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Background


Last October, the LIGB requested that the Commission approve a placeholder amount in either the LIGB’s budget or in the utilities’ budgets for assessing the needs to be served by the low-income CARE and LIEE programs.  The placeholder concept was proposed to allow the LIGB, in collaboration with the utilities and public, to develop a comprehensive and cost-effective plan for the needs assessment.  LIGB proposed that a placeholder value of $2 million be approved for the statewide study.


The Commission denied the LIGB’s request for the placeholder in its Resolution E-3583, which was the decision on the LIGB’s budget Technical Advice Letter.  In Resolution E-3585, the Commission also rejected the inclusion of a placeholder directly in the utilities’ budgets.  Both decisions are dated December 17, 1998.  The Commission left open the opportunity for a needs assessment, stating that it “believes that a 1999 needs assessment would be beneficial” (Resolution E-3585, Discussion Point 5).  The Commission directed the LIGB to file a supplemental budget no later than February 26, 1999, and provided the following guidance in Resolution 3583, Order Point 6, regarding its content:


The request for $2 million to come from CARE and LIEE monies to be used for a statewide Needs Assessment will be reconsidered upon receipt of a supplemental filing in the form of a compliance filing as instructed in this Resolution.  This filing must be filed no later than February 26, 1999 and must include:


scope and purpose of the study;


methodology to be employed in the study;


task specific time-line;


proposed measurement and evaluation criteria;


line item budget for the study;


analysis of effect of “ratepayers, rates and service offerings” of incurring these expenses, similar to that required by General Order 96-A, Section III.c and IV; and


who will be administering the Needs Assessment and who will be performing each task in the Needs Assessment.


With regard to funding the needs assessment, the Commission determined that any funds needed “in 1999 shall be an increase to the 1999 CARE costs.…  If the needs assessment studies are not begun by June 1, 1999, funds set aside for those studies shall be used as an increase to 1999 program funds. ”  (Resolution E-3585, Order Point 1.h)  


The Commission also directed the LIGB to file a revised LIGB 1999 operating budget by February 26, 1999.  The needs assessment filing will be part of that supplemental compliance filing.  The LIGB should take note that once a Commission decision on the revised budget is issued, there may be a compressed time frame in which to actually initiate the needs assessment studies.  The decision on the LIGB’s October technical advice letter regarding the budget was issued about two months after it was filed.  To our knowledge, there has been no schedule set at this time for the Commission’s decision on the revised LIGB budget, although that may well be discussed in the ALJ’s scheduling workshop. 


This memorandum describes a possible sequence of steps that could be followed to provide the information required for decisions regarding the CARE, LIEE, and related energy education programs.  For each step, suggestions are offered on how the work process would be structured and managed.  As currently constituted, the LIGB could play a significant role in the needs assessment process.  Given the membership of the LIGB, it inherently has the capability of providing a range of perspectives on the direction and content of the analysis.  The LIGB could also help to insure that the needs assessment is done impartially in a manner that gives high priority to the critical needs facing low-income households in California.


The final section of the white paper provides initial comments on the LIGB’s response to the specific filing requirements under Resolution 3583.  Specific recommendations regarding those requirements will be submitted after consultation with the LIGB and others who could contribute to the development of a needs assessment plan.


STEPS FOR CONDUCTING A NEEDS ASSESSMENT


Step 1: Establish the scope and objectives of the needs assessment


The first step in a comprehensive needs assessment would be to establish the scope and objectives of the assessment.  A needs assessment could be used to:


better understand energy needs of low-income households now and in the future,


improve CARE and LIEE program designs and outreach effectiveness, and


assess policy objectives and options.


By improving our understanding of energy needs, it is possible to create programs and policies that can effectively and efficiently meet them on a forward-looking basis.  These household needs would be determined for selected low-income household segments and geographic territories.  Thus, getting the low-income household perspective is fundamental to improving programs and policies.  In understanding household needs, the needs assessment could:


determine the distribution of energy efficiency measures in low-income segments,


forecast housing conditions of low-income households for the coming years,


provide an unbiased analysis of the level and distribution of energy burdens among different segments of the low-income population;


identify the factors that determine those energy burdens such as housing type, housing characteristics and appliance stocks, climatic conditions, and energy-use patterns;


develop methods for estimating the size and distribution of the eligible population, and to apply a preferred method to make those estimates for current and future populations in California;


learn how much and what type of energy education is needed in target market segments;


identify demographic, social, and economic trends that will affect energy needs over time and that will affect the programs and policies needed to address those needs.


Another area for the needs assessment is the improvement of the CARE and LIEE program designs and outreach effectiveness.  Certainly the information from the energy needs analysis will contribute to this objective.  In addition, a systematic evaluation of the existing CARE and LIEE programs would provide additional information that could be used.  There is considerable experience in designing and delivering the CARE and LIEE programs that should be analyzed and synthesized.  In the area of program design and outreach effectiveness, the needs assessment could be used:


to evaluate how well the programs have reached their objectives toward affordability, comfort, safety and health;


to evaluate the awareness of the CARE and LIEE programs in selected market segments to find the segments that are hard-to-reach;


to assess the actual participation rates in the CARE program to determine which segments of the low-income population are under-represented;


to evaluate past and current outreach efforts to systematically identify lessons-learned from implemented outreach approaches;


to gather information on the lessons-learned from the provision of CARE and LIEE services so as to understand how well those programs are addressing needs and to identify areas where improvements can be made to better respond to known needs;


to identify and evaluate new outreach approaches for increasing awareness of and participation in CARE and LIEE, particularly among low-income segments that are found to be under-represented in those programs; and


to estimate how much outreach support would be needed to reach target participation levels in the coming years.


From the broad policy perspective, the needs assessment could use information gathered from the analysis of household energy needs and the evaluation of programs and outreach methods, to address central questions in such areas as eligibility, level and type of household support, and level of program support.  From this perspective, the needs assessment could be used:


to study trends in governmental support for such programs as LIHEAP that will influence low-income energy needs;


to suggest policy directions that can provide, in more cost-effective and efficient ways, the essential support needed to address the needs for affordable energy, comfort, health and safety in the low-income population;


to forecast funding needs to reach a range of target options regarding saturation of energy conservation measures, program participation rates and energy assistance levels;


and to assess the implications of policy options for ratepayers.


These objectives form the basis for planning an initial needs assessment as well as on-going needs assessments.  Some of the objectives can be met in a relatively short time-frame.  Others may take an extended effort.   The identification of the objectives would appropriately seek ideas from individuals in a range of organizations such as governmental agencies, the Legislature, community groups, utilities, and implementers.  Due to its representativeness of a range of stakeholders, the LIGB is well-positioned to provide recommendations on the needs assessment scope and purposes.


Step 2: Determine what is already known about low-income needs, programs, outreach and policies


Given the objectives, the next step would be to find out what is already known about the identified needs.  This step involves a search for available information sources relevant to the objectives.  This search could include:


a general search for secondary information sources (such as academic, governmental, conference papers, reports to regulatory commissions, reports on LIHEAP, non-proprietary research by the utilities, etc.) relevant to a needs assessment of the low-income population,


a specific search for secondary information sources relevant to the needs of the low-income population in California, and


formal and informal meetings among individuals who have conducted research relevant to the objectives of the needs assessment.


The formal meetings could include workshops, seminars, and conferences.  The informal meetings could simply be interviews with key personnel in California or around the country.  The step would require the collection of information, the creation of an annotated bibliography, and a report that synthesizes the findings.  Proceedings could be developed for the workshops, seminars and conferences.


The scope of this effort could be as broad or as limited as needed to meet the requirements of the needs assessment.  It could also be staged in ways to make this step more efficient.  For example, a workshop with well-informed individuals conducted early in the process could be an efficient way to focus the information search (also called scoping analysis or literature search).  


Step 3: Determine the information gap and prioritizing the information needs


The information gap is simply the difference between what is known and what needs to be known.  This gap is established by assessing the known information using the objectives of the needs assessment.  Critically important in this step is the prioritization of the information needs by the decision-makers.  Given the time and budget constraints that will exist in this effort, prioritization will help in the formalization of a needs assessment implementation plan.


Step 4: Develop a needs assessment implementation plan


The needs assessment implementation plan will specify the means and resources that will be used, and timeline that will be followed to fill in the information gaps identified in the previous step.  The means to obtain the desired information will be quite varied depending upon the objectives and information needs.  The means could include:


market research with interviews, customer focus groups, surveys, etc.,


audits and other forms of energy engineering analysis,


Census data analysis,


expert panel roundtables,


analysis of CARE and LIEE data, and


forecasting, modeling and simulations.


The research could be conducted by:


utilities,


consultants,


academics,


government agencies, and


other appropriate organizations.


The creation of the implementation plan could be under the direction of the LIGB or the CPUC.  The details of the implementation plan and how it is funded would likely need to be done with a needs assessment advisory committee, supported by technical consultants or by technical staff from utilities, the CPUC, and other appropriate groups.


Step 5: Manage the Needs Assessment Implementation Plan


This is the project management phase of the effort.  The complete range of contracts management services will be needed.  If the utilities conduct or manage the research, the contracts management responsibilities would reside with the utilities.  There remains a need for a coordinating committee to bring together the results of the various needs assessment efforts across the state.  This coordinating committee would be working toward the development of an integrated set of recommendations based on the results of the needs assessment.  The coordinating committee could be directed by the CPUC or the LIGB.


Step 6: Integration, Synthesis and Presentation of the Results


The objective of this step is to organized and present the results, and also to generate discussion about the results and their implications for CARE and LIEE policies and programs.  This is a step that could be included as one of the coordinating committee’s responsibilities.  Again, this coordinating committee would be working toward the development of an integrated set of recommendations.


Step 7: Develop Program and Policy Recommendations Based on the Needs Assessment


If the LIGB maintains its current oversight role over the CARE and LIEE programs, then it would be a logical place for the development of recommendations based on the needs assessment.  Another alternative would be for the information to go to CPUC staff for their development of recommendations, such as occurred in their development of a road map for restructuring the electric power industry in California.  


An important recommendation would address an on-going needs assessment process.  The on-going process would allow for improving upon or updating the information gathered in an initial needs assessment effort.  Furthermore, by maintaining a systematic needs assessment process, a mechanism will be in place for continually improving upon the quality of the low-income programs and for determining the appropriate funding level for such programs.


Final Comments


The eight steps described above give one sequence for conducting the needs assessment.  The focus of the suggested needs assessment effort is on synthesizing existing information and gathering new information to inform the development of recommendations for policies and programs.  


The timeline for the effort will depend upon the scope, objectives and funding of the needs assessment.  The effort could be streamlined, particularly when if it is necessary to meet an accelerated needs assessment schedule.  Some work is short-term in nature while other work is long-term.  As a result, the deliverables for the needs assessment could be provided over a period of time.  The deliverables could include such reports as:


characterization of California’s low-income population: trends and outlook;


low-income energy use and expenditures in California;


evaluation of California’s CARE and LIEE programs in the 1990’s;


energy education needs of California’s low-income households;


outreach methods: all segments and targeted, hard-to-reach low-income segments;


evaluation of policy options for the future of the CARE and LIEE programs; and


needs-based policy recommendations to the CPUC and the Legislature.


COMMENTS ON SPECIFIC FILING REQUIREMENTS


The text given above provides initial background information to facilitate discussion of the LIGB’s response to the specific filing requirements given in Resolution 3583, Order Point 6.  In preparing the responses to the filing requirements, the LIGB could solicit ideas and suggestions from a range of stakeholders including utilities, CPUC staff, LIEE implementers, community organizations, among others.  The following comments are provided on the requirements themselves.


Scope and purpose of the study.  The scope and purpose of the study involves discussion of the objectives discussed in Step 1 above.  


Methodology to be employed in the study.  The steps given above can be categorized into several stages.  ��Stage 1 (Step 1): establish what information is needed (irrespective of whether it is currently available).  ��Stage 2 (Steps 2 and 3): identify information gaps between what needs to be known and what is known.  ��Stage 3 (Steps 4 and 5): seek the additional information needed.  The additional information would come from new research projects.  ��Stage 4 (Steps 6 and 7): synthesize results, and develop and present recommendations.


Task specific time-line.  The time-line is dependent upon the scope and objectives of the needs assessment.  It is also dependent upon the information gaps and priorities in filling those gaps.  


Proposed measurement and evaluation criteria.


Line item budget for the study.  The budget would be developed based on the scope, objectives and specific information needs.


Analysis of effect of “ratepayers, rates and service offerings” of incurring these expenses, similar to that required by General Order 96-A, Section III.c and IV.  This analysis would be incorporated in the needs assessment work on policy objectives and options.  Step 7 covers this analytical need.


Administering the Needs Assessment and who performs each task in the Needs Assessment.  The organization of the effort calls for the involvement of the LIGB as the overall governing body.  A coordinating committee (with technical support as needed) could handle the management of the needs assessment tasks.  The coordinating committee could be composed principally of a sub-group of the LIGB members or their representatives.  This committee should be of limited size to facilitate the efficient management of the needs assessment effort.  The LIGB could use working groups in specific areas such as estimation of the eligible population size or in more general areas such as policy responses to the needs assessment findings.  The membership of the working groups would depend upon the objectives of each group.  Coordination of the working group activities would also be the responsibility of the coordinating committee.  The coordinating committee would assure that the deliverables are high quality, on-time and within budget.��Assignment of tasks would be the principal responsibility of the LIGB through its coordinating committee.  The tasks may involve the working groups identified above.  The tasks may involve research that could be procured competitively.
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