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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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This report is for anyone advocating for or implementing low-income water affordability 
or assistance programs, including advocates, utilities, cities, states, and utility regulators. 
These programs often struggle with low enrollment due to barriers in the application process. 
Data sharing with other types of low-income programs is a uniquely effective method for 
dramatically increasing enrollment. 

In this report, we explore how low-income water affordability 
and assistance programs around the country are using this 
approach to increase participation, by making the application 
process easier and faster—or even by eliminating the need 
for many households to submit an application. Additionally, 
for program administrators, we show how data sharing can 
reduce staff time needed to review and approve applications 
and lower the amount of data that has to be maintained on 
program participants. 

In some cases, programs have used data sharing to add tens 
of thousands of new participants in a single city in less than a 
year, or to achieve participation rates above 70 percent of all 
eligible households across large regions of a state. 

Our case studies show that there is no single best way or 
right way to design a successful data sharing arrangement. 
For example, some data sources may be easier to access than 
others. Moreover, programs may record participants’ data in 

different ways, which may affect whether data sharing can be 
readily automated or is best done manually, at least at first. 

However, there are many common features of successful 
data sharing arrangements: leadership and a commitment 
to finding ways to streamline the enrollment process; 
identification of other programs with similar goals and a 
better enrollment rate that serve substantially the same 
population; finding partners in agencies willing to collaborate 
and commit to a process of working through the details; 
and looking for opportunities to take advantage of system 
upgrades or other opportunities to improve the data 
sharing process over time. Data sharing can be mandated 
by legislation or by state utility commissions, or it can be 
self-initiated by program administrators. Finally, while 
data sharing can enroll a substantial percentage of eligible 
households, it remains important to provide alternative ways 
to apply to the program—sometimes referred to as having 
“no wrong door” to enter. 
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I. INTRODUCTION

Water is an essential service, but for too many Americans, 
the water bill is unaffordable. The U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency has estimated that 12 to 19 million low-
income households (9.2 percent to 14.6 percent of all U.S. 
households) face unaffordable water bills.1

Programs that provide ongoing water bill discounts for  
low-income households are a critical part of the solution.  
As water rates continue to rise all around the country,  
there is a growing interest in expanding the availability 
of these programs. (See the “What is a low-income water 
discount program?” box for a description of the various  
types of offerings.) 

Although some water and wastewater utilities offer low-
income discount programs, most do not.2 Where programs 
do exist, they often struggle with low participation rates. 
According to one estimate, utility-level water assistance 
programs often reach only 10 to 15 percent of potentially 
eligible households.3 

Many utilities, community and environmental advocates, 
and others seek to create new local programs and improve 
existing ones—and, even more ambitiously, to create 
permanent statewide and federal programs. For these 
programs to succeed, they must not only be well designed  
“on paper” but must also reach as many eligible households 
as possible in their execution. 

This report addresses a widely observed, practical 
constraint on enrollment in low-income water discounts: the 
administrative burden placed on the households seeking to 
participate.4 In short, applications often are complex and 
require extensive documentation, deterring participation. 
Each additional step—from becoming aware of the program 
and its application requirements, to gathering documents 
containing sensitive information, to having technologies and 
skills to upload documentation—creates a barrier to entry for 
some of the most vulnerable households in our communities. 
Removing administrative burdens in the application process 
is an essential strategy for increasing enrollment in low-
income discount programs.5 

One uniquely effective way for low-income water discount 
programs to increase their participation rates involves 
sharing data with other income-based social services 
programs (referred to herein as “partner programs”). 
Through data sharing, low-income water discount programs 
can identify and enroll income-eligible households based, 
in whole or in part, on income and other information that 
customers have already shared with partner programs in 
which they participate.

WHAT IS A LOW-INCOME WATER DISCOUNT PROGRAM?

For purposes of this report, “low-income discount program” refers to any program that provides bill discounts, credits, or discounted rates to 
low-income households on their water and/or wastewater bills, on a recurring basis (e.g., on every monthly or quarterly bill, or as an annual bill 
credit). It does not include “crisis assistance” programs, which provide temporary help to pay overdue bills. 

Low-income discount programs can be funded in many different ways, including at the individual utility level or at the state or federal level. 
Regardless of the funding source, tasks such as outreach, application processing and enrollment, and distribution of funds may be the 
responsibility of an individual utility, a nonprofit organization, a state or federal agency, or some combination of these.

Low-income discounts can be designed in various ways.6 The primary approaches include:

n  a flat dollar-amount discount on each bill; 

n  a percentage discount on each bill; or 

n  a program that caps participating households’ water bills at a predetermined percentage of household income that is deemed  
to be affordable. 

NRDC and NCLC’s Water Affordability Advocacy Toolkit provides a detailed discussion of these various program design options, as well as 
examples from around the country.7 As the Toolkit explains, they are all sometimes referred to interchangeably as “affordability programs”  
or “assistance programs.” For many water advocates, however, these terms mean quite different things. Percentage-of-income approaches 
(such as in the Philadelphia case study in Part IV of this report) are considered “affordability” programs because they tailor the size of the 
discount to achieve an affordable bill for each household. In contrast, other forms of discounts are considered “assistance” programs because 
the size of the discount is determined without regard to how large the individual household’s remaining bill will be, and without regard to 
whether the household can afford that amount given its income.

https://www.nrdc.org/resources/water-affordability-advocacy-toolkit
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From the household’s point of view, data sharing reduces 
administrative burden by minimizing the amount of 
documentation it must submit with an application—or even 
eliminate the need to submit an application at all. This is also 
likely to speed up the enrollment process, allowing eligible 
households to benefit from the program more quickly. For 
the low-income water discount program administrator, 
data sharing can decrease the costs and staff time spent 
on outreach, intake, and eligibility determinations. It can 
also increase program integrity (the efficient operation of a 
program, per its goals and rules) and minimize the amount of 
sensitive personal documentation the program must collect 
and securely retain. At its best, data sharing can enable 
programs to efficiently enroll a very large percentage of 
eligible customers. 

This report explores how low-income water discount 
programs can use data sharing, ranging from targeting 
customers for outreach to encourage applications, to 
automatically enrolling eligible customers in utility 

assistance without the need even to submit an application. It 
highlights different ways data sharing can be accomplished, 
including low-tech and high-tech approaches. It also 
examines the range of partner programs and agencies that 
can be recruited into a data sharing effort. 

Our work is based on a dozen case studies that illustrate the 
range of approaches to data sharing. Most of the case studies 
involve low-income water discount programs, but some focus 
on low-income energy assistance programs from which water 
programs can learn. Following the introduction, Parts II 
and III synthesize lessons learned from the case studies as a 
whole. Part IV provides the detailed case studies, including 
key takeaways for each one.

Successful data sharing requires a vision, a collaborative 
spirit, the right talent at the table with open lines of 
communication, and a commitment to improve over time.  
For anyone seeking to begin or expand a data sharing 
initiative, this report provides a head start.8 
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Our case studies show that low-income water discount 
programs can use data sharing for several different purposes 
and with a wide range of partner programs—all in service of 
increasing program enrollment and decreasing administrative 
costs of program implementation. Here are some of the key 
features of data sharing, as revealed by the case studies. 

LOW-INCOME WATER DISCOUNT PROGRAMS  
CAN SHARE DATA WITH A BROAD ARRAY OF  
NON-WATER PROGRAMS
Partners for data sharing can include state agencies, local 
agencies, and other utilities—any entity that plays a role in 
administering other means-tested programs and has relevant 
data on participants in those programs. Our case studies 
show a wide range of means-tested programs that participate 
in data sharing with low-income water (and energy) discount 
programs. These include: 

n  Federally funded programs administered by states  
or counties. Nearly all of the case studies involved one  
or more of these partner programs:

 n  Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program 
(LIHEAP)

 n  Low Income Household Water Assistance Program 
(LIHWAP)9

 n  Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)

 n  Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)

 n  Medicaid

 n  Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP)

n  Local programs (see Philadelphia and New York City  
case studies)

 n  Property tax credit programs

 n  Health, human services, and public safety programs

n  Ratepayer-funded energy assistance programs  
(see California case study)

n  Other state-funded programs (see Massachusetts  
and New Jersey case studies)

 n  Subsidized health insurance

 n  Miscellaneous cash assistance programs  
(sometimes known as “general assistance”) 

 n  Programs for low-income seniors or individuals  
with disabilities

Low-income discount programs may share data with one 
partner program or with many. In some cases, data from 
multiple partner programs were already managed in a single 
database maintained by another state or city agency (see 
Philadelphia, New Jersey, Massachusetts, and Maryland 
case studies). Further, in one case study (Philadelphia), 
the city has an Office of Integrated Data Management that 
exists specifically to facilitate data sharing across programs; 
although most U.S. cities do not have such offices, some cities 
and states do have similar offices that a low-income discount 
program might be able to work with.10

LOW-INCOME WATER DISCOUNT PROGRAMS  
CAN USE DATA FROM OTHER INCOME-QUALIFIED 
PROGRAMS IN AT LEAST FOUR WAYS
The case studies reveal at least four ways in which low-
income water (and energy) discount programs use customer 
data derived from other programs. 

n  Automatic enrollment without the need to submit an 
application. In many of the case studies, a low-income 
discount program and a partner program share data at a 
regular frequency (e.g., monthly, quarterly) and identify 
households that are eligible, enrolling them in the discount 
program automatically. Where shared data are sufficient 
to determine eligibility but some additional information is 
needed to complete enrollment, a program administrator 
may reach out to a household or its utility to request 
the missing information. At some point in the process, 
customers are informed that they are being enrolled and 
provided a chance to opt out.

WHAT IS AUTOMATIC ENROLLMENT?

Automatic enrollment occurs when a program enrolls eligible 
households without the need for them to submit an application. 
The program identifies these households on the basis of their 
participation in, and/or information included in their application 
for, another program. Automatic enrollment requires data sharing 
between the two programs.

Most of the case studies in this report involve low-income discount 
programs that use data sharing for automatic enrollment, although 
some use data sharing to facilitate enrollment in other ways. As 
discussed further below, when using automatic enrollment, it is 
especially important to budget for increased enrollment, to ensure 
that all eligible households identified through data sharing can be 
enrolled without diminishing the discount per household.

II.  DATA SHARING METHODS ARE NOT ONE-SIZE-FITS-ALL,  
BUT RATHER CAN BE ADAPTED TO FIT THE CONTEXT
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n  Targeted outreach: Data sharing can help low-income 
water discount programs identify households that are 
(or are likely to be) eligible, based on their participation 
in a partner program, and undertake targeted outreach 
to encourage them to apply. This is less effective than 
automatic enrollment, but it may increase the number 
of eligible households that are aware of a program and 
interest more customers in applying. Since targeted 
outreach itself does not make the application process 
easier, it is best to pair it with a streamlined application 
process that waives income documentation requirements 
for people already participating in a partner program. 
However, in our case studies, even that approach met 
with mixed success. In some cases (Westminster and 
Pittsburgh), a relatively small proportion of targeted 
customers actually enrolled. However, another program 
(Virginia) used targeted outreach via text messaging to 
successfully distribute available funds for water debt relief.

n  Verifying applicants’ eligibility. In some programs, 
income documentation requirements are waived if an 
applicant participates in certain other means-tested 
programs (an approach known as “categorical eligibility”), 
but customers still must submit an application to enroll. 
In these cases, some households can still face challenges 
submitting documents to prove they participate in a 
categorical eligibility program—for example, technical 
or practical difficulties making photocopies to submit by 
mail or scanning and uploading documents electronically. 
To alleviate that burden, utility discount programs can 
verify a household’s participation in a categorical eligibility 
program through data sharing. This can be done in tandem 
with targeted outreach to households that have already 
been identified as categorically eligible, as in the Virginia 
case study. Alternatively, a program may use data sharing 
to verify participation only after a household submits an 
application.

n  Flagging accounts for shutoff protections. In one case 
study (Philadelphia), a water utility used data sharing to 
identify vulnerable households and automatically exempt 
them from shutoff.This includes not only low-income 
households but also households with seniors or children 
and households that are renters.

LOW-INCOME WATER DISCOUNT PROGRAMS CAN USE 
VARIOUS METHODS TO IDENTIFY “MATCHES” BETWEEN 
WATER CUSTOMER DATA AND THE PARTICIPANT DATA 
SHARED BY OTHER PROGRAMS
A low-income water discount program and the partner 
program typically negotiate a memorandum of agreement 
(MOA) that specifies the terms under which data will be 
shared. The MOA specifies which entity provides data and 
which one receives data, which specific data are provided 
and in what format, which entity performs the matching 
work to identify eligible customers, how frequently data are 
shared, what protocols are to be used to ensure privacy of 
personal information, and other terms. Matching can be done 
manually, or it can be automated. A hybrid approach can also 
be used.

These arrangements between programs can vary. For 
example, in some utility-run discount programs, a water 
utility provides customer data to the partner program, 
which then returns information identifying which of the 
utility’s customers participate in the partner program (see 
the Philadelphia and Massachusetts case studies). In other 
utility-run discount programs, the partner program provides 
data to the utility on program participants that reside within 
the utility’s service area, and the utility identifies which 
of those households are customers of the utility (see the 
Westminster, New York City, California, and Pennsylvania 
case studies). 

In some cases, where enrollment in a utility discount program 
is handled by a state agency (such as the New Jersey, 
Maryland, Virginia, and Puerto Rico case studies), the agency 
obtains data on households participating in partner programs 
and uses it to determine eligibility, or likely eligibility, for the 
utility discount program. In some of these examples, utilities 
also share information that enables the state agency to 
identify and/or enroll eligible customers. 



Page 9   |    TURN ON THE TAP: INCREASING PARTICIPATION IN WATER AFFORDABILITY PROGRAMS THROUGH DATA SHARING NRDC

The case studies in this report reflect a range of data  
sharing approaches. Individually and as a group, they offer 
many lessons for low-income water discount programs 
seeking to increase enrollment through data sharing. 

These are the key takeaways that emerge from the case 
studies as a whole:

n  Data sharing can enable low-income water 
discount programs to dramatically increase 
participation—especially by automatically enrolling 
eligible households, without the need to submit an 
application. In our case studies, many of the programs 
using this approach showed very high participation 
rates (70 percent or more in some cases) and large, rapid 
increases in enrollment (e.g., adding tens of thousands 
of new participants in less than a year, which nearly 
tripled total enrollment). The same approach can be used 
to recertify participants’ eligibility for re-enrollment in 
subsequent years, without the need to re-apply. For some 
programs that allow enrollment either automatically or 
by application, automatic enrollment accounted for a 
substantial majority of all participants. 

n  Low-income discount program staff can reach 
out to potential partner programs proactively to 
initiate data sharing efforts. Alternatively, new 
legislation, utility commission orders, or state 
or local elected officials can direct or encourage 
data sharing. In many cases, all it takes to get started 
is program staff or utility leaders, driven by a desire to 
improve program effectiveness, who build relationships 
with staff at potential partner programs that have a shared 
mission of supporting low-income residents. (Although 
state legislation provided a catalyst in some of our case 
studies, we did not identify any situations where new 
legislation would be necessary to authorize data sharing. 
Where utility commission-regulated utilities are involved, 
however, a commission order may be needed to authorize 
data sharing.) 

n  Data sharing can start with one partner program 
and expand to others over time. Where multiple 
potential partner programs already share an integrated 
data management system, this can provide a major  
head start. 

III. LESSONS LEARNED FROM CASE STUDIES
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n  Data sharing can occur among sister agencies 
within the same level of government, between two 
different levels of government, between government 
and nongovernment entities, or even between two 
nongovernment entities. Most existing low-income 
water discount programs are run by individual municipal 
water utilities, which may have unique opportunities to 
share data with other city government agencies. Similarly, 
state-run programs may share data with other state 
agencies or across multiple programs housed within 
the same agency. Many case studies, though, involve 
data sharing between municipal water utilities and state 
agencies, between privately owned utilities and states, or 
between energy utilities and water utilities (either publicly 
or privately owned). 

n  Data matching can be done manually (such as 
with spreadsheets), or it can be partially or fully 
automated. Some programs start with a simple, low-
tech approach and shift toward more automation over 
time. In either case, successful data sharing efforts often 
include early and ongoing engagement with information 
technology staff. 

n  Programs participating in data sharing—both the 
water discount program and partner programs—
can seek ways to improve their internal processes to 
make data sharing more efficient. For example, partner 
programs can amend their application forms to efficiently 
get their participants’ consent to share data. Low-income 
water discount programs can take advantage of scheduled 
upgrades to billing or other information technology 
systems to modify their data management in ways that 
make data matching with partner programs easier. 

n  Automatic enrollment can work even if income 
eligibility thresholds are not perfectly aligned 
between partner programs or if the size of a water 
discount varies depending on income. The design 
of a low-income water discount may determine the 
type of data that needs to be shared. If a water discount 
program makes all participants in the partner program 
eligible to enroll and provides the same level of discount 
to all enrollees, the only information needed is whether 
a customer participates in a partner program. (See, 
for example, the New York City and Westminster case 
studies.) If a water discount program provides varying 
discount levels depending on the participant’s income (see 
the Philadelphia, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania American 
Water case studies), or if the water discount program 
makes participants in a partner program eligible only if 
they fall below a certain income threshold, the partner 
program may need to provide some income-related data 
for each household. As a last resort, the water discount 
program may need to reach out to the household to request 
specific information, short of a full application.11 

n  Successful data sharing does not require a perfect 
match of every data field between participating 
programs. Data fields will rarely be identical across 
multiple programs, but successful data sharing efforts find 
ways to work with the available data to make matches. 
In some cases, programs seek out missing information to 
confirm a match when needed. 

n  When adopting data sharing to increase 
participation in a low-income discount, it is 
important to budget for increased enrollment, to 
ensure that the program can provide the same 
discount to a larger number of households. This is 
especially important when using automatic enrollment, to 
make sure that all eligible households identified through 
data sharing can be enrolled without diminishing the 
discount per household. Some programs using automatic 
enrollment have a built-in mechanism to cover increased 
costs when enrollment rises, such as recouping costs from 
all ratepayers through a small surcharge on monthly bills. 

n  Where a state administers a low-income water 
assistance program, it can share data to help utilities 
enroll customers in the utilities’ own low-income 
discount programs. Although water utilities typically 
would know which of their customers receive water bill 
assistance from a state program, data sharing can provide 
income information that the utility may need to assign 
customers the appropriate level of discount. 

n  When customer debt relief is a priority, aligning 
income eligibility limits across programs while 
sharing data on customers in arrears can be an 
efficient way to provide assistance. For example, if 
utilities share data on customers in arrears, a state can 
provide available water assistance funds to those who 
already participate in other means-tested programs.

n  Data sharing efforts must take care to maintain 
the security of personally identifiable information, 
including obtaining appropriate consent from 
program participants to share their data. Low-income 
discount programs can negotiate agreements with partner 
programs to create a shared approach. States can provide 
guidelines or model agreements to facilitate this. In some 
cases, specific federal, state, or local rules may apply to 
data sharing arrangements, depending on which agency 
administers a program and whether it is federally funded. 
As noted above, partner programs may be able to amend 
their application forms to efficiently get their participants’ 
consent to share data. 

n  Programs should always maintain the opportunity 
for households to apply directly and provide their 
own documentation of eligibility. While data sharing 
can enroll a substantial percentage of households falling 
below a program’s income eligibility limit, it will never 
capture all of them. Therefore, it remains important 
to provide alternative ways to apply for the program—
sometimes referred to as having “no wrong door” to enter.
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Each of the case studies that follow describes a low-income 
water (or energy) discount program and the partner 
program(s) involved in data sharing; explains how the data 
sharing is used to facilitate enrollment; and identifies key 
takeaways. Many of the case studies include quantitative data 
showing how data sharing has increased program enrollment. 
The case studies include some low-income energy utility 
assistance programs because they can provide useful models 
for the water sector. 

Interviews with program administrators, or with other 
directly involved stakeholders, informed most of the case 
studies. Case studies that draw on interviews often include 
information on what motivated program administrators to 
use data matching and how the effort evolved over time. Some 
case studies include links to sample data sharing agreements 
or guidelines (see California and Massachusetts).12 Readers 
will also find additional information in the endnotes. 

LIST OF CASE STUDIES
 WATER 
n  Philadelphia: Coordination across city agencies for 

automatic enrollment and shutoff protections

n  New York City: Municipal water utility sharing data  
with other city agencies

n  Westminster, Colorado: Municipal water utility  
sharing data with a state-run energy assistance program

n  California: Cross-enrollment between utility-run  
water and energy assistance programs

n  Pennsylvania: Enrolling LIHWAP recipients in utility- 
run water assistance programs

n  Virginia and Puerto Rico: Data sharing for rapid 
enrollment in LIHWAP

n  New York State: Legislation requiring data sharing 
between state programs and utility-run assistance 
programs

n  Jackson, Mississippi: Unsuccessful attempt at data 
sharing between municipal water system and a state 
agency, with an opportunity to try again 

 ENERGY
n  New Jersey: Coordination between state agencies for 

automatic enrollment in energy assistance programs

n  Massachusetts: Utility-run assistance programs  
sharing data with state programs

n  Maryland: Legislation prompting data sharing for  
automatic enrollment in a state-run energy assistance 
program

IV. CASE STUDIES
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PHILADELPHIA: COORDINATION ACROSS CITY AGENCIES FOR  
AUTOMATIC ENROLLMENT AND SHUTOFF PROTECTIONS13

n  Municipal water utilities can create new data sharing partnerships 
with state agencies to facilitate data sharing with state-run 
programs, even without an integrated cross-program data 
management system.

n  When using data sharing to facilitate enrollment without the need 
for an application, low-income water discount programs can start 
with a limited pilot, sharing with only one other agency or program, 
and then expand on the basis of their initial experience.

The Philadelphia Water Department (PWD) has the 
nation’s most robust water affordability program, the 
Tiered Assistance Program (TAP). For eligible low-income 
customers, TAP caps combined water, wastewater, and 
stormwater bills at a certain percentage of household 

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
n  Water affordability and assistance programs can dramatically 

increase participation by using data sharing to enroll customers 
without the need for applications. This can work even for tiered 
programs, in which the size of the discount depends on household 
income.

n  Data sharing can be used to identify vulnerable households for 
protection from shutoff, as well as to enroll customers in bill 
discount programs.

n  Where a city has existing systems for integrated data management 
across multiple city agencies or programs, a municipal water 
utility can use that system to participate in data sharing.

FIGURE 1: ENROLLED CUSTOMERS IN PHILADELPHIA, PAENROLLED CUSTOMERS IN PHILADELPHIA, PA
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income. The program is “tiered” because the lowest-income 
participants pay the lowest percentage of income. Tiers 
are based on a customer’s household income and size. TAP 
participants’ bills are capped at 2 percent of household 
income if their income is at or below 50 percent of the 
Federal Poverty Level (FPL), 2.5 percent for those with 
incomes between 51 percent and 100 percent of the FPL, 3 
percent for those with incomes between 101 percent and 150 
percent of the FPL, and 4 percent for those with incomes 
above 150 percent of the FPL who are in the program due to a 
special hardship.14 

The Philadelphia Department of Revenue’s Water Revenue 
Bureau (WRB), which serves as PWD’s agent for billing and 
collections, administers TAP. 

The city launched TAP in 2017 and estimated that 
approximately 60,000 residential accounts would be 
eligible.15 To enroll and recertify, customers had to submit an 
application requiring multiple proofs of household income 
and residency. By the end of 2022, about 15,000 residential 
customers were participating in TAP.16 

In mid 2022, PWD and WRB began using data matching to 
identify customers eligible for an exemption from water 
shutoff if they fell behind on their bills, after the city 
adopted a shutoff policy exempting low-income households 
from shutoff for nonpayment. To identify these customers, 
WRB shared its customer database with the city’s Office of 
Integrated Data for Evidence and Action (IDEA), which is 
housed within the city’s Managing Director’s Office. IDEA 
matched individual customer data to individual information 
in portions of its integrated “data warehouse,” which draws 
information from across “14 unique [City of Philadelphia] 
systems spanning health, human services, and public 
safety.”17 If a water customer qualified for the low-income 
shutoff exemption, IDEA flagged these accounts for WRB, 
which then exempted those customers from disconnection 
due to nonpayment. In 2022, this process “helped protect 
nearly 100,000 accounts (more than 18,000 of which would 
have otherwise been shutoff for non-payment during 2022).”18 
In 2023, building on the previous year’s success, the city 
expanded the shutoff protection to include not only low-
income households but also rental properties and households 
with seniors or children, which resulted in protections for a 
total of about 210,000 households.19 

In 2023–2024, the city began using data sharing to enroll low-
income customers in TAP without need for an application. 
Initially a pilot enrolled customers who had received water 
bill assistance under the temporary, federal Low Income 
Household Water Assistance Program (LIHWAP). The 
Pennsylvania Department of Health and Human Services 
(PA DHS), which administered LIHWAP, had LIHWAP 
participants’ consent to share data with other programs, 
conveyed via a check box on the LIHWAP application.20 
PA DHS developed a memorandum of agreement with the 
city to enable data sharing with WRB. The state provided 
data in a spreadsheet format on Philadelphia residents 
who participated in the program. WRB screened this list to 
remove any who did not meet TAP eligibility requirements.21 

For the remaining customers, WRB used household size and 
income data to calculate household income as a percentage of 
FPL and enroll these customers in TAP with the appropriate 
tiered discount. Through this pilot, the city enrolled 3,218 
households in TAP.22 At the end of 2023, TAP was reaching 
21,500 customers.23

In February 2024, WRB and IDEA initiated a larger-scale, 
ongoing data-matching program to enroll customers in TAP. 
The two city agencies refined the process they had previously 
used to flag customers for shutoff protection, focusing on 
low-income households.24 Using data from other means-
tested programs, IDEA provided WRB with income estimates 
for each household to enable enrollment in TAP based on 
estimated household size and estimated income of 133 
percent of the FPL. 

WRB describes the process as “pre-qualification,” rather than 
auto-enrollment, because every account that IDEA identifies 
as low income is still reviewed by WRB staff to confirm that 
the customer meets all other TAP eligibility criteria.25 Those 
who qualify are enrolled without the need for an application. 
When customers are informed of their enrollment, they are 
provided an opportunity to opt out.26 

By the end of 2024, Philadelphia had nearly tripled the 
number of accounts enrolled in TAP, to 60,378.27 This 
increase was due almost entirely to WRB’s and IDEA’s data 
sharing initiative, which enrolled 37,538 customers in TAP 
without the need to submit an application—accounting for 
97 percent of the total increase in enrollment from December 
2023 to December 2024.28 The program does not have a fixed 
budget that limits enrollment because it is integrated into 
PWD’s rate structure and self-funded with rate revenues. 

WRB is developing a way to use data sharing for periodic 
recertification of customer eligibility. Under TAP rules, 
recertification is required once every four years, but 
currently each household must submit its own documentation 
directly.

To maintain confidentiality of water customer information, 
WRB and IDEA have a written datasharing agreement based 
on IDEA’s standard data request process. For example, only 
information technology staff at WRB, not customer service 
staff, can see the data provided by IDEA. Additionally, the 
data IDEA provides to WRB do not identify the City of 
Philadelphia system from which the data originated. Both 
agencies also follow a security policy that applies to all of 
IDEA’s data sharing projects. 

WRB staff stated that working on data sharing with another 
city agency that has shared goals, such as supporting low-
income residents, can help motivate collaborative efforts to 
overcome practical challenges. City staff also recommended 
having a robust communications plan to explain how 
customer data are shared. Some customers are skeptical and 
may even wish to opt out of enrollment if they do not trust 
that their personal data are being handled appropriately.
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NEW YORK CITY: MUNICIPAL WATER UTILITY SHARING DATA  
WITH OTHER CITY AGENCIES29

or receiving the relevant property tax exemptions. Before 
HRA shares the LIHEAP data, it filters out participants who 
are renters because only homeowners are eligible for HWAP. 
All of DOF’s property tax exemption recipients are, by 
definition, homeowners.

Originally DEP’s data matching process was half manual and 
half automated. Now the process is almost entirely automated 
with limited manual checks. DEP was able to move to a more 
automated process when it upgraded its legacy billing system 
in 2021. In designing the new billing system, the agency 
factored its data-match needs into the system design. 

The data fields matched include customer name and a 
property’s block and lot numbers. DOF’s property tax records 
and DEP’s billing system both rely on the same property 
owner names and block and lot identifiers, which makes the 
matching process straightforward for the DOF data. HRA’s 
data always include the property owner name and sometimes, 
but not always, block and lot information as well. Where HRA 
provides only an address, DEP will translate the address 
into block and lot format and identify the corresponding 
DEP account. The automated data matching can typically 
identify a match even when the property owner names are 
not a precise match (e.g., when there are variant spellings); 
where the automated process cannot make a determination, 
there is a manual review. Finally, before enrolling an account 
in HWAP, DEP removes properties that are not classified as 
one- to four-family residential because larger properties are 
not eligible for HWAP.

The DEP program manager offered the following advice for 
other water assistance programs seeking to use data sharing:

n  Involve IT and other members of your technical team early 
on because how files are structured can determine how 
easy it is to automate data matching. You may need to start 
with a manual process.

n  You need dedicated liaisons/partners with other agencies, 
and it’s best if the partner agency has an aligned mission.

n  Be ready to adapt to how other agencies work (e.g., how 
they keep their data). 

n  Include IT staff and a business analyst on your team. 
(Policy staff can also help identify overlap in eligibility 
between programs.)

n  You don’t need a fancy system to use data sharing.  
It’s possible to do it manually, particularly with  
smaller utilities.

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
n  For those looking for a starting point, you don’t need a fancy 

system to use data sharing. It’s possible to do it manually.

n  Involve your information technology team early to explore 
possibilities for automated data matching. Seek opportunities  
to improve automated matching capabilities when billing systems 
are upgraded. 

n  Be ready to adapt to how other agencies work  
(e.g., how they keep their data).

The New York City Home Water Assistance Program 
(HWAP) provides a $145 annual credit on water and sewer 
bills for one- to four-family homeowners who participate 
in certain means-tested programs. The city’s Department 
of Environmental Protection (DEP), which operates the 
municipal water and sewer system, administers this 
assistance program. Water and sewer charges in New York 
City are in rem, which means that the property owner is 
DEP’s customer.

The program started in 2011 as a way to mitigate the 
impact of significant rate increases. DEP originally enrolled 
customers automatically, solely on the basis of data matching 
with the federal Low Income Home Energy Assistance 
Program (LIHEAP), which is administered locally by the 
city’s Human Resources Administration (HRA). By relying 
on eligibility determinations already performed by its sister 
agency for the LIHEAP program, DEP avoided the need to 
collect and retain the same sensitive income information 
from households for its water assistance program. 

In 2016 DEP expanded automatic enrollment to include 
the city’s Department of Finance (DOF) list of recipients 
of local property tax exemptions for seniors, people with 
disabilities, and veterans. Adding the DOF data increased 
enrollment substantially. As of 2024, approximately 63,000 
accounts were enrolled in HWAP. The majority were enrolled 
on the basis of their receipt of property tax exemptions, 
although some of those same customers also receive LIHEAP 
assistance. 

Participation in HWAP is exclusively by automatic 
enrollment. There is no method for customers to 
apply directly on the basis of income eligibility, though 
considerations are made in cases of data entry errors or 
processing delays by partner agencies.

In the data sharing process, which occurs once annually, DEP 
receives only the lists of households participating in LIHEAP 
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WESTMINSTER, COLORADO: MUNICIPAL WATER UTILITY SHARING  
DATA WITH A STATE-RUN ENERGY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM30

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
n  Make sure you have the budget for increased enrollment in  

the bill discount program when you move to a data sharing/ 
auto-enrollment process.

n  Build and maintain a good relationship with your partner  
agency that provides data.

n  Low-tech methods like Excel spreadsheets can be used  
effectively for data matching.

n  Automatic enrollment, without the need to submit an application, 
can generate more enrollment than simply using data matching  
for targeted outreach to eligible customers.

The City of Westminster, Colorado, has a Water Bill 
Assistance Program that provides a $300 annual credit  
($25/month) on water and sewer bills for eligible customers. 
The program was originally motivated by the City Council’s 
concerns about impacts of a planned rate hike; an increase  
in the bill credit is anticipated with the next rate increase.  

FIGURE 2: ENROLLED CUSTOMERS IN WESTMINSTER, CO

To qualify, a resident must be responsible for paying a 
water bill and be current on the bill (or enter a payment 
plan). Water customers who participate in LIHEAP are 
automatically deemed eligible for water assistance if they 
meet the other criteria. Over time, the program has evolved 
to automatically enroll customers who participate in LIHEAP, 
through datasharing with the state LIHEAP agency. 

The city’s municipal water utility, run by the Public Works 
and Utilities Department, administers the program. In its 
current form, the program started in 2017 as an annual $100 
credit. In 2018 the water utility and the state LIHEAP office 
entered into a data sharing agreement in which the LIHEAP 
office provides the municipality a list of LIHEAP customers in 
the city. Originally the city used the list for targeted outreach 
about the Water Bill Assistance Program, informing LIHEAP 
participants that they were eligible for the water program 
and encouraging them to apply, without the need to submit 
further proof of income. The success rate with this approach 
was limited. 
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In 2020 the program manager learned of another 
municipality using data sharing to auto-enroll LIHEAP 
customers into its electric and water assistance programs. 
Inspired by that example, later that year Westminster began 
using the list of LIHEAP participants to automatically enroll 
eligible customers into the Water Bill Assistance Program, 
without the need for an application. 

The switch to auto-enrollment sparked rapid growth in the 
program as it added new participants while retaining existing 
ones. In 2017 there were 92 participants; that grew to 248 in 
2019. By the end of 2024, there were 610 accounts enrolled in 
the Water Bill Assistance Program, with 56 percent of them 
enrolled via auto-enrollment. The rest were enrolled after 
submitting an application to the city that included proof of 
income. 

The data matching is performed through a manual process. 
To maintain confidentiality of personal information, only 
two people in the Water Bill Assistance Program office see 
the data. The customer’s name and address for the program 
are kept on a spreadsheet. Once a month during the LIHEAP 
season (November 1—April 30), the Water Bill Assistance 
program coordinator gets a list of LIHEAP recipients, sorted 
by zip code for the eight zip codes that are wholly or partly 
within the service area of the water utility. The coordinator 
manually removes all addresses that are not within the 

utility service area, as well as multifamily and manufactured 
housing park addresses, and then cross-checks the single-
family addresses and names for accounts in the water 
billing system. If there is a match, the customer is enrolled 
automatically. The previous year’s customer data is carried 
over if a customer appears on the current LIHEAP list.31

If the program is able to increase staff capacity, the program 
manager hopes to explore data matching with other programs 
beyond LIHEAP, such as the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program, Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families, and a low-income senior tax credit program. 

The program manager offers this advice for other water 
assistance programs seeking to use data sharing:

n  Make sure you have the budget for increased enrollment 
in the bill assistance program when you move to a data 
sharing/auto-enrollment process, to avoid the need to  
cap enrollment.

n  Make sure the billing department is ready and has a 
process in place to manage the data.

n  Build and maintain a good relationship with your partner 
agency that provides data.

n  Create a good system for tracking data, either working 
within the limits of existing software (such as Excel) or 
acquiring new software.
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CALIFORNIA: CROSS-ENROLLMENT BETWEEN UTILITY-RUN  
WATER AND ENERGY ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS32

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
n  State utility commissions can require effective data sharing among 

the water and energy utilities they regulate and can require those 
water utilities to automatically enroll eligible customers identified 
through data sharing.

n  Water utilities can achieve a very high participation rate (more 
than 70 percent) in low-income discount programs through data 
sharing with energy utilities, especially where energy and water 
assistance programs use the same income eligibility limits. 

n  State utility commissions can create a forum to facilitate data 
sharing between publicly owned water systems they do not 
regulate and energy utilities they do regulate.

n  State agencies can establish processes and guidelines to ensure 
customer information is protected when data are shared.

FIGURE 3: PARTICIPATION RATE AMONG ELIGIBLE CUSTOMERS IN CALIFORNIA

In California, the state’s large investor-owned water utilities 
all have low-income discounts, called customer assistance 
programs (CAPs), which are funded by rate revenues. As of 
2007, these programs had a combined participation rate of 
only about 16 percent of eligible customers, while the state’s 
energy utilities had a combined participation rate above 93 
percent in their low-income assistance program, called the 
California Alternate Rates for Energy (CARE) program.33 

In 2011, with support from the utilities and consumer 
advocates, the California Public Utilities Commission 
(CPUC) sought to increase participation in the water CAPs 
by requiring the large investor-owned energy utilities it 
regulates to share data on CARE participants with the large 
investor-owned water utilities it regulates. It also aligned 
the eligibility criteria for CARE and CAPs and required 
water utilities to automatically enroll CARE participants 
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into their CAPs without the need for a separate application. 
CPUC encouraged, but did not require, smaller, privately 
owned water utilities (as well as municipal energy utilities) to 
participate in the data exchanges. 

When adopting these requirements, CPUC found that 
“sharing of low-income customer information is necessary 
to increase participation in low-income ratepayer assistance 
programs.”34 Moreover, CPUC observed that “[d]ata sharing 
only identifies potential participants. . . . [A]utomatic 
enrollment decreases costs by eliminating duplicative efforts 
and streamlines customer enrollment through a hassle-free 
method. Thus, automatic enrollment will further increase 
penetration rates at a low cost.”35 CPUC concluded that, for 
water utilities’ CAPs, automatic enrollment is “a necessary 
adjunct to a cost-effective data sharing program.”36 

A decade later, in 2021, CPUC adopted improvements to the 
energy–water data exchange processes. It also required the 
energy utilities to engage in data sharing with publicly owned 
water systems upon request, using a specific process that 
ensures confidentiality of customer data.37 

CPUC’s 2021 decision found that data sharing has “proven 
over the years to be the most effective enrollment method 
for water utility customers.” Six of the state’s nine large 
investor-owned water utilities reported that most of their 
CAP participants (between 50 percent and 92 percent) were 
enrolled through data sharing.38 As of 2021, the nine large 
investor-owned water utilities, collectively, had an estimated 
73 percent participation rate in their low-income discounts. 
All but one of the nine is estimated to have a participation 
rate exceeding 50 percent.39 As of June 2024, there were 
nearly 294,000 customers enrolled in these water utilities’ 
CAPs.40

The CPUC orders established the processes for secure 
data sharing. Among other things, utilities must execute 
and file with the CPUC a memorandum of understanding 
or nondisclosure agreement. The filing must include a 
description of measures to ensure that customer information 
remains secure, including secure file transfer methods and 
minimization of the number of utility employees with access 
to customer data. CPUC requires CARE energy assistance 
applications to include language securing the customer’s 
consent to share data to facilitate enrollment in water utility 
CAPs. It also requires an opportunity for customers not 
enrolled through a data match to apply for assistance via a 
more traditional method.41 

Data exchanges are done quarterly and include the 
customer’s name, address, phone number/email, and  
status participating in CARE. Energy and water utility  
staff maintain open lines of communication, meeting at  
least once annually.42

The largest investor-owned water utilities each exchange 
data with three or four energy utilities, while others share 
data with only one or two. Among the energy utilities, most 
share data with six or seven water utilities. In most cases, the 
data sharing is two-way, with water utilities providing data 
on their CAP participants to the energy utilities, helping the 
energy utilities increase enrollment in CARE.43 

RESOURCES FROM THE CPUC DATA SHARING ORDERS:
n  Guidelines for data sharing between large investor-owned 

water utilities and large investor-owned energy utilities: 
See Attachment 1 in CPUC Decision D.11-05-020,  
https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/WORD_PDF/
FINAL_DECISION/134999.PDF.

n  Sample data sharing agreement between an investor-
owned energy utility and a publicly owned water utility: 
“Southern California Edison Company’s Plan for Low-
Income Program Data Sharing with Public Water Utilities,” 
Advice Letter 5277-E, filed with California Public Utilities 
Commission, April 16, 2024, https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/
PublishedDocs/Efile/G000/M529/K525/529525545.PDF. 

n  Sample reporting requirements on data matching 
implementation: See Attachment 3 in CPUC Decision D.11-
05-020, https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/WORD_
PDF/FINAL_DECISION/134999.PDF.

©
 D

ee D
w

yer for N
R

D
C

https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/WORD_PDF/FINAL_DECISION/134999.PDF
https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/WORD_PDF/FINAL_DECISION/134999.PDF
https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/Efile/G000/M529/K525/529525545.PDF
https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/Efile/G000/M529/K525/529525545.PDF
https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/WORD_PDF/FINAL_DECISION/134999.PDF
https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/WORD_PDF/FINAL_DECISION/134999.PDF


Page 19   |    TURN ON THE TAP: INCREASING PARTICIPATION IN WATER AFFORDABILITY PROGRAMS THROUGH DATA SHARING NRDC

PENNSYLVANIA: ENROLLING LIHWAP RECIPIENTS IN  
UTILITY-RUN WATER ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS44

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
n  Where a state administers a statewide low-income water 

assistance program, it can share data to help water utilities 
increase enrollment in their own low-income discount programs. 

n  Low-tech methods, like Excel spreadsheets, can be used 
effectively for data sharing. 

n  Automatic enrollment, without the need to submit an application, 
can generate more enrollment than simply using data matching  
for targeted outreach to eligible customers. 

In Pennsylvania, with assistance and input from low-income 
consumer advocates, the state Department of Human 
Services (DHS) negotiated agreements with some of the 
state’s largest water utilities to share data on LIHWAP 
recipients in the utility’s service areas, to facilitate 
enrollment in the utilities’ own low-income assistance 
programs. DHS provided data in a digital format that could be 
opened as a spreadsheet using a secure file transfer program. 
Data included name, address, water account number, and 
household size and income. The utilities agreed to maintain 
the data securely and not share it for any other purpose. 

Some water utilities used the DHS data to automatically 
enroll their customers who had already received LIHWAP. 
One example is the Philadelphia Water Department, which 
enrolled 3,218 customers through data matching with 
LIHWAP, as discussed in detail in the Philadelphia case 
study (page 12). Another example is Aqua Pennsylvania, an 
investor-owned utility, which followed a process very similar 
to Philadelphia’s. DHS sent Aqua data on approximately 
4,400 Aqua customers who had received a LIHWAP benefit. 

The utility reviewed all of them for eligibility in Aqua’s low-
income Customer Assistance Program (CAP) and enrolled 
any eligible customer who was not already enrolled.45 CAP 
is a tiered discount, with the size of a participant’s discount 
depending on household income as a percentage of the 
federal poverty level (FPL). To place customers in the correct 
discount tier, the utility calculated income as a percentage 
of FPL using household size and income data from DHS. 
Through this data sharing arrangement, Aqua enrolled about 
85 percent of the customers from the DHS list into CAP, 
without requiring an application from those customers.

The Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority also entered 
into a data sharing agreement with DHS. The state provided 
data on 1,708 customers believed to be in Pittsburgh Water’s 
territory who had participated in LIHWAP. Of those, 626 
remained after an initial review by the utility resulted in 
removing accounts because of duplication, because they 
were not a Pittsburgh Water customer, or for other, similar 
reasons. Another 85 were already enrolled in the utility’s Bill 
Discount Program (BDP). Pittsburgh Water reached out to 
all others to encourage them to apply for the BDP but did not 
use the DHS data to enroll anyone without an application. 
From that outreach, only 92 customers successfully applied 
to BDP. The rest could not be reached, were no longer 
Pittsburgh Water customers, were not interested in applying, 
or had other reasons for not enrolling. Compared with Aqua’s 
experience using data sharing for automatic enrollment, 
Pittsburgh Water’s use of data sharing for targeted outreach 
achieved a much lower success rate. 
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VIRGINIA AND PUERTO RICO: DATA SHARING FOR RAPID  
ENROLLMENT IN LIHWAP46

wastewater utilities submitted lists of customers with past-
due water bills, and the agencies matched those customers 
against their lists of participants in LIHEAP (in Virginia) or 
SNAP (in Puerto Rico). 

In Virginia, a specialized third-party contractor supported 
the data matching process and sent any customers 
who matched a text message with LIHWAP application 
information. If these households applied for LIHWAP, they 
were not required to submit income documentation. The data 
matches were performed weekly.

In Puerto Rico, customers who matched were automatically 
provided with a LIHWAP benefit, without the need for an 
application.

Data sharing enabled Virginia and Puerto Rico to quickly 
distribute LIHWAP assistance. In Virginia, within the first 
three months of operation, more than 13,000 households 
received in excess of $9.5 million in water and wastewater 
debt relief. Puerto Rico delivered $4.5 million in emergency 
water bill assistance to more than 11,000 households in  
five months.

NEW YORK STATE: LEGISLATION REQUIRING DATA SHARING BETWEEN  
STATE PROGRAMS AND UTILITY-RUN ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS48

In response, in 2024 the state legislature enacted a law 
requiring OTDA and PSC-regulated water utilities to 
collaborate on an automated data-matching process 
to facilitate auto-enrollment of utility customers who 
participate in LIHEAP and TANF in the utilities’ low-income 
assistance programs. It also allowed for OTDA to include 
data matching with additional programs that it administers.49 
This legislation amended a law passed the previous year that 
originally applied these requirements only to energy utility 
assistance programs, but not to water. As of this writing, 
OTDA and the utilities are developing plans to implement the 
data matching and auto-enrollment process.

KEY TAKEAWAY:
n  State legislation can drive data sharing between utilities  

and state social services programs.

In 2023 New York’s two largest investor-owned water 
utilities, Veolia and Liberty Utilities, proposed new low-
income customer assistance programs in their rate cases 
before the state Public Service Commission (PSC). The PSC 
gave a green light to both programs, creating the first low-
income bill discounts ever offered by investor-owned water 
utilities in New York. During the rate cases, both utilities 
expressed interest in facilitating enrollment through data 
sharing with the state’s Office of Temporary and Disability 
Assistance (OTDA), the agency that administers low-income 
programs such as LIHEAP, Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF), and SNAP. However, the utilities identified 
challenges working out such an arrangement. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
n  By aligning income eligibility limits across programs and sharing 

data with utilities, state water assistance programs can rapidly 
distribute debt relief funding for low-income water customers.

n  Low-income discount programs can work with specialized 
contractors to support data sharing. 

Both Virginia and Puerto Rico used data sharing with water 
utilities to quickly distribute debt relief funding under the 
temporary LIHWAP program, often without the need for 
customers to apply. 

In Virginia, the Department of Social Services (VDSS), which 
administers the federal LIHEAP program, administered 
LIHWAP. In Puerto Rico, the Departamento de la Familia, 
which administers the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP), administered LIHWAP. 

Consistent with federal guidance, both Virginia and Puerto 
Rico deemed households participating in several other 
income-qualified programs, including LIHEAP and SNAP, to 
be income-eligible for LIHWAP.47 In both cases, water and/or 
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JACKSON, MISSISSIPPI: UNSUCCESSFUL ATTEMPT AT DATA  
SHARING BETWEEN MUNICIPAL WATER SYSTEM AND A STATE  
AGENCY, WITH AN OPPORTUNITY TO TRY AGAIN 

KEY TAKEAWAY:
n  Data sharing between utilities and federally funded programs 

requires customer consent, but there are opportunities to 
collaborate to obtain that consent.

In Jackson, Mississippi, a federal court consent decree with 
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency put the municipal 
water and sewer system under temporary management by 
a court-appointed interim third-party manager (ITPM). The 
ITPM has authority to set water and sewer rates to cover the 
costs of operation, maintenance, and capital improvements 
required by the consent decree. In November 2023 the utility 
increased rates for most customers. The new rate schedule 
created a customer class consisting of participants in the 
federal SNAP program, whose members receive discounted 
rates. The SNAP customer class includes about 25 percent  
of Jackson’s residents.50 

The utility sought to automatically enroll these residents 
in the discounted rate. The ITPM asked the Mississippi 
Department of Health and Human Services (MDHS), which 
administers SNAP in the state, to share data on SNAP 
enrollees in the utility’s service area. However, MDHS and 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA, which funds 
SNAP) refused to share the data. They maintained that, 
absent consent from SNAP participants, sharing SNAP 
enrollment data would violate federal privacy laws. A federal 
appeals court agreed, refusing the utility’s request to require 
the state to share SNAP data.51 

For now, Jackson customers who participate in SNAP can 
enroll in the discounted rate by submitting proof of SNAP 
participation. The ITPM reported that only one customer had 
contacted the utility to enroll as of mid-April 2025 but said 
that the utility will “find different ways for people to sign up” 
for the low-income water discount.52

Jackson’s water utility still has the opportunity to use data 
matching with SNAP if it reaches an agreement with MDHS 
on a method to do so consistent with federal privacy law. 
During the litigation, MDHS and the federal government 
offered that MDHS would share SNAP participation data if 
the water utility obtained customers’ consent. They suggested 
several ways to obtain consent, such as “including in each 
water/sewer bill a means for account holders to provide 
their consent”; paying MDHS to mail SNAP recipients a 
consent form; or paying MDHS to mail out “vouchers or 
digital codes” that recipients can submit to the utility as proof 
of SNAP participation. MDHS said that the state would be 
able to “confirm [to the water utility] the SNAP status of all 
consenting individuals on a quarterly or annual basis.”53 As of 
this writing, the utility has not publicly stated whether it will 
pursue any of those options. 
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NEW JERSEY: COORDINATION BETWEEN STATE AGENCIES FOR  
AUTOMATIC ENROLLMENT IN ENERGY ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS54

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
n  Utility assistance programs can work concurrently on data  

sharing with multiple partner programs to facilitate auto-
enrollment. This can be especially efficient when the partner 
programs are all housed within a single agency.

n  States considering data matching should, to the extent possible, 
modify applications for other income-qualified programs to 
request all of the information needed for auto-enrollment in utility 
assistance. To maximize enrollment, utility assistance programs 
should have plans to efficiently obtain any missing information, 
either from the utility or from the customer. 

n  It is important to have clear rules on the “hierarchy” of data 
sources, to establish which source is determinative when there  
is a conflict between datasets.

For low-income households, the New Jersey Department of 
Community Affairs (DCA) administers two major energy bill 
assistance programs that rely heavily on data sharing for 
automatic enrollment. These are LIHEAP, which is federally 
funded, and the Universal Service Fund (USF), which is 
specific to New Jersey and funded by a surcharge on all 
electric and gas utility bills. LIHEAP’s heating assistance 
program provides an annual bill credit in a standardized 
amount based on income and household size. USF is a 
percentage-of-income program in which participants 
receive monthly bill credits in the amount needed to ensure 
that their combined electric and gas costs do not exceed 4 
percent of household income; they can also receive arrearage 
forgiveness. Further, enrollment in LIHEAP or USF exempts 
customers from shutoff during the winter months.

For more than a decade, DCA has automatically enrolled 
eligible households in LIHEAP heating assistance and 
USF using data shared by the state’s Department of 
Human Services (DHS).55 The data come from households’ 
applications for a wide range of DHS-administered programs: 
SNAP, TANF, General Assistance (GA), and Pharmaceutical 
Assistance to the Aged and Disabled (PAAD) and Lifeline 
Utility Assistance, both of which support low-income people 
who are either disabled or age 65 or older. In some cases, 
electric and gas utilities provide DCA with additional data 
needed for auto-enrollment.

DCA and DHS use the same data management system, called 
the Family Assistance Management System, to manage 
the programs they run. This facilitates efficient sharing 
of information between the agencies. Additionally, DCA’s 

systems are maintained by an information technology 
contractor, which provides support for the data matching 
process. Under a memorandum of agreement between the two 
agencies, DCA is not permitted to share personal identifying 
information received from DHS with any other agency.

DHS shares multiple data points, including, among other 
things, household income, household size, housing type 
(renter or owner), heating method (electric, gas, or delivered 
fuel), and, in some cases, the utility account number. Some 
of this information is in DHS’s systems specifically because 
the joint application for SNAP, TANF, and GA requests it for 
purposes of determining eligibility for energy assistance. 
That joint application includes explicit consent to use 
information to determine eligibility for energy assistance, 
although the application also includes a check box to opt out 
of consideration for energy assistance.56

The minimum information that DCA needs to make a match 
for auto-enrollment in LIHEAP and USF includes head 
of household, household size, names and Social Security 
numbers of all members of the household, household income, 
and address.57 With this information, DCA uses an automated 
process to identify households eligible for LIHEAP and/
or USF and to determine the appropriate energy assistance 
benefit level. DCA receives a large tranche of data each fall, 
with rolling updates when DHS recertifies participants’ 
eligibility for its programs.58

DCA may need additional information to complete auto-
enrollment. Where the DHS data do not include a household’s 
utility account number, DCA contacts the household to obtain 
that information before disbursing funds. Additionally, for 
USF, DCA needs information on the household’s current 
energy bill to calculate the benefit level, which DCA obtains 
by reaching out directly to the state’s electric and gas 
utilities.59 DCA also asks utilities to confirm that the name 
and address in the DHS data match the utility’s account 
information and to correct any discrepancies as needed. 
If any discrepancies remain, DCA will reach out to the 
household to get accurate information.60

Through this comprehensive process, auto-enrollment 
accounts for about 65 percent of all enrollment in LIHEAP 
and USF.61 

DCA staff noted that datasets are never perfect, which 
means certain work-arounds are required in the matching 
process. They stated that it is important to have clear rules 

E N E R G Y
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on which source of data is determinative when there is a 
conflict between two datasets. For example, the person listed 
as the DHS program participant sometimes is different from 
the household member whose name is listed on the utility 
account; in these cases, DCA uses addresses to identify 
matches where possible. Another data limitation is that 
because DHS provides benefits by electronic funds transfer, 
it sometimes does not have a complete physical address. In 
these and other cases of an imperfect match, DCA uses a data 
management technique known as “fuzzy matching” as a work-
around to identify matches as closely as possible and, when 
feasible, reach out to customers to confirm the match. 

DCA staff recommend that other states considering data 
matching should, to the extent possible, modify applications 
for other income-qualified programs to request all of the 
information needed for auto-enrollment in utility assistance. 
For example, in the future, DCA aims to improve the process 
so DHS programs will routinely collect applicants’ utility bill 
information and transmit it to DCA. DCA staff also noted the 
value of ongoing coordination between agencies to keep data 
up to date. 

MASSACHUSETTS: UTILITY-RUN ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS  
SHARING DATA WITH STATE PROGRAMS62

KEY TAKEAWAY:
n  States can take the lead on data sharing with utilities,  

using data from across multiple state programs.

In Massachusetts five electric and gas utilities use data 
matching to provide automatic discounts to customers 
who participate in several state-administered programs: 
MassHealth (which includes Medicaid and the Children’s 
Health Insurance Program [CHIP]), SNAP, TANF (known 
in the state as Transitional Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children), and Emergency Aid to the Elderly, Disabled, and 
Children (EAEDC).63

About two decades ago, the utilities began data matching only 
with TANF and EAEDC, and later SNAP.64 The utilities would 
send the state’s Department of Transitional Assistance (DTA) 
lists of their customers, and DTA would inform each utility 
which of its customers participated in at least one of those 
programs.65 The utilities would then automatically enroll the 
SNAP and TANF participants in discounted rate programs, 
giving those customers notice and an opportunity to decline 
the discount.

In 2024 the state expanded this process to include 
participants in MassHealth.66 The data matching is now 
managed by the state’s Executive Office of Health and 
Human Services (EOHHS), which oversees 11 state agencies, 
including DTA, and directly administers the MassHealth 
program. EOHHS relies on its master data management 
system (MDM) to conduct the data matching.67 A data sharing 
agreement among the participating utilities, EOHHS, and 
DTA establishes procedures to maintain confidentiality of 
personally identifying information.

SAMPLE DATA SHARING AGREEMENTS FROM 
MASSACHUSETTS:
n  Original 2003 data sharing agreement:  

https://fileservice.eea.comacloud.net/FileService.Api/file/
fileroom//9245573.

n  Expanded 2025 data sharing agreement: https://www.nrdc.
org/sites/default/files/2025-06/data-sharing-agreement-
between-massachusetts-and-utility-companies.pdf.

©
 B

rian M
aranan P

ineda for N
R

D
C

https://fileservice.eea.comacloud.net/FileService.Api/file/fileroom//9245573
https://fileservice.eea.comacloud.net/FileService.Api/file/fileroom//9245573
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/2025-06/data-sharing-agreement-between-massachusetts-and-utility-companies.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/2025-06/data-sharing-agreement-between-massachusetts-and-utility-companies.pdf
https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/2025-06/data-sharing-agreement-between-massachusetts-and-utility-companies.pdf


Page 24   |    TURN ON THE TAP: INCREASING PARTICIPATION IN WATER AFFORDABILITY PROGRAMS THROUGH DATA SHARING NRDC

MARYLAND: LEGISLATION PROMPTING DATA SHARING  
FOR AUTOMATIC ENROLLMENT IN A STATE-RUN ENERGY  
ASSISTANCE PROGRAM

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
n  State legislation can prompt state agencies to use data sharing to 

streamline enrollment in low-income utility discount programs.

n  Legislation can mandate use of categorical eligibility and/or 
automatic enrollment. 

In 2023 Maryland passed legislation that makes participants 
in several state-run human services programs categorically 
eligible, without further proof of income, for the state’s two 
main low-income energy assistance programs: LIHEAP (also 
known as the Maryland Energy Assistance Program) and 
Electric Universal Service Program (EUSP) assistance. The 
law also requires automatic enrollment of those households 
in LIHEAP and EUSP, without the need for a separate 
application. Recipients of SNAP, TANF, Supplemental 
Security Income (SSI), or means-tested Veterans Affairs 
benefits are included.68 

The state’s Office of Home Energy Programs (OHEP) 
facilitates the process through a preexisting integrated 
data management system that includes TANF, SNAP, and 
SSI participants’ information. When that system has 
all household information needed for enrollment in the 

energy assistance programs (including information on 
the household’s utility provider), the household receives 
notification that it is being enrolled without the need for a 
separate application. If some of the necessary information  
is missing, the energy assistance program requests it from  
the household.69

Maryland’s categorical eligibility with automatic 
enrollment is still new, but monthly reporting shows that 
this data sharing process generated a marked increase in 
“applications” for energy assistance programs from July 
2024 to January 2025 as compared with July 2023 to 
January 2024.70 (OHEP’s reports refer to customers being 
processed for automatic enrollment as “categorical eligibility 
applications,” although, as noted above, the customer does 
not actually submit an application.) During the earlier period, 
before the new process took effect, there were 61,940 total 
applications to OHEP’s energy assistance programs. The 
same period in the following year, after the new process  
took effect, saw 138,500 applications for categorical  
eligibility alone, out of 243,400 total OHEP applications 
(including traditional applications submitted directly by  
the utility customer).71
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