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Good afternoon Mr. Harnish,
 
RMI is very grateful to be able to comment on the proposed new EIA form 112. See attached. 
 
Warmly,
Maria
photo-logo Maria Castillo

Senior Associate RMI
Carbon-Free Electricity
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| 2490 Junction Pl #200, Boulder, CO 80301
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Attn: Joseph DeCarolis

Administrator, U.S. Energy Information Administration

1000 Independence Ave., SW

Washington, DC 20585



August 19, 2024



Submitted via email to EIA112@eia.gov.



RE: Public Comments on EIA Form 112 Residential Utility Disconnections Survey



About RMI

Founded in 1982 as Rocky Mountain Institute, RMI is an independent, nonpartisan, 501(c)3 nonprofit that transforms global energy systems through market-driven solutions to secure a clean, prosperous, zero-carbon future for all. We work in the world’s most critical geographies and engage businesses, policymakers, communities, and nongovernmental organizations to identify and scale energy system interventions that will cut greenhouse gas emissions while also promoting affordable energy.



How RMI Uses EIA Data and Other Federal Data

RMI’s Carbon-Free Electricity program is dedicated to accelerating an equitable transition towards clean electricity around the world. A pillar of our work is producing techno-economic analysis and data products that can advance the equitable clean energy transition in key policy, market, and capacity building venues. Federal electricity-sector data that is accessible online and free of cost is foundational to the analysis and data products that RMI’s electricity program develops; our organization prioritizes utilizing free, accessible data from trusted government sources. RMI then uses this data to conduct analysis that helps inform policy discussions and decision making in the energy sector. These reports and data tools are typically made available free for public use. 



Our team regularly utilizes data from several federal agencies, such as the Energy Information Administration (EIA), Federal Electricity Regulatory Commission (FERC), Department of Energy (DOE), and Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). As technical experts focused on advancing the equitable clean electricity transition, EIA’s collection, aggregation, and analysis of power plant generator to electric sector wide information is critical for all the analysis and data products RMI builds. These data have been central to the development of numerous key RMI analyses and data products that we offer free for public use. Examples include the Utility Transition Hub[footnoteRef:2], Economic Dispatch Dashboard[footnoteRef:3], Engage & Act[footnoteRef:4], Clean Energy Portfolios[footnoteRef:5], and Clean Repowering[footnoteRef:6], among many others. [2:  RMI, Utility Transition Hub, accessed August 14, 2024, https://utilitytransitionhub.rmi.org/.]  [3:  RMI, Economic Dispatch Dashboard, accessed August 14, 2024, https://utilitytransitionhub.rmi.org/economic-dispatch/.]  [4:  RMI, Engage & Act: Data and Insights for Real Climate Impact, accessed August 14, 2024, https://rmi.org/our-work/climate-finance/engage-and-act/.]  [5:  RMI, Clean Energy Portfolios, accessed August 14, 2024, https://rmi.org/clean-energy-portfolios/.]  [6:  RMI, Clean Repowering, accessed August 14, 2024, https://rmi.org/insight/clean-repowering/.] 




Impact of Disconnections

Collecting and making available to the public data that illuminates the current state of utility disconnections will help inform the conversation around disconnections just as EIA’s data concerning household energy costs and energy affordability has helped inform the policy conversation around energy poverty. This is important disconnections can destabilize and worsen the health, finances, and safety of members of an affected household. When a household loses consistent access to electricity through a disconnection, they both lose access to a key resource that is needed to have a manageable, healthy life, as well become more at risk to potentially harmful institutional interventions and short-term financial remedies.



Vulnerable households, such as those with a high energy burden and facing a form of energy insecurity, are most likely to be disconnected. Households with people of color, with children under five years old, on electronic medical devices, and with poor housing conditions are found to be disconnected most often nationally.[footnoteRef:7],[footnoteRef:8] When a household loses consistent access to electricity in their home, there are significant short- and long-term health, financial, and safety impacts. [footnoteRef:9] [7:  Trevor Memmott, et al., "Sociodemographic Disparities in Energy Insecurity Among Low-Income Households Before and During the COVID-19 Pandemic," Nature Energy 6 (2021): 186–193. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41560-020-00763-9.]  [8:  David M. Konisky et al., " The Persistence of Household Energy Insecurity during the COVID-19 Pandemic” Environmental Research Letters 17 (2022): 104017.]  [9:  Diana Hernández and Jonathan Laird, "Surviving a Shut-Off: U.S. Households at Greatest Risk of Utility Disconnections and How They Cope," American Behavioral Scientist 66, no. 7 (2022): 856–880.https://doi.org/10.1177/00027642211013401] 




Disconnections can often result in the compromised safety and wellbeing of members of a household. Lack of access to electricity can lead to unconventional and unsafe means of lighting, heating, and cooling.  Fire-related injuries and deaths have been linked to using candles, space heaters, and extension cords after a disconnection.[footnoteRef:10] A disconnection can trigger eviction, foreclosure, and intervention by child protective agencies.[footnoteRef:11] Household members on medical devices, such as dialysis machines and oxygen generators, that require electricity, can be put in a life-threatening situation.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  The Utility Reform Network, Living without Power: Health Impacts of Utility Shutoffs in California (2018).]  [11:  https://blog.ucsusa.org/joseph-daniel/could-the-u-s-end-energy-poverty/]  [12:  The Utility Reform Network, Living without Power: Health Impacts of Utility Shutoffs in California (2018).] 




The health of household members, particularly children and medically vulnerable individuals, is put in a precarious and dangerous position when access to electricity is lost due to a disconnection. Disconnections not only worsen existing illnesses but are also documented to lead to a higher likelihood of sickness, hospitalization, development delays, and medical emergencies. In moments of extreme weather, lack of access to cooling and heating can be deadly for a household; currently only 22 states have heat-based disconnection protections for households, while 42 states have cold-based protections.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Sanya Carley and David Konisky, "Utility Disconnections Dashboard," Energy Justice Lab, 2023. https://utilitydisconnections.org/.] 




Disconnection can also make households susceptible to predatory and risky financial systems that push them deeper into the energy poverty cycle. For example, when a household gets disconnected, households may resort to attaining predatory loans to pay past-due bills to restore their service.[footnoteRef:14] Additionally, many utilities require customers to pay reconnection fees to restore their service after being disconnected, which can serve as an additional financial setback for already struggling families. [14:  National Consumer Law Center, Utilities and Payday Lenders: Convenient Payments, Killer Loans (2007).] 




Current Data Collection on Disconnections 

Existing disconnection data reporting requirements are both limited and inconsistent nationwide, leading to a messy, difficult, and partial picture of the true scale of disconnections nationwide. Comprehensive, consistent, and easily accessible disconnection data is extremely important for organizations and entities nationwide dedicated to addressing this problem and promoting the existence of an equitable energy system. When interested entities attain and analyze disconnection data, they have historically found important and actionable insights related to highly affected geographies and subpopulations. 



The existing patchwork of disconnection data has led to an incomplete picture of the true scale of disconnections and affected households nationwide. According to Indiana University’s Energy Justice Lab, only 25 states and DC currently have an active formal reporting requirement of disconnection data. These state-level reporting requirements vary widely state by state, as there are differences in terms of who is required to report this data, how often they’re required to report it, and the actual metrics related to disconnection they have to collect and report. Even among the jurisdictions that do require disclosures, as of 2023, only 15 mandated standardized, monthly data.



Aside from the lack of complete national coverage and varied reporting requirements, this data is not easily retrievable and accessible for interested entities. As stated in the technical documentation of Indiana University’s Energy Justice Lab’s Disconnection Dashboard, a cutting-edge disconnection data and policy dashboard that manually collects and synthesizes disconnection data from across 42 states, “In general, neither utilities nor PUCs make this information readily accessible, and formal disclosure reports are often difficult to find and interpret”.[footnoteRef:15] Collecting this data in a uniform manner across all EIA-reporting electric and gas utilities would help provide a more complete and consistent picture of the scale of disconnections and affected households.  [15:  The Energy Justice Lab, Utility Disconnection Dashboard: Technical Documentation Version 1.1 (2024). https://utilitydisconnections.org/doc/utility-disconnections-dashboard-technical-documentation_20230529.pdf.] 




Consistent and accessible access to disconnection data is extremely valuable for all entities and individuals dedicated to ensuring that our energy system and society at large is equitable for all, particularly for the most vulnerable and marginalized households across the country. Disconnection data, when it is readily available and is paired with utility, geographic, or demographic identifiers, allows organizations and government agencies to identify and analyze the larger scale of the issue as well as specific trends related to a segmented population within the data. This identification and analysis enable the crafting and deployment of assistance and other policy solutions for households affected by disconnections. 



Listed below are major studies and insights based on disconnection data that have been published within the past few years:

· California Public Utility Commission: Report on Residential and Household Utility Service Disconnections Pursuant to Public Utilities Code Section 910.5:

The California Public Utilities Commission filed a report in April 2024 to the state legislature on the state of disconnections in California from 2019 to 2023. The report details efforts by the Commission to reduce residential energy disconnections, utility disconnection practices in light of recent reforms, and disconnection and reconnection trends across the state. The Commission was able to leverage existing data for the report as California has required extensive disconnection data reporting since 2010. This report finds that PG&E— the largest utility in California serving 16 million people — had a disconnection rate of 3.29% in 2023, an increase from a rate of 0.33% in 2022. The California Public Utility Commission found that residential disconnections positively correlate demographic and socioeconomic indicators, such as percent of low-income families, percent of Latino residents, the percent of Black residents, the percent of disabled residents, the percent of renters, and the number of heating degree days, and the number of cooling degree days.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  California Public Utilities Commission, Report on Residential and Household Utility Service Disconnections Pursuant to Public Utilities Code Section 910.5 (2024). https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/-/media/cpuc-website/divisions/office-of-governmental-affairs-division/reports/2024/disconnections-report-2024_pu-code-sec-910.pdf. https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/-/media/cpuc-website/divisions/office-of-governmental-affairs-division/reports/2024/disconnections-report-2024_pu-code-sec-910.pdf] 




· Center for Biological Diversity: Powerless in the United States:

The Center for Biological Diversity published a report highlighting the rise of disconnections nationally as COVID-19 protections expired across the country. This report is based off disconnection data from 2020 to 2022 coming from 30 states and DC where this data was made available by reviewing state and territory utility dockets and calling state commissions. According to this report, at least 5.7 million shutoffs occurred from January 2020 to October 2022; shutoffs are rising sharply post-pandemic due to expiring moratoria and rising poverty rates. Electric disconnections rose 29% from 2021 to 2022 and 76% across gas in the same period. Seven utility parent companies accounted for 70% of all shutoffs reported in 2022.[footnoteRef:17] [17: Center for Biological Diversity, Powerless in the U.S.: How Utilities Drive Shutoffs and Energy Injustice (n.d.). https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/programs/energy-justice/pdfs/Powerless-in-the-US_Report.pdf.  https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/programs/energy-justice/pdfs/Powerless-in-the-US_Report.pdf] 




· University of Minnesota: Racial and Economic Disparities in Electric Reliability and Service Quality in Xcel Energy’s Minnesota Service Area.

Researchers at the University of Minnesota published a paper on potential neighborhood level disparities across income and race in a customer’s electric service quality, involuntary disconnection, and ability to interconnect distributed energy resources. The paper utilizes disconnection data from Xcel Energy’s Minnesota service area from 2019-2022, which was publicly available from Xcel Energy's Minnesota Electric Service Quality Interactive Maps published from 2019-2022. The paper finds that Xcel Energy customers residing in communities of color were more than three times as likely to face a utility disconnection due to non-payment between 2017 and 2021 compared to customers in residing in predominantly white neighborhoods. Majority low-income areas in a community made up of 30%> people of color had an average annual disconnection rate of 21.3%, while majority low-income areas within a population with <10% of people of color had an average annual disconnection rate of 4.7%.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Bhavin Pradhan and Gabriel Chan, Racial and Economic Disparities in Electric Reliability and Service Quality in Xcel Energy’s Minnesota Service Area (2024). Retrieved from the University Digital Conservancy, https://hdl.handle.net/11299/261434.] 




· Journal of Public Economics: The incidence of extreme economic stress: Evidence from utility disconnections: 

A Tufts University professor published a paper analyzing disconnection data to document the socioeconomic correlates of extreme economic distress among 5 million utility customers in Illinois. The paper utilizes public disconnection data filed by public utilities in Illinois in accordance with reporting requirements from the Illinois Commerce Commission. The paper finds that Black and Hispanic customers in Illinois 2018-2019 were 4 times more likely to be disconnected for non-payment when controlling for income and other demographic characteristics across zip codes. Customers living in Black and Hispanic zip codes in Illinois are also 2-3 times more likely to be in deferred payment plans 70% more likely to receive low-income assistance for their electricity bills.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Steve Cicala, The incidence of extreme economic stress: Evidence from utility disconnections, Journal of Public Economics, Volume 200, 2021, 104461, ISSN 0047-2727, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2021.104461
] 




Collectively, these examples should show EIA two things. First, that the lack of consistency means that we do not have a complete picture of the current state of utility disconnections. Comprehensive data that covers all of the United States simply doesn’t exist and would be remedied by Form 112. Second, that if the data was available through Form 112, it would be used in the public interest to illuminate the state of disconnections and help inform decision makers in such a way that helps shape better policies to reduce disconnections. 



Potential Impact of EIA Form 112 

By providing reliable and comprehensive disconnection data, EIA Form 112 could empower organizations and government agencies to further craft and enact targeted and more effective policy on disconnections and energy affordability at large. As some states and utilities consider reforms to existing disconnection policy, data at the utility, state, and national level can provide insight on the scale and frequency of disconnections in a particular jurisdiction, as well as the characteristics of the most affected areas, utilities, and states. Understanding the common characteristics of the areas most affected by disconnection can help inform targeted efforts related to energy affordability and disconnection protections.

RMI suggests that EIA consider collecting the following metrics in Form 112:

1. Total number of disconnections

2. Unique number of residential customer accounts that received a disconnection notice

3. Unique number of residential customer accounts that were disconnected

4. Reconnection rate (the % of customers that were disconnected but were eventually reconnected)

5. Average duration of time customer remains disconnected before reconnecting



As many households get disconnected multiple times within the same year, it is important to distinguish the total number of disconnections to unique value of disconnections to understand the accurate scale of households affected by disconnections. Additionally, there is not much easily accessible information on the average duration of time that is household is without constant access to electricity. 



These data points can potentially bolster reforms targeted at reducing or limiting the number of disconnections that happen every year and in turn reduce the negative health, financial, and safety impacts that occur to households nationwide because of a disconnection.



Conclusion

RMI supports the creation of Form 112. Collecting and distributing sector-wide data aggregated at different granularities on residential disconnections can provide a consistent and comprehensive picture of the scale of disconnections nationally and across segmented areas. As organizations and government agencies strive to build an equitable energy system, readily available data from this form will be foundational for efforts to both define the problem and create solutions that can reduce the number of disconnections that occur each year. Collecting and making available to the public data that illuminates the current state of utility disconnections will help inform the conversation around disconnections just as EIA’s data concerning household energy costs and energy affordability has helped inform the policy conversation around energy poverty. 





s/ Maria Castillo

Sr. Associate, Electricity



s/ Joseph Daniel

Principal, Electricity



Basalt, CO  /  Boulder, CO  /  New York, NY  /  Oakland, CA  /  Washington, D.C.  /  Beijing, China

http:///www.rmi.org /  303.567.8716
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From: EIA112
To: Maria Castillo
Subject: RE: RMI Comments on EIA Form 112
Date: Tuesday, September 10, 2024 10:29:00 AM

Mary,
 
Thank you for submitting a comment on the Residential Utility Disconnections Survey.
 
Congress tasked the U.S. Energy Information Administration with determining if collecting
disconnection data from natural gas and electric utilities is feasible. We will invite utilities of various
ownership types (investor-owned, municipal, cooperative, etc.) to complete the survey. We
performed extensive pretesting to see which data we could reasonably collect and at what level of
detail. We determined that we can collect the data annually, at the monthly level, without undue
burden to the utilities. We also determined that data collected at the state level, by utility, to be the
most effective geographic increment. We plan to publish data at the utility level and to aggregate it to
the state, census division, and national levels. 
During the pretesting, we did not ask questions about reconnection rates or the average length of
time for reconnection. If approved, this survey will be valid for the usual three-year period, at which
time we will resubmit the survey to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) for another
approval. For future cycles of this survey, we can consider adding more questions to the extent that:

Pretesting supports them
They are of interest to the public
They are within scope and achievable given resource constraints and respondent burden

 
Assuming OMB approves the survey, we will start collecting the disconnection data for 2024 in early
2025. 
 
Marc Harnish
 
From: Maria Castillo <mcastillo@rmi.org> 
Sent: Thursday, August 15, 2024 6:29 PM
To: EIA112 <EIA112@eia.gov>
Cc: Joseph Daniel <JDaniel@rmi.org>
Subject: [EXTERNAL] RMI Comments on EIA Form 112

 

Good afternoon Mr. Harnish,

 

RMI is very grateful to be able to comment on the proposed new EIA form 112. See attached. 
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Warmly,

Maria

Maria Castillo

Senior Associate RMI

Carbon-Free Electricity
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