adults earning $30,000 or less have a 

smart phone, though this represents a substantial increase from 22% just a year prior.32 40% of low 

                                                           
29 

Pew “Digital Differences,” April 2012, p. 10. 
30

 “Latinos and Digital Technology, 2010,” Pew Hispanic Center, http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/02/09/latinos-and-digital-
technology-2010/  
31

 Marist Poll, http://maristpoll.marist.edu/612-cell-phone-nation/.  
32 

“Nearly half of American adults are smartphone owners,” Pew, http://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2012/Smartphone-
Update-2012/Findings.aspx . 

http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/02/09/latinos-and-digital-technology-2010/
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/02/09/latinos-and-digital-technology-2010/
http://maristpoll.marist.edu/612-cell-phone-nation/
http://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2012/Smartphone-Update-2012/Findings.aspx
http://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2012/Smartphone-Update-2012/Findings.aspx
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income customers, again using the $30,000 benchmark, go online mostly via their cell phone instead of a 

home computer.33 

Given that low income customers comprise the bulk of prepaid customers, accessing assistance will be 

more efficient, quicker, and less burdensome to the customer if the agency develops processes for 

working with the customer that take technology gaps into account. 

Timing of Assistance 

The LIHEAP program pledges to provide payment within 48 hours of determining that the customer is 

eligible. However, many agencies do not provide payment within this time frame, due to administrative 

burdens or other factors. As such, in order to maintain access the prepaid program would need to stay 

the disconnection pending receipt of payment. In the prepaid context, utilities typically establish a 

“pledge fund” into which credits are entered when a pledge of assistance is received. The utility then 

extends that amount to the customer to pay down the arrearage, and is made whole when the pledge 

funds are received. The utility could do the same in a prepaid context as well.  

Many prepayment programs do not seem to offer this leeway, at least not as a matter of course. Salt 

River Project’s (SRP) M-Power only allows up to 12 hours of “friendly credit,” and only at certain times of 

day. It will not disconnect if the customer reaches a zero balance between 6:00 p.m. and 6:00 a.m., but 

it will disconnect at 6:00 a.m. if no payment is received before that time.34 This narrow—and only 

sometimes available—window would be insufficient for an eligible family to access emergency 

assistance benefits, assuming that a zero balance would qualify as a crisis event. It should be noted that 

M-Power does offer Emergency Credit upon request, but it is only available “in the unlikely event of a 

widespread failure of the SRP PayCenter network that prevents you from buying energy credit.”35 As 

such, it is not a comparable replacement for LIHEAP assistance.  

SRP is not a state regulated utility, and as such has more flexibility regarding consumer protections than 

regulated utilities. Some prepaid models are more flexible than M-Power, offering a longer grace period 

between reaching a zero balance and being disconnected. In California, San Diego Gas & Electric has 

proposed a prepaid program—the first in the state—that would offer customers a 4 day grace period or 

$20 credit extension, whichever comes first.36 This model would allow the customer time to request and 

receive emergency cash assistance.  

As discussed above in the context of payment plans, the number of customers requesting such 

assistance is likely to be small relative to the total prepaid customer base, if most disconnections are 

very short term and service can be maintained by adding just a few dollars at a time. The customers who 

would need this assistance are those who are flat broke for a longer period of time, and for whom 

disconnection would present far more than mere inconvenience. The extension of credit required by the 

utility would necessarily be very short and a small dollar amount, given LIHEAP’s quick turnaround time. 

                                                           
33 

The Pew Internet & American Life Project, “Digital Differences,” http://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2012/Digital-
differences/Main-Report/The-power-of-mobile.aspx  
34

 EPRI, p. 2-3. 
35

 M-Power User Manual. 
36 

Application of San Diego Gas & Electric Company for Authority to Update Marginal Costs, Cost Allocation and Electric Rate 
Design, A.11-10-002, filed October 3, 2011 with the CA Public Utilities Commission. See Supporting Testimony, Chapter 11.  

http://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2012/Digital-differences/Main-Report/The-power-of-mobile.aspx
http://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2012/Digital-differences/Main-Report/The-power-of-mobile.aspx
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As such, offering this grace period to eligible customers would impact the utility only very minimally, but 

could literally be a lifesaver for the customer who needs it. 

Programs unwilling to offer this sort of grace period across the board could instead implement a waiver 

for customers who are LIHEAP-eligible and who notify the utility that they will be seeking emergency 

assistance. If the customer contacts the utility and informs them that he has requested assistance, the 

utility should either stay disconnection until payment is received (or denied, if the customer proves 

ineligible for some reason), or reconnect the customer if disconnection has already occurred, on the 

condition that he will be disconnected again if payment is denied.  

Assistance Amounts 

In a postpaid service model, LIHEAP-eligible customers are awarded enough funds to cover the balance 

of what they owe, up to a predetermined maximum amount. If the customer’s balance does not exceed 

the maximum amount, the customer is only awarded the amount they owe, not the maximum. The 

payment is made directly to the utility from the LIHEAP provider. 

This model could simply be scaled down for prepaid customers in the same manner as payment plans, 

discussed above. Rather than the debt owed, the amount the customer needs to remain connected 

would be an estimate of what the customer will need to cover basic energy usage until the customer has 

access to funds he can add to his account. This can be derived from recent usage patterns. 

Currently, LIHEAP awards are several hundred dollars each, and are available only once a year to eligible 

customers. However, prepaid customers typically make smaller, more frequent payments than postpaid 

customers, and they do not accumulate the volume of debt that postpaid customers do. As such, these 

amounts may prove to be more than what a prepaid customer would need under the circumstances 

envisioned here, and a prepaid customer may have more than one near-disconnection crisis each year. 

 One solution would be to make available only the amount needed to cover the current crisis, but allow 

customers to access funds multiple times each year, until the customer reaches either a predetermined 

number of awards or total award amount. Another would be to determine a total amount to make 

available to the customer, for use as needed. Once the customer exhausted the award, he would be 

ineligible to reapply until the following year. The way the customer would access these funds would 

depend on which allocation method the agency used.   

Delivery of Assistance 

Once the agency determines what amount to provide, the way the customer would access these funds 

may differ, depending on the award options described just above. If the awards cover the current need 

only, as they do today, then delivery of assistance could work the same way as well. The agency pledges 

the payment to the utility, then pays the company directly.  

If the total amount was made available in a lump sum, it could either be distributed directly to the utility 

and held in reserve until the customer taps it, or it could be distributed directly to the customer on an 

Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) card that is redeemable only with the utility. The customer could then 

use the card for payment instead of a personal card or account.  
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Some consumer advocates may caution that lump sum distribution provides too much discretion and 

not enough budget management assistance to customers. As an alternative, the LIHEAP administrator 

could elect to portion out the total annual allocation by month, or otherwise incrementally, so that the 

customer does not have the full balance at his disposal at any one time. Should the customer require 

more than what is available on the card, he should be able to contact the LIHEAP administrator to 

request an increase, contingent upon an appropriate demonstration of need.  

Declining Funding Levels 

As discussed above, declining levels of funding severely constrain the amount of assistance programs 

can provide, and the number of households they can assist. While there is some evidence that prepaid 

customers use less power than postpaid customers, stakeholders must resist the temptation to think of 

prepaid service as a way to ease demand on scarce assistance funds. The need for assistance depends 

on one thing – affordability – which in turn depends on the price of the commodity, the amount used, 

and the customer’s ability to pay. It does not depend on the mode of payment. Demand on assistance 

programs will ease when employment rises, wages rise, and more low income housing stock is properly 

weatherized and equipped with more efficient appliances. 

It is possible that the inability for a customer to accumulate substantial debt in the prepaid model may 

ease pressure on LIHEAP funds, but only if prepaid customers needed less over the course of a year than 

postpaid customers. However, if the price of the commodity is the same as the postpaid price, and 

usage is the same or similar, the affordability problem will remain. To the extent that increased visibility 

of usage results in prepaid customers conserving better, the need for assistance will be decreased, but 

this decrease should not be assumed (or should be underestimated, out of caution). Eligible prepaid 

customers must have access to the same amounts of assistance as their postpaid counterparts. If they 

end up using less, the fund benefits. But if they need the same amount, they should be able to access it.  

Conclusion 

While prepaid service presents some challenges to current models for low income assistance, the 

challenges are by no means insurmountable. Addressing them will require action from all stakeholders—

utilities, in the design of their program and customer service offerings, and assistance providers 

(including federal and state governments) will need to tailor their assistance programs to accommodate 

prepaid customers in a manner comparable to postpaid customers. Currently, gaps still exist. In order to 

best serve low income customers, an electric service provider that is considering offering prepaid service 

should coordinate with local assistance agencies during the design phase of the program. By working 

with the agencies directly, the service provider can maximize the amount of assistance available to low 

income prepaid customers. The assistance agencies, in turn, can better understand the timeline of 

events associated with prepaid service, and hopefully find innovative ways to serve customers in need, 

whether enrolled in prepaid or postpaid service.  
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Recommended Best Practices: 
Maximize Access to Assistance for Low Income Prepayment Customers 

The following list summarizes the changes recommended in this paper. They are almost certainly not the 

only available options.  

 Cost of Service 

o Keep the cost of service no higher than it needs to be, and ideally no higher than the 
cost of postpaid service. 

 Payment Plans 

o Offer a negotiable payment plan to amortize existing debt carried by new prepaid 
customers. 

o Offer a negotiable extension of credit to customers who are unable to replenish their 
account for a certain minimum amount of time or more, i.e. for disconnections that will 
last longer than 12 or 24 hours.  

 Ongoing Discounts and Credits 

o Provide percentage discounts or credit amounts to prepaid customers that are 
comparable to those available to qualified postpaid customers. 

 Emergency Cash Assistance 

o The assistance program must consider a pending prepayment disconnection, when the 
customer is unable to replenish his account, as a crisis rendering the customer eligible 
for assistance. To facilitate timely receipt of assistance funds, the program may find it 
reasonable to consider a disconnection to be “pending” a day or two before a zero 
balance is reached, if the customer knows assistance will be needed. 

o Once the utility knows an assistance payment is forthcoming, it must allow sufficient 
time for the payment to be received before terminating service. This may require a 
short term extension of credit if the customer’s balance falls below zero during this 
time.  

o Both utility and assistance provider should strive to use communications technology to 
ease the administrative burden on customers, i.e. by sharing eligibility data, electronic 
transfer of non-mailed disconnection notice or account status, etc.  

o Assistance amounts can be calculated in a variety of ways, either incrementally as 
needed or as a lump annual total award. In choosing between models, the assistance 
provider must prioritize the principle of universal access, and determine which model 
best helps the customer avoid disconnection and keep his account current.  

o All stakeholders should avoid considering prepaid service as a tool for decreasing 
pressure on low income assistance funds. Prepayment may be a convenient transaction 
method for both customer and utility, but it does not significantly affect affordability, 
which is the primary factor driving demand for low income assistance. 

Ideally, if prepaid service offerings continue to proliferate, so too will new ways of assisting struggling 

low income customers, that are tailored to the needs of prepaid customers specifically. 
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Appendix A: Examples of Low Income Assistance in Three States 

The Salt River Project in Arizona, the Oklahoma Electric Cooperative, and Direct Energy in Texas all offer 

prepaid service. For purposes of context and illustration, this Appendix examines the assistance 

programs available to low income customers of these utilities. There is a wide variety in the number and 

forms of assistance programs available to customers in each state, which has significant impacts for the 

principles of universal access and affordability. 

Arizona 

SRP customers in Arizona have several options for assistance, both ongoing and emergency. 

LIHEAP
37

 

Arizona sets its LIHEAP eligibility threshold at 200% of FPL. In 2011, Arizona’s LIHEAP program served 

36,032 households, of the 814,174 that were eligible (4.4%). 58% of recipients had household incomes 

under 75% of FPL, 20% had incomes between 75% and 100%, and 21% had incomes between 101% and 

150%. The average award in 2011 was $597. 

Home Energy Assistance Fund (HEAF)
38

 

The Arizona Community Action Association, through a fund seeded in 2006 by a $3 million settlement 

between the state and the El Paso Natural Gas Corporation, provides emergency cash assistance of up to 

$500 to households facing disconnection or that have already been disconnected. The income limit is set 

at $41,000 for a family of four, which is just under 200% of FPL. Applications are accepted at Community 

Action Agencies in any county, and a household may receive only one award in any 12 month period.  

Short Term Crisis Services
39

 

STCS is a state-funded program providing emergency assistance with shelter, utilities, and employment. 

Eligibility is set at 125% of FPL, or 150% for households with an elderly or disabled member. The 

applicant must be a resident of Arizona, and a U.S. citizen or legal resident. The applicant must also have 

a child under 18 who is also a citizen or legal resident. The household must be in crisis, which includes 

domestic violence resulting in separation, loss of income, unforeseen circumstances that increased 

expenditures, or a condition that endangers health and safety.40 Applicants are eligible for assistance 

only once every fiscal year, and can receive the amount they need for their emergency costs, up to 

$500. The applicant does not need to show a disconnection notice in order to receive help with utility 

costs. 

SHARE – Service to Help Arizonans with Relief on Energy
41

 

SHARE provides one-time payment assistance for customers in unexpected and temporary financial 

crisis, who have exhausted all other forms of aid. It is administered through the Salvation Army.42 

                                                           
37 

http://www.liheap.org/assets/fact_sheets/liheap-AZ-2011.pdf. 
38 

http://www.homeenergyfund.org/. 
39

 https://www.azdes.gov/uploadedFiles/Aging_and_Adult_Services/Community_Services_Unit/Short%20Term%20Crisis%20 
Assistance%20Program%20Policy%20Manual%208-31-2011.pdf. 
40

 In addition to medical conditions, this includes condemnation of the premises, infestation, presence of lead in the home, etc. 
41

 http://acaa.dreamhosters.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/01/Utility-and-Short-Term-Crisis-Assistance.pdf at 92. 

http://www.liheap.org/assets/fact_sheets/liheap-AZ-2011.pdf
http://www.homeenergyfund.org/
http://acaa.dreamhosters.com/wp-content/uploads/2009/01/Utility-and-Short-Term-Crisis-Assistance.pdf
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Applicants need only demonstrate an unexpected financial crisis, such as a death in family, loss of job, or 

unexpected medical bills.  

Salt River Project’s Economy Price Plan
43

 

The Economy Price Plan is available to customers whose income is at or below 150% of FPL. It provides a 

$17 credit each month. M-Power customers receive their credit when they make their first payment of 

the calendar month.  

Oklahoma 

In contrast to SRP customers in Arizona, Oklahoma Electric Cooperative customers’ only option for utility 

bill assistance is LIHEAP. Neither the state nor OEC provide any low income discounts or bill payment 

assistance. 

LIHEAP income eligibility in Oklahoma is at 130% of FPL, with additional limits on cash resources for 

household members.44,45 In 2011, 51.5% of households served were under 75% FPL, and another 45% 

were between 75% and 100%.46 The average award in 2011 was $151.47 In 2011, LIHEAP helped 116,510 

of 400,000 eligible households (29%).48 Whereas some states make emergency assistance funds 

available year-round, Oklahoma only begins taking applications in March, and continues until funds are 

exhausted.49 Presumably this targets assistance where it is needed the most – getting caught up on 

winter heating bills – but it also prevents customers with needs at other times from receiving assistance. 

Texas 

Central Power and Light Company customers in Texas have more options than OEC customers, but 

fewer than SRP customers. 

LIHEAP 

Texas’ LIHEAP eligibility is set at 125% of FPL.50 In 2011, 59% of recipients had incomes under 75% of 

FPL.51 The average benefit in 2011 was $560.52 In 2011, Texas’ LIHEAP provided some amount of 

assistance to around 30,000 households, of the 2.5 million eligible households (1.2%).53 Additionally, 

through a separate component of the state’s LIHEAP block grant, the Texas Department of Housing and 

Community Affairs will pay up to four of the highest bills in any year for low income disabled and/or 

elderly customers.54 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
42 

The Salvation Army often plays this role, administering privately funded cash assistance programs in many states.  
43 

http://www.srpnet.com/prices/economy.aspx.  
44

 No more than $2k for 1 person, $3k for 2, add $50 for each additional person. 
45

 http://www.okdhs.org/programsandservices/liheap/docs/faqs.htm. 
46 

http://www.liheap.org/assets/fact_sheets/liheap-OK-2011.pdf. 
47

 Id. 
48 

Id. 
49 

http://www.okdhs.org/programsandservices/liheap/docs/faqs.htm. 
50

 http://liheap.ncat.org/profiles/Texas.htm. 
51 

http://www.liheap.org/assets/fact_sheets/liheap-TX-2011.pdf. 
52 

Id. 
53 

Id. 
54 

http://www.opc.state.tx.us/customerprotection.html. 

http://www.srpnet.com/prices/economy.aspx
http://www.okdhs.org/programsandservices/liheap/docs/faqs.htm
http://www.liheap.org/assets/fact_sheets/liheap-OK-2011.pdf
http://www.okdhs.org/programsandservices/liheap/docs/faqs.htm
http://liheap.ncat.org/profiles/Texas.htm
http://www.liheap.org/assets/fact_sheets/liheap-TX-2011.pdf
http://www.opc.state.tx.us/customerprotection.html
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LITE-UP Texas 

LITE-UP Texas is a state-funded program providing discount rates to qualified low income customers 

during the summer cooling season. Eligibility is set at 125% of FPL, but the amount of the discount varies 

annually between 10% and 20%, depending on funding. The months for which the discount is available 

also vary, usually beginning in May and ending in August or September.55 If funding allows, a limited 

amount of emergency cash assistance may also be available.56 

CPL low income customers may have few assistance options, but Texas’ utility market is deregulated, 

which allows multiple competing Retail Electric Providers to offer service to customers. Other providers 

provide additional resources, funded through the utility or other charitable sources.57 

 

 

                                                           
55 

http://www.puc.state.tx.us/consumer/lowincome/Assistance.aspx.  
56

 http://www.puc.state.tx.us/agency/resources/reports/approp/legappreq12-13.pdf. 
57

 See http://liheap.ncat.org/profiles/Texas.htm.  
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