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	Governor’s Committee on People with Disabilities (GCPD)
Policy Development Proposal

	Issue Description: 
Power outages threaten the lives of thousands of Texans who depend upon electricity to power life-sustaining durable medical equipment (DME), such as breathing machines and feeding devices. Outages can thrust these at-risk individuals into life-threatening situations within hours. 
Texas’ population continues to grow, as does the number of individuals living in the community with life threatening health conditions who require emergency backup power to ensure no interruption to their life saving equipment. The most recent publicly available data show there are over 10,000 electricity customers in the ERCOT power grid region of the state receiving Critical Care or Chronic Condition residential customer designations. Yet these designations do not prevent loss of power for these at-risk Texans. 
Extended power outages caused by weather-related events are a significant and growing issue for Texas. Texas is ranked first in the U.S. in the variety and frequency of natural disasters. Hurricanes, tornados, floods, ice storms, and severe heat and cold can all lead to extended loss of power. Recent history suggests that the frequency and severity of these natural disasters are increasing, resulting in costly and dangerous conditions for Texas residents.
In late 2021 and early 2022, GCPD supported efforts to encourage the Public Utility Commission of Texas to create better policies, programs and information sharing to increase the resiliency of those dependent on life sustaining medical equipment, however no substantial action was taken. Therefore, we seek action from the 88th Legislature to create a program that ensures emergency backup power for income-eligible households with one or members medically dependent on electrically powered devices. 

	Explain how this is a common/frequent issue or concern.
The recent ice storm in Central Texas provides an important reminder that our state is prone to devastating weather events both widespread and locally. Because extreme weather events are increasing in frequency and severity there is an imminent reality that these forces will combine with population increase to seriously fray, if not sever, community lifelines which are necessary for human health and safety. Over 10,000 Texas households are designated Critical Care or Chronic Condition by the Public Utility Commission. While these designations provide additional protections against disconnection for non-payment of electricity bills, they do not prevent loss of power during outages. Federal Health and Human Services Commission (HHSC) emPOWER data show that significantly more Texas households might be eligible for one of these two designations. Without action to boost the resilience of vulnerable individuals in their homes, many Texans will be at substantial risk for injury in times of disasters and emergencies in the future.

	Link to background materials or additional information: 
AARP on Emergency Backup Power – https://www.texastribune.org/paid-post/power-outages-in-texas-need-not-turn-deadly/

PUC Project with utility filings of Critical Care and Chronic Condition electric customers https://interchange.puc.texas.gov/search/filings/?UtilityType=A&ControlNumber=39275&ItemMatch=Equal&DocumentType=ALL&SortOrder=Ascending 

HHS emPOWER program
https://empowerprogram.hhs.gov/in-action.html



	Identify GCPD Issue Area(s) affected: 
Emergency Preparedness

	Describe the proposed policy or legislative solution: 
Legislation to create a program to ensure emergency backup power to income eligible Texans who are dependent on electrically powered medical devices. Eligibility would be open to Critical Care and Chronic Condition Residential Electricity Customers who meet income guidelines (e.g. 150% of federal poverty level). The Public Utility Commission would develop rules to administer the program. Funding for the program could come from a one-time appropriation of the legislature or via a fee collected by public utilities in the state. Public utilities would recover the amount through electricity delivery rates.   

	The policy proposal will require a change in:
[bookmark: Check1][bookmark: Check2][bookmark: Check3]Administrative Policy |_|   Agency Rule |_|   Change in State Law  |_|
[bookmark: Check4][bookmark: Check5]New Law |_|   Other (e.g. public awareness, etc.) |_|
Describe: 


	Legislative History/Update:



	Explain the feasibility of this recommendation: 
Several Texas agencies administer assistance programs that contain elements similar to this emergency backup power proposal.  For example, the Texas Department of Housing and Community Affairs operates the Weatherization Assistance Program with funds from the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE), and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP). WAP is designed to help low-income customers control their energy costs through installation of weatherization materials and education. The program goal is to reduce the energy cost burden of low-income households through energy efficiency. The WAP is administered through subrecipients, which collectively cover all 254 counties of the state. This emergency backup power proposal builds on the experience of WAP and similar programs to ensure program feasibility.

	List any known cost factors (fiscal note). Show calculations.
Battery storage is a cleaner option than diesel generators, and it doesn't pose the risk of inadvertent carbon monoxide poisoning that generators do. Generators can also be impractical for apartment dwellers and difficult to operate or refuel, particularly for older or frail individuals. Battery storage cost varies based on how many hours and how much power the unit is capable of. Given these variations, costs range between $3,500 to $10,000 per unit.  If half of the 10,000 currently designated Critical Care and Chronic Condition electricity customers are income eligible, 5,000 customers @ $3,500 = $17.5 million.  5,000 @ $10,000 per unit = $50 million.  After this initial expense, ongoing costs would be only incremental as the eligible population grows.

	State agency(ies) affected by proposal:
· Public Utility Commission
· Health and Human Service Commission (determining eligibility based on other needs-based programs)


	Stakeholder groups likely to support this proposal:
AARP Texas
· Texas Legal Services Center
· Texas Council for Developmental Disabilities
· Disability Rights Texas
· Texas Medical Equipment Providers (TexMEP)
· Texas Parent to Parent


	Stakeholder groups likely to oppose this proposal: 
· Utilities
· 
· 

	Describe how affected groups will be impacted by proposed solution(s) (i.e., cities, counties, businesses, employers, etc.): Stress on critical health infrastructure would be relieved during and after natural disasters as more people would be able to safely shelter in place.


	[bookmark: Check6][bookmark: Check7]Recommended for GCPD policy recommendations:   Yes  |_|   No |_|
MOTION: 
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