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The federal Health & Human Services’ Low Income Home Energy Assistance 

Program (LIHEAP)
ii
 is the cornerstone of government efforts to help low-income seniors and 

families afford essential home energy services. LIHEAP is a particularly important safety net 

program for the growing numbers of unemployed and underemployed households struggling with 

lost jobs and diminished wages in the wake of the devastating economic disruption due to the 

COVID-19 pandemiciii.  

Currently, most states have directed or advised utility companies to refrain from shutting off 

utility services during the state of emergency, to protect the public health.iv  These disconnection 

moratoria are vital to protecting the health and safety of households, and are likely to continue until 

the state of emergency ends.  Once the state of emergency is over, we estimate that many millions of 

low-income and newly low-income households will face the start of the FY2021 heating season 

already disconnected or in danger of utility disconnection as a result of reduction of income and 

overdue bills that households accumulate during the COVID-19 state of emergency. The longer the 

shut-off moratoria are in place, the larger the arrearages for these households, for multiple essential 

utility services and other debt obligations. Coupled with a weakened economy, we estimate the need 

for heating assistance will require the full authorized amount for the LIHEAP program, and could be 

larger. Thus at this time, we respectfully request that the subcommittee fund LIHEAP at $5.1 

billion. It is hard to predict the scope of the need, given how early we are in the crisis, so we request 

the ability to supplement this testimony when the hearing on this appropriations bill is rescheduled.  
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 The former director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) cautions the 

American public that this is going to be a long crisis, and because COVID-19 is so contagious we 

may need to maintain social distancing for an extended period of time.v  Public heath directives to in 

most states have led to the closure of non-essential business to slow the spread of COVID-19, hitting 

lower-wage service economy workers particularly hard. The Treasury Secretary has warned that 

without adequate economic stimulus, unemployment could hit 20%.vi  Economists predict the United 

States could experience an economic downturn as severe as, or worse than the Great Recession 

caused by the housing market collapsevii.   

 As described above, governors, state public utility commissions and private utility companies 

have implemented consumer protections from utility disconnections during the crisis.viii  However, 

even though households will continue to receive utility service, they will also continue to receive 

utility bills and we anticipate that unpaid utility arrearages will climb during the crisis.  Households 

will still be financially obligated to pay for utility service, and once those shut-off moratoria are 

lifted, struggling households will be at risk for disconnection if they cannot pay off these large 

arrearages. These utility arrearages, combined with other financial hardships, will likely drive a surge 

in demand for LIHEAP benefits in FY 2021.   

 For decades, LIHEAP has been a reliable safety net program specifically tailored to help low-

income households stay warm and avoid hypothermia in the winter, as well as stay cool and avoid 

heat stress (even death) in the summer. The program is currently funded at $3.74 billion and in 

FY 2019 was estimated to help 6 million households maintain essential home energy service.
ix

  

Yet, at a time when the US economy was far more robust, only an estimated one in five eligible 

households was served by LIHEAP in FY 2019.
x
 Before COVID-19, there was already a large 

percentage of the population living on the edge of financial hardship.  According to the U.S. 

Department of Energy’s data, about one-third of U.S. households report struggling with energy 
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affordability.
xi

  In 2019, the Federal Reserve reported that 4 in 10 households would have 

difficulty with an unexpected expense of $400 and that 3 in 10 households would be unable to 

pay their bills.
xii

 A growing body of research has documented the rise in household income 

volatility (the dramatic fluctuation of income over time) and the impacts on household well-

being.
xiii

 Pre-COVID-19, approximately one-third of households experienced income volatility
xiv

 

with irregular work schedules as the leading cause of volatility.
xv

 Analysis of material hardship 

for low and moderate income consumers experiencing income volatility found much higher rates 

of inability to afford bills, medical care, housing payments and food,
xvi

 and a higher likelihood to 

resort to expensive payday loans to pay for basic living expenses.
xvii

  The sudden loss in 

employment and wages due to COVID-19 requires a bold governmental response.  In addition to 

our request for full funding in FY2021, we recently urged appropriators to secure an additional 

$1.4 billion to help an additional 4 million households maintain their essential home energy 

service for the current fiscal year.
xviii

  

LIHEAP protects the health and safety of the frail elderly, the very young, and those with 

chronic health conditions that increase susceptibility to temperature extremes. LIHEAP is an 

administratively efficient and effective targeted health and safety program that works to bring 

fuel costs within a manageable range for vulnerable households. 

As noted at the start of this testimony, we anticipate a possibly unprecedented need for 

FY2021 LIHEAP funding. Thus at this time, we respectfully request that the subcommittee fund 

LIHEAP at $5.1 billion for FY2021.  Since it is hard to predict the true extent of the need and the 

crisis is in its early days, we therefore request the ability to supplement this testimony when the 

hearing on this appropriations bill is rescheduled.  
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i
  Since 1969, the nonprofit National Consumer Law Center® (NCLC®) has worked for 

consumer justice and economic security for low-income and other disadvantaged people in the 

U.S. through its expertise in policy analysis and advocacy, publications, litigation, expert witness 

services, and training.   
ii
 42 U.S.C. §§8621 et seq. 

iii
 See e.g., Peter Cohan, COVID-19’s Worst Case? 10.6% Jobless Rate, $1.5 Trillion GDP Drop, 

Forbes (Mar. 21, 2020), available at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/petercohan/2020/03/21/covid-

19s-worst-case-106-jobless-rate-15-trillion-gdp-drop/#3ab4a19a10a2. 
iv

 National Assoc. of Regulatory Utility Commissioners, State Response Tracker, at 

https://www.naruc.org/compilation-of-covid-19-news-resources/state-response-tracker/. 
v
 Dr. Tom Frieden, Former CDC director: There's a long war ahead and our Covid-19 response 

must adapt, CNN Health (Updated 9:33 AM, Mar.21, 2020). Available at: 

https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/20/health/coronavirus-response-must-adapt-frieden-

analysis/index.html . 
vi

 Mitchell Hartman, Weekly unemployment claims start to give a snapshot of COVID-19 

layoffs, Marketplace (Mar. 19, 2020), available at: 

https://www.marketplace.org/2020/03/19/covid-19-layoffs-unemployment-claims/. See also, 

Annalyn Kurtz, Goldman Sachs predicts 2.25 million Americans filed initial unemployment 

claims this week, the highest on record, CNN Business (March 20, 2020), available at 

https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/19/economy/unemployment-benefits-goldman-sachs/index.html; 

Kelly Anne Smith, Unemployment Insurance and COVID-19: What you need to know, Forbes 

(Mar.22, 2020), available at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/advisor/2020/03/22/unemployment-

insurance-and-covid-19-what-you-need-to-know/#4145a8856691. 
vii

 Peter Cohan, COVID-19’s Worst Case? 10.6% Jobless Rate, $1.5 Trillion GDP Drop, Forbes 

(Mar. 21, 2020), available at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/petercohan/2020/03/21/covid-19s-

worst-case-106-jobless-rate-15-trillion-gdp-drop/#3ab4a19a10a2. 
viii

 See National Assoc. of Regulatory Utility Commissioners, State Response Tracker, at 

https://www.naruc.org/compilation-of-covid-19-news-resources/state-response-tracker/; Energy 

and Policy Institute tracker at https://www.energyandpolicy.org/utilities-disconnect-coronavirus/.    
ix

 Testimony of the National Energy Assistance Directors’ Association, House Subcommittee on 

Labor, Health and Human Services and Education and Related Agencies (April 8, 2019). 
x
 See Katrina Metzler, National Energy and Utility Affordability Coalition’s House 

Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Services and Education and Related Agencies FY 

2021 LIHEAP testimony (Mar.23, 2020). 
xi

 U.S. Energy Information Administrations, Residential Energy Survey, “One in three U.S. 

households faced challenges in paying energy bills in 2015” (Sept. 2018), at 

https://www.eia.gov/consumption/residential/reports/2015/energybills/ . 
xii

 Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve, “Report on the Economic Well-Being of U.S. 

Households in 2018 (May 2019) at p.21, available at 

https://www.federalreserve.gov/consumerscommunities/files/2018-report-economic-well-being-

us-households-201905.pdf. 
xiii

 See e.g., Federal Reserve Survey of Household Economics and Decisionmaking reports 

available at https://www.federalreserve.gov/consumerscommunities/shed.htm; The Aspen 

Institute Expanding Prosperity Impact Collaborative (EPIC) series on the issue of income 

volatility available at http://www.aspenepic.org/epic-issues/income-volatility/; Pew Charitable 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/petercohan/2020/03/21/covid-19s-worst-case-106-jobless-rate-15-trillion-gdp-drop/#3ab4a19a10a2
https://www.forbes.com/sites/petercohan/2020/03/21/covid-19s-worst-case-106-jobless-rate-15-trillion-gdp-drop/#3ab4a19a10a2
https://www.naruc.org/compilation-of-covid-19-news-resources/state-response-tracker/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/20/health/coronavirus-response-must-adapt-frieden-analysis/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/20/health/coronavirus-response-must-adapt-frieden-analysis/index.html
https://www.marketplace.org/2020/03/19/covid-19-layoffs-unemployment-claims/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/19/economy/unemployment-benefits-goldman-sachs/index.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/advisor/2020/03/22/unemployment-insurance-and-covid-19-what-you-need-to-know/#4145a8856691
https://www.forbes.com/sites/advisor/2020/03/22/unemployment-insurance-and-covid-19-what-you-need-to-know/#4145a8856691
https://www.forbes.com/sites/petercohan/2020/03/21/covid-19s-worst-case-106-jobless-rate-15-trillion-gdp-drop/#3ab4a19a10a2
https://www.forbes.com/sites/petercohan/2020/03/21/covid-19s-worst-case-106-jobless-rate-15-trillion-gdp-drop/#3ab4a19a10a2
https://www.naruc.org/compilation-of-covid-19-news-resources/state-response-tracker/
https://www.energyandpolicy.org/utilities-disconnect-coronavirus/
https://www.eia.gov/consumption/residential/reports/2015/energybills/
https://www.federalreserve.gov/consumerscommunities/files/2018-report-economic-well-being-us-households-201905.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/consumerscommunities/files/2018-report-economic-well-being-us-households-201905.pdf
https://www.federalreserve.gov/consumerscommunities/shed.htm
http://www.aspenepic.org/epic-issues/income-volatility/
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Trusts, “How Income Volatility Interacts with American Families; Financial Security (Mar 2017) 

available at  https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/issue-briefs/2017/03/how-

income-volatility-interacts-with-american-families-financial-security. 
xiv

 Daniel Schneider and Kristen Harknett, “Income Volatility in the Service Sector: Contours, 

Causes and Consequences” (July 2017) at p.3, available at http://www.aspenepic.org/epic-

issues/income-volatility/issue-briefs-what-we-know/issue-brief-income-volatility-service-sector/; 

Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve, “Report on the Economic Well-Being of U.S. 

Households in 2018 (May 2019) at p.2, available at 

https://www.federalreserve.gov/consumerscommunities/files/2018-report-economic-well-being-

us-households-201905.pdf 
xv

 “Income Volatility: A Primer” (May 2016) The Aspin Institute Financial Security Program 

and EPIC at p.5, available at https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/income-volatility-a-

primer/;  Daniel Schneider and Kristen Harknett, “Income Volatility in the Service Sector: 

Contours, Causes and Consequences”  (July 2017) at p.3, available at 

http://www.aspenepic.org/epic-issues/income-volatility/issue-briefs-what-we-know/issue-brief-

income-volatility-service-sector/, Asset Funders Network, “Income Volatility: Why it 

Destabilizes Working Families and How Philanthropy Can Make a Difference” at p.6m available 

at https://assetfunders.org/resource/afn-income-volatility-2017/. 
xvi

 Stephen Roll, David S. Mitchell, Krista Holub et al., “Responses to and Repercussions from 

Income Volatility in Low- and Moderate-Income Households: Results from a National Survey, 

Aspen Institute EPIC, Center for Social Development, Intuit Tax & Financial Center (Dec. 2-17) 

at pp 6-7, available at https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/responses-repercussions-

income-volatility-low-moderate-income-households-results-national-survey/. 
xvii

 Daniel Schneider and Kristen Harknett, “Income Volatility in the Service Sector: Contours, 

Causes and Consequences”  (July 2017) at p. 9, available at http://www.aspenepic.org/epic-

issues/income-volatility/issue-briefs-what-we-know/issue-brief-income-volatility-service-sector/ 

(almost a quarter of consumers reporting week-to-week volatility report using payday lenders). 
xviii

See National Consumer Law Center’s letter to Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell and 

Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer Re: Request for Low Income Home Energy Assistance 

Program (LIHEAP) in COVID-19 Response Bill (March 21, 2020) available at  

https://www.nclc.org/images/NCLC_LIHEAP-COVID-3.pdf. 
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