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Home Heating Affordability Gap Growing 

Large Increase in Home Energy Assistance Funding Needed 
INDIANAPOLIS – A substantial increase in home energy assistance funding will be needed this winter because an increasing number of low-income Hoosiers will be unable to afford winter heating bills and will face utility disconnection, according to a study released today by the Coalition to Keep Indiana Warm (CKIW).
“Faced with escalating home heating fuel costs, nearly 8-out-of-10 low-income utility customers in Indiana last year were behind on their heating bill payments in March. By July, more than half of these customers had still not caught up on their heating bills. As we face a winter with record energy prices, the number of low-income Hoosiers falling behind on their bills and facing disconnection could reach record levels,” said Vickie Allen-Beeson, Co-Chair with CKIW.

CKIW bases its conclusions on a study of low-income utility customer accounts across the state of Indiana. The study results were announced prior to CKIW’s annual meeting scheduled for Tuesday at the State Conference Center. Among the study’s primary findings:

· Nearly 80 percent of low-income customers came out of last winter behind on their heating bill payments. 
· For low-income Hoosiers, being behind on their heating bills is no longer a seasonal event. Most low-income Hoosiers are behind on their heating bills year-round.

· Indiana utilities disconnected nearly 10,000 low-income accounts from April through June 2005.
· Many of the low-income households that have utilities disconnected each spring, do not get reconnected prior to the next winter.

· Coming out of last winter, Indiana utilities reported nearly $10 million in unpaid bills among low-income customers.

“These statistics should be very sobering as we face a winter of record energy prices, which are attributed to rising demand and the energy infrastructure damage caused by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita,” Beeson said. “A substantial increase in home energy assistance funding, especially from the federal government, is needed if we are to close the home heating affordability gap and keep utility disconnection numbers down.”

(More)

Home Heating Affordability Gap, continued

Specifically, CKIW called for full funding of the federal government’s Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP). The recently approved National Energy Policy authorizes Congress to fully fund LIHEAP at $5.1 billion. However, the Bush Administration’s current budget calls for $2 billion in LIHEAP funding.
“Over the past five years, LIHEAP funding has not kept pace with the rising demand for home energy assistance. As a result, an increasing number of low-income Hoosiers receiving LIHEAP funds, find themselves faced with paying a much larger portion of their household income for energy bills.  In 2004 those poorest households, 100,000 households at or below 50% of poverty, paid more than 40% of the household income going towards energy bills and those bills keep rising,” said Greg Sawyers, Co-Chair of CKIW.

In addition to more LIHEAP funding, CKIW encouraged Hoosiers to give to other home energy assistance programs. “Most Indiana utilities have their own home energy assistance funds and many charitable organizations raise funds for energy assistance. While we know all family budgets have been stretched by rising energy costs, it is critical that Hoosiers do whatever they can to help low-income residents pay their heating bills this winter,” Sawyers concluded.

CKIW also encourages consumers to weatherize their homes and to enroll in budget billing programs, which spread the cost of winter heating out into 12 equal monthly payments throughout the year. Eligibility for budget plans is available from your local utility.
-------

About Coalition to Keep Indiana Warm
CKIW is an organization formed to bring interested parties together to increase public awareness of low-income energy issues and to develop and implement strategies that address these issues.
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