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A B S T R A C T

By some estimates, 31% of Americans face some sort of ‘energy insecurity,’ but the full extent of the issue and the
magnitude of its effect are often difficult to quantify. This case study examines disconnection policies primarily
in Minnesota and attempts to extrapolate lessons learned for other states and the nation as a whole. The case
study concludes with a discussion about the relevance of U.S. universal access to the utility shut-off challenge.

1. Introduction

1.1. Customer impacts

Analysts have argued that an “affordable” energy burden is 6% of
overall income, where the amount spent on energy is 20% of housing
costs and housing costs are 30% of income.1 However, on average, low-
income households pay far more than 30% on rent or mortgage and
thus have little money available for energy costs or other basic needs
like food, education, or medical bills. The lack of available budget puts
low-income households at risk for having their utility accounts dis-
connected, resulting in temporary or permanent termination of those
households’ access to energy.

In 2015, the U.S. Energy Information Administration found that one
in three households faced challenges in paying energy bills, where 14%
received a disconnection notice from the utility (Fig. 1). Some 7 million
households (6% of the national total) experienced the inability to use
heating equipment at some point in 2015 and 6 million (5%)

experienced the loss of air conditioning. Households with income under
$20,000 were almost three times more likely to experience energy in-
security2 than households with income over $60,000.3

The exact number of nationwide utility disconnections is not known
because data is only collected in some states and is not aggregated at
the national level. However, electricity companies in states such as
California, Texas, and Minnesota file reports to their Public Utilities
Commissions (PUCs) on how many customers are disconnected. The
disconnections where data is collected seem to be increasing year over
year. The number of disconnections in California rose from less than
450,000 to over 700,000 from 2010 to 2016 – an increase of 64% in five
years. In Texas, 900,000 homes were shut off during summer 2016 due
to unpaid bills, triple the amount of 10 years ago.4 The economic si-
tuation of low-income households has been exacerbated by slow wage
growth in the last decade, compounded by rising housing costs. Since
the Great Recession, wages have not grown significantly; an increase of
2.9% in January 2018 was the largest-year-over-year percentage in-
crease since June 2009.5
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Electricity termination can endanger health and safety, cause social
stigma, and reduce productivity.6,7 Space heaters, candles, and gen-
erators can emit carbon monoxide or cause fires.8 In fact, 32% of home
heating fires involve space heaters, accounting for 79% of home heating
fire deaths.9 Energy provides heating and cooling functions, a necessity
for customers’ wellbeing in the winter and summer months in many
parts of the U.S. Cold- and heat-related deaths predominantly impact
the elderly; in a 2014 report, the CDC found that cold- and heat-related
deaths were significantly higher for persons aged 75–84 and even larger
for persons aged 85 and over (Fig. 2).10

In addition to providing for heating and cooling needs, energy (and
specifically electricity) is necessary for customers with conditions re-
quiring medical equipment (i.e. ventilators, breathing monitors, or
heart monitors). Electricity disconnection could also lead to home-
lessness because many landlords consider it grounds for eviction. For
households with children, not being able to pay utility bills has been
found to be the second leading cause for homelessness.11

1.2. Overview of disconnection policies

Disconnection policies govern what kind of customers, and under
what circumstances the customer can be disconnected by the utility.
These rules vary significantly by state.12 Disconnection policies also
“consist of the justifications, procedures, and consumer protections
with which a utility must comply before terminating service to a cus-
tomer.”13 Depending on the type of utility (investor-owned utility
(IOU), municipality or cooperative), the disconnection policies are ei-
ther set by the regulator, the city council, or a governing board,

respectively.
Generally, disconnection protections fall in four categories: proce-

dural protections, seasonal protections, payment assistance, and pro-
tections for vulnerable groups.14 While the list below is not exhaustive,
it provides an overview of some of the most common protections in
each of these categories.

1.2.1. Procedural protections
1.2.1.1. Notice. The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that all customers
have a constitutionally assured procedural right to be given notice prior
to termination of utility service.15 Though a minimum level of notice is
required, the length of notice and notice procedures vary widely in
different states. Robust notice policies could protect customers from
being disconnected and alert them of their duty to pay for utility
service, but delivery is often complicated by factors such as language
barriers, or an inability to reach a customer if a phone on record has
been cut off. In addition, notices sent electronically might not reach the
intended receiver and could be less reliable due to lack of internet
access, especially in low-income households.

1.2.2. Disconnection limitations
1.2.2.1. Date-based protection. Date-based protection is often in place in
states with heating needs in the winter months and usually covers a
certain period between the fall and the spring (i.e., Oct. 15 – April 15 in
Minnesota or Nov. 1 – May 1 in Connecticut). In most states, customers
still have to enroll in a payment plan and pay a certain percentage of
their income or utility bill to be guaranteed protection in the winter
months. In Michigan, for example, the Winter Protection Plan requires
low-income customers to pay “at least 7% of [the] estimated annual bill
each month, plus 1/12 of any past due bills.”16 However, senior citizen
customers are not required to pay anything during the winter months
and receive protection from disconnection from Nov. 1 to March 31 in
Michigan. While date-based protections that require no payment at all
provide needed protection during the winter month, spikes in
disconnection during the months leading up to winter months and
after the protection ends can be observed (see Fig. 6 for the example
from Minnesota). Additionally, pure date-based protection does not
provide any financial assistance to low-income households.

1.2.2.2. Temperature-based protection. Temperature-based protection
provides protection from disconnection during excessively cold or hot
days. Some states base those protections on National Weather Service
Heat Advisory or Excessive Heat Warnings, others protect against
disconnection during days with set temperatures, such as below 32°F
or above 95°F. However, those protections are not a permanent solution
and often protect only during those days with excessive heat or cold.
While some states include forecasted weather conditions (for example
Maryland’s utilities cannot shut off service during the 72 h after the
temperature is either 32 °F or below or if temperature exceeds 95 °F at
any time of year), utilities are usually able to shut off service in between
excessively cold or hot days, leaving the disconnected customer
exposed during the next extreme weather event.

1.2.2.3. Medical protections. Customers with medical problems often
need medical equipment such as nebulizers, life support machines, and

Fig. 1. Households experiencing household energy insecure situations, 2015.
Source: EIA, One in three U.S. households faced challenges in paying energy bills in
2015, https://www.eia.gov/consumption/residential/reports/2015/energybills/
?src=%E2%80%B9%20Consumption%20%20%20%20%20%20Residential
%20Energy%20Consumption%20Survey%20(RECS)-f1.
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