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Pathway for Progress:
NATURAL GAS AND ADDRESSING ENERGY POVERTY



Energy Poverty: The Hidden Drag on American Families
Energy poverty is a hidden weight dragging families across the United States further into poverty and forcing unimaginable choices upon them. 
Vulnerable communities suffer from high energy bills, at times driven higher by limited access to affordable energy sources like natural gas. Extreme 
weather conditions, particularly in the winter, can force families into a ‘heat or eat’ dilemma.  

TE X A S IS NO E XCEP TION . 

According to the Texas Energy Poverty Research Institute (TEPRI), nearly 
30 percent of Texas households delay or skip purchasing food in order to 

pay for an electric bill.

One study found that from 2010-2017, on average Black renters and 
homeowners paid $273 and $408 more than their white counterparts in 

energy expenses each year, respectively.

A 10 percent increase in household energy costs leads to approximately 
840,000 people across the United States being pushed into poverty.

Shale-driven improvements in energy productivity reduced the domestic 
price of natural gas by 63 percent and has saved U.S. families an average of 

$2,500 annually.

Energy poverty is a complex beast that will require a diverse set of solutions to affect widespread change. Deploying 
weatherization programs, embracing energy infrastructure like pipelines to bring widespread access to affordable 
natural gas, and embracing natural gas for electricity generation could all improve the undue energy burden many 
families face.

As policymakers craft the future of our energy mix, they must keep in mind the cost these programs could impose 
on some of our nation’s most vulnerable households.

In certain areas in Texas, low-income households pay up to 28 percent of 
their monthly income to cover their energy needs.

Three times as many Black households and twice as many Latino 
households report making serious sacrifices to pay their monthly utility  

bills compared to white respondents, according to a recent  
Energy Efficiency for All poll.

H I G H  E N E R G Y  CO S T S  H U R T  P E O P L E  O F  CO LO R

In a time when America is only beginning to comprehend the deep-rooted effects of systemic racism, 
access to affordable, reliable energy is an area that should not be overlooked. Studies have shown that 
energy costs not only have a higher toll on communities of color, but on average, these energy costs are 
simply higher overall.
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What is Energy Poverty? 
In recent decades, economic growth has proceeded at an incredible rate. 
Freer markets and new trading relationships have lifted untold numbers of 
people out of poverty and into the middle class. But this rapid progress has 
not been evenly balanced across populations. While society has generally 
advanced into greater prosperity, far too many are still being left behind. 
Inadequate sanitation, a lack of good education and limited access to 
affordable energy – among many others – are a stark reminder that we 
all have much more to do to help our neighbors achieve a better life. Even 
here in the United States, the richest country the world has ever seen, 
too many families are forced to make impossible decisions each month, 
including whether to buy groceries or pay their monthly energy bill. 

GLOBAL ENERGY POVERTY

Energy poverty is often defined as the lack of access to modern energy 
services. The problem of inadequate energy access is so widespread across 
the globe that in 2015, the United Nations General Assembly included it 
as policy priority for their 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.1 
These goals are meant to be a “blueprint to achieve a better and more 
sustainable future for all.” As the seventh goal, ensuring access to 
affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy is a high priority for 
the global community.

Thankfully, progress is being made. 

According to the latest figures from the International Energy Agency 
(IEA), the number of people without access to electricity is now below 
1.1 billion for the first time.2 In the last 20 years, nearly 1.2 billion people 
gained access to electricity and energy in their homes. 

Increased access also includes access to cooking fuels and other energy 
technologies. Since 2000, the number of people in developing countries 
with access to clean cooking fuels has grown by 60 percent, due in large 
part to the proliferation of liquefied petroleum gas (LPG), natural gas 
and electricity in cooking.3 These fuels are rapidly replacing cooking with 
coal and kerosene, which decreased by over 50 percent during that same 
time. It is also worth noting that fuels like coal and kerosene, particularly 
when used inside the home, create significant air pollution impacts that 
contribute to poorer health and even premature death.

But again, while progress is being made, there is still much work to 
be done. A recent report by multiple agencies including the IEA, 
International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), the World Bank, the 
U.N., and World Health Organization (WHO), found nearly 789 million 
people around the world do not have access to electricity and about 2.8 
billion lack access to clean cooking fuels, relying instead on burning dung, 
which often has high emissions and overall negative health impacts.4

Ensuring access to 
affordable, reliable, 
sustainable and modern 
energy is a high priority 
for the global community.

1.  https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
2. https://www.iea.org/reports/energy-access-outlook-2017
3. https://www.iea.org/reports/energy-access-outlook-2017#providing-energy-access-for-all-by-2030
4. https://trackingsdg7.esmap.org/data/files/download-documents/01-sdg7-executivesummary_0.pdf 
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It is easy to assume these issues and problems only affect developing 
countries. But this problem takes on a different meaning a little closer to 
home.

ENERGY INSECURITY IN THE UNITED STATES

The leading definition of energy insecurity appears in Great Britain’s Warm 
Homes and Conservation Act of 2000, which defines energy insecurity 
as “the inability to pay for the heating and cooling required to maintain 
a home at a reasonable temperature and the loss of access to electricity 
through cessation of service due to non-payment or other factors.”5

By using this definition, we can better identify the root problem, which 
still affects millions of American households. Across the country, people 
are struggling to pay for necessary utilities, and the problem is expected 
to get worse. In 2015, a year with historically low household energy costs, 
the U.S. Energy Information Administration (through its Residential 
Energy Consumption Survey) found nearly one-third of U.S. households 
experienced some challenges “in paying energy bills or sustaining adequate 
heating and cooling in their homes,” with one in five reporting they have 
had to choose between other necessities, such as food or medicine, to pay 
for an energy bill.6

Through the expansion of its energy mix and multiple cities featuring 
dynamic electric pricing, Texas provides multiple solutions, which may 
lead to savings across the board. However, households still often struggle 
to pay for necessary cooling systems, such as air conditioning.7 In fact, in 
March of 2020, residential usage due to the COVID-19 pandemic may 
have increased by 40 percent.8 Greater demand ultimately leads to higher 
prices, particularly during an economic downturn when new investments in 
power generation have stalled.

Even in Texas, households are forced to make tradeoffs in order to pay 
a utility bill. According to the Texas Energy Poverty Research Institute 
(TEPRI), nearly 30 percent of Texas households delay or skip purchasing 
food in order to pay for an electric bill. Prices typically increase as energy 
usage increases during summer months.9

The widespread access to energy across Texas and the United States 
raises an important question: Is our current energy infrastructure truly 
accessible, if a large portion of households are unable to meet their energy 
needs? If we are indeed struggling to provide adequate access, what is the 
solution?

ENERGY BURDEN

In the United States, low-income households face the reality of spending 
a large portion of their income on home energy costs, often defined as 
energy burden.10 Low-income energy burdens vary across the country. In 
the South, for example, low-income households use nearly 40 percent 
more electricity than the national average of low-income households. 
States like Mississippi, South Carolina, Alabama, Georgia, and Arkansas 
consume more electricity in order to heat and cool their homes, and 
although electricity prices are low, increased demand means they end up 
paying a greater portion of their income towards their electricity bill.11 

While other factors can contribute to higher energy burdens, the impact 
of energy bills is disproportionate for low-income households. The U.S. 
Department of Energy observes, “while weather, home age, and home size 
can also have an impact on energy consumption, low-income households in 
this region generally consume more energy and more electricity than most 
other regions, even when controlling for these factors.”12

In states with high energy burdens, low-income households can pay up to 

Nearly 30 percent of Texas households 
delay or skip purchasing food in order 
to pay for an electric bill.

5. https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/31/section/2 
6. https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=37072 
7. https://tcaptx.com/reports/snapshot-report-electricity-prices-texas-may-2019-2 
8. http://www.txenergypoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/TEPRI_CV19_EconInsecurity_

April2020.pdf 
9. Ibid
10. https://www.aceee.org/blog/2016/05/explaining-unique-energy-burden-low 
11. https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2019/01/f58/WIP-Energy-Burden_final.pdf 
12. Ibid
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14 percent of their income towards their energy bills, forcing critical tradeoffs.13  

In recent years, abundant supplies of affordable energy – particularly oil 
and gas unlocked by the shale revolution – have helped ease this energy 
burden for millions of families. Lower monthly energy bills have saved 
parents from having to choose whether to keep the lights on or buy food 
for their children. Working families are paying less to fill up their vehicles 
at the pump, as gasoline prices have remained low due to an abundant 
supply of oil.

Energy Poverty  
Disproportionately Impacts 
Low-income Households
THE HUMAN COST

The cost of high energy is not only measured in dollars, but in diminished 
livelihoods for the most vulnerable populations in America. It is a fact that 
keeping the lights on or heat flowing in winter is harder on individuals with 
low or fixed incomes. 

Low-income households – or those defined as earning 80 percent or less 
than the median income of their state or region – spend, on average, three 
times more than non-low-income households when paying for energy.14 
This is the result of a variety of factors from availability of resources to 
efficiencies in the home. Further, the energy burden, estimated at about 
8.6 percent of income for these individuals, is much higher. As such, any 
hikes in energy prices hurts low-income households and communities the 
hardest.

One study, Energy Cost Burdens for Low-Income and Minority 
Households, found that: “Excessive utility expenditures fall 
disproportionately to the lowest income households, who are least able 
to make energy efficiency investments, thus raising important social and 
environmental justice concerns that require policymakers and planners  
to act.”15

A 2011 survey from the National Energy Assistance Directors’ Association 
examined the drastic actions low-income households across 13 states took 
in order to pay high energy bills, including sacrificing food and medical 
care.16 Almost a quarter of respondents stated they went without food for 
at least one day, and over a third said they chose not to fill a prescription. 

Natural gas is the best option to reduce this energy burden and avert the 
“heat or eat” dilemma that low-income homes face. Residential natural 
gas prices have been on the decline since their 2008 peak and stand at 
approximately $10 per million British thermal unit (BTU) as of August 
2020. This is $27 cheaper on average across the United States for the 
electrical equivalent per million BTU.17 And while this difference varies 
by region, gas is consistently two to three times more affordable than 
electricity.18 

Denying low-income households the most affordable and efficient option 
is dangerous to their health. According to a 2016 report on energy 
insecurity, “children in moderately and severely energy insecure homes 
are more prone to food insecurity, hospitalizations, poorer health ratings, 
and developmental concerns than children in ‘energy secure’ homes,” 
and adults face higher chances of respiratory disease and anxiety.20 And 
while the study acknowledges the correlation of poverty to adverse health 
effects in general, it specifies that energy insecurity plays a unique role in 
exacerbating the “pathway of disadvantages” these individuals already face.

Natural gas is the best option to 
reduce energy burden and avert 
the “heat or eat” dilemma that 
low-income homes face.

Source: https://www.energy.gov/eere/slsc/maps/lead-tool

13. Ibid
14. https://climaterealityproject.org/blog/energy-burden-what-it-and-how-renewables-can-

help#:~:text=According%20to%20the%20US%20Census,than%20families%20with%20more%20
resources.; https://www.energy.gov/eere/slsc/low-income-community-energy-solutions

15. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01944363.2019.1647446?journalCode=rjpa20
16. http://neada.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/FINAL_NEADA_2011_Summary_Report1.pdf 
17. https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2020-08-14/pdf/2020-17803.pdf
18. https://www.centerpointenergy.com/en-us/Services/Pages/natural-gas-electricity-cost-comparison.

aspx?sa=mn&au=bus#:~:text=As%20illustrated%2C%20even%20when%20a,to%20cost%20
%241.77%20per%20therm.

19. https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2019/01/f58/WIP-Energy-Burden_final.pdf 
20. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953616304658?via%3Dihub#ack0010

AVERAGE ELECTRICITY PRICE, 2015 (IN CENTS/kWh)

LOW-INCOME ENERGY BURDEN (% OF INCOME)
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THE CASE FOR AFFORDABLE ENERGY

Natural gas provides a way for these communities to pay for necessities 
while also retaining more of their hard-earned income. Electricity prices 
are expected to rise 1.2 percent in 2021 and have been trending upwards 
since 2008 with no sign of a projected decrease through 2050.21 At the 
same time, real wages among Americans have been stagnant for decades, 
steadily increasing the weight of the energy burden.22 

This increase in energy price-to-income ratio will affect many. A 2016 
Senate report on energy insecurity found “that a 10 percent increase 
in household energy costs leads to approximately: 840,000 people 
across the U.S. being pushed into poverty…and 65 percent of all families 
spending additional money on home energy that could be used to buy 
between one and three weeks’ worth of groceries.”23 

Lower income households are already feeling a squeeze from the ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic. In a nationally representative survey of low-income 
households, 17 percent of respondents at the federal poverty level and 
below could not pay an energy bill in the last month, 9 percent had 
lost their jobs, 10 percent had their hours reduced, and 6 percent were 
furloughed without pay.24 All the while, residential energy demand has 
increased under quarantine as parents work from home, and children 
attend online classes. 

Natural gas is the choice for affordable energy. Through innovations in 
hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling, natural gas development has 
seen an eight-fold increase in production, creating a surplus of domestic 
supply.25 The White House Council for Economic Advisers estimates that 
“shale driven improvements in energy productivity reduced the domestic 
price of natural gas by 63 percent,” and the shale revolution in the states 
has saved U.S. families an average of $2,500 annually.26 

When prices are low, the benefits are high - houses with natural gas 
hookups reduce their energy burden through an affordable resource. These 
savings provide breathing room for those experiencing economic hardship 
and suffering underneath the weight of large bills, while directly improving 
physical and mental wellbeing. If energy insecurity and a high energy 
burden exacerbates “the pathways of disadvantages,” then natural gas can 
provide a pathway for progress.27

A TALE OF TWO STATES: NEW YORK AND CALIFORNIA

Despite the savings natural gas promises, some states and local 
governments are actively opposing new natural gas infrastructure. New 
York and California have been at the forefront of banning natural gas, 
much to the detriment of their own constituents. 

New York utility National Grid had to issue a gas moratorium in 2019 
because they were hamstrung in meeting rising demand.28 New York Gov. 
Andrew Cuomo’s administration denied permitting on a new natural gas 
pipeline, deciding it was not in the interest of New York’s residents, despite 
being the sixth largest consumer of natural gas in the United States and 
ever-increasing demand in the state.29 National Grid had no choice but to 
temporarily deny over 2,000 requests for new gas hookups in buildings, 
until a compromise was later achieved.30

The Council of Economic Advisors, in a report titled “The Value of 
U.S. Energy Innovation and Policies Supporting the Shale Revolution,” 
examined citygate natural gas prices in Michigan versus New York.31 The 
citygate prices for the two states paint a clear picture of what natural gas 
investment in infrastructure – or a lack thereof – can do. While Michigan 
prices have plummeted, New York’s have skyrocketed. 

A 10 percent increase in household 
energy costs leads to approximately: 
840,000 people across the U.S. 
being pushed into poverty.

Denying low-income households the 
most affordable and efficient option 
is dangerous to their health.

21. https://www.eia.gov/outlooks/steo/report/electricity.php
22. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/08/07/for-most-us-workers-real-wages-have-barely-

budged-for-decades/ 
23. https://www.energy.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/files/serve?File_id=075f393e-3789-4ffe-ab76-

025976ef4954 
24. https://theconversation.com/energy-is-a-basic-need-and-many-americans-are-struggling-to-

afford-it-in-the-COVID-19-recession-140416?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_
campaign=newsletter_axiosgenerate&stream=top 

25. https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=40973
26. https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/value-u-s-energy-dominance/  
27. Ibid 6
28. https://brooklyneagle.com/articles/2019/09/18/national-grid-gas-moratorium/ 
29. https://powerthefuture.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/PA-NY-Study.pdf 
30. https://www.wsj.com/articles/national-grid-isnt-providing-new-gas-hookups-in-new-york-

11564003583?ns=prod/accounts-wsj; https://www.patriotledger.com/news/20181207/developers-left-
out-in-cold-as-national-grid-lockout-continues  

31. https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/The-Value-of-U.S.-Energy-Innovation-and-
Policies-Supporting-the-Shale-Revolution.pdf

Source: https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2019/01/f58/WIP-Energy-Burden_final.pdf

Source: https://www.energy.senate.gov/services/files/075f393e-3789-4ffe-ab76-025976ef4954
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The Empire State pays the eighth highest energy price in the United 
States, meaning that any price fluctuation is acutely felt across the state.32 
In the course of the pandemic, one research team monitoring nearly 300 
New York City apartments noticed a 23 percent increase in electricity 
consumption during business hours compared to pre-quarantine levels.33 
The designer of the study that monitored the New York apartments 
estimated that a single, small window AC unit running during peak hours 
could cost $12 to $15  extra per month.34

A small price increase due to higher weather-driven demand or from 
constrained supply is dangerous for those balancing a checkbook with a 
razor thin margin for expenses. With a federal poverty rate hovering at 
17 percent, it doesn’t take much for New York policies to tilt the scales 
against lower income individuals.35 

On the other side of the country, local governments in California have 
skirted the state’s energy planning to enact natural gas bans, forcing 
residents to pay an estimated four times the cost of natural gas for 
equivalent electrical energy.i These bans are happening in some of the 
richest cities in California, but still hurting everyone in the state. A 2019 
report by Gridworks analyzed three California electrification scenarios 
and came to the conclusion that a large, and expected, projected increase 
in energy prices would create “significant affordability challenges for all 
customers, economic dislocations, and a risk of mass shut-offs, especially 
for those that already face difficulties affording their bills and those that 
live in inefficient buildings.”36 

Alarmingly, these policies are largely driven by wealthy neighborhoods. 
The municipalities that have enacted these bans have an average 78 
percent higher median household income than the rest of the nation, with 
cities like Los Altos and Encinitas earning six figure median household 
incomes.37 The price increase may not mean much to them, but in a state 
with the highest rate of poverty in the United States, that is the second 
largest consumer of natural gas and pays one of the highest rates for 
electricity, the difference is devastating for lower income households.38

Like the rest of the country, California has also seen a significant rise in 
electricity demand as quarantine measures have kept people at home.  The 
California Public Utilities Commission found that residential electric usage 
increased 15 to 20 percent in the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic 
compared to the same period the previous year.39 

Lower income homes and communities face many challenges, and while 
natural gas is not the panacea to all of their problems, it provides some 
relief in an otherwise daily struggle. 

The transition away from natural gas would spike energy costs and 
disproportionately impact lower income households who would have to 
pay nearly two to three times as much for electricity compared to natural 
gas. It would also leave them on the hook to maintain a large infrastructure 
system because they cannot afford to retrofit their homes, and also force 
them to pay a higher electric bill. In no circumstance is it fair to expect 
them to face higher prices by staying on the grid or higher prices by 
transitioning off. 

State policies against natural gas in California and New York should serve 
as a warning about the true costs of natural gas bans. The cascading effects 
start with cold homes and a darkened psychological outlook, eventually 
causing economic dislocation, while pushing individuals further into 
poverty. 

The transition away from natural gas would 
spike energy costs and disproportionately 
impact lower income households who would 
have to pay nearly two to three times as much 
for electricity compared to natural gas. 

32. Ibid 
33. https://www.wsj.com/articles/coronavirus-shutdowns-shift-energy-costs-to-individuals-

11596792600?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=newsletter_
axiosgenerate&stream=top 

34. Ibid 
35. https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/449-19/mayor-de-blasio-new-york-city-poverty-rate-

hits-historic-low
36. https://gridworks.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/CA_Gas_System_in_Transition.pdf
37. https://www.energyindepth.org/report-natural-gas-bans-will-disproportionately-impact-low-income-

californians/? 
38. https://www.realclearenergy.org/articles/2020/08/09/natural_gas_bans_will_worsen_californias_

poverty_problem_501330.html

i.  https://freopp.org/the-high-cost-of-california-electricity-is-increasing-poverty-d7bc4021b705

Source: The Council of Economic Advisors
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Communities of Color Are  
Disproportionately Impacted  
by High Energy Costs 
It would be impossible to discuss the undue energy burden placed 
on communities across the United States, including Texas, without 
recognizing the energy burden many people of color face every day.  

A poll commissioned by Energy Efficiency for All found that minorities 
reported making serious sacrifices to pay their monthly utility bill more 
often than white respondents did; three times as many Black households 
and twice as many Latino households reported doing so.40 The same poll 
found that minorities also pay more on average for their utility bills than 
non-minorities. 

These high utility bills affect both renters and homeowners. According to 
a working paper from University of California, Berkeley’s Energy Institute 
at Haas,41 Black households paid significantly more than their white 
counterparts in energy expenses each year over the period from 2010 to 
2017, whether as renters or as homeowners. After controlling for year, 
income, household size, and city of residence, the paper found that Black 
renters pay $273 more per year than white renters on average, and Black 
homeowners pay $408 more per year than white homeowners on average. 

PEOPLE OF COLOR IN THE SOUTH TEND TO FACE 
HIGHER ENERGY BURDENS

The South, more broadly, faces higher rates of energy insecurity than any 
other region of the country, regardless of race. The EIA’s 2015 Residential 
Energy Consumption Survey reported that over 15 million housing units 
in the South were energy insecure – making up roughly 40 percent of the 
total housing units across the United States that were reported as energy 
insecure.42 

However, the energy burden felt by households of color in the South is 
intensified. 

A 2017 paper from the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) reported that several large southern states 
– including Tennessee, South Carolina, Mississippi, and Alabama – all 
had high energy burdens. The report also found those states had energy 
affordability indexes equal to or more than 3.5 percent,43 which is 1 
percent higher than the national average of 2.5 percent.

In 2016, the American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy 
(ACEEE) completed a study44 that examined the energy burden for 
households across 48 major metropolitan cities.45 The study found that 
Black and Latino households both faced higher energy burdens than white 
households.

Many of the cities where Black and Latino households faced the highest 
energy burdens included well-known southern metropolitan areas: 
Memphis, New Orleans, Birmingham, St. Louis, and Atlanta. The greatest 
energy burdens for Latino communities included two Texas cities, Dallas 
and Fort Worth. 

While the reasons behind this disparity in energy burdens are varied and 
difficult to address – from the historical housing discrimination against 
people of color to the inequal access to credit – there are solutions 
that could begin to address the energy burden disparity experienced by 
households of color. 

Black renters pay $273 more per  
year than white renters on average,  
and Black homeowners pay $408  
more per year than white homeowners 
on average. 

“Increasing the energy efficiency of 
Latino households to the median level 
could cut their excess energy burdens 
by as much as a whopping 68 percent, 
putting more money in their pockets 
for things like food and, medical 
expenses.” 
A D R I A N N A  Q U I N T E R O ,  E X E C U T I V E 

D I R E C T O R ,  V O C E S  V E R D E S

39. https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/Published/G000/M331/K358/331358410.PDF 
40. https://www.ef.org/2018/08/16/poll-most-would-pay-more-to-help-others-with-energy-bills/ 
41. The Race Gap in Residential Energy Expenditures; University of California, Berkeley’s Energy Institute 

at Haas https://haas.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/WP306.pdf 
42. https://www.eia.gov/consumption/residential/data/2015/hc/php/hc11.1.php
43. https://naacp.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Lights-Out-in-the-Cold_NAACP.pdf 
44. https://www.aceee.org/press/2016/04/report-energy-burden-low-income 
45. Ibid

Source: https://www.ef.org/2018/08/16/poll-most-would-pay-more-to-help-others-with-energy-bills/



7

The previously mentioned 2016 ACEEE report found that if low-income 
housing was made as efficient as the average U.S. home, that would 
eliminate 42 percent of the excess energy burden for Black households, 
and 68 percent for Latino households.46 

Low-cost natural gas is also helping to lower the energy burden for 
households across the country. In Texas, Xcel Energy lowered its monthly 
fuel cost factor to reflect historically low natural gas prices and Texas’ 
abundant wind energy. For households using 1,000 kilowatt-hours 
a month, the average savings would be 4.3 percent on their bill.47 In 
March 2020, Georgia Power filed a plan with the Georgia Public Service 
Commission (PSC) to reduce its fuel rates by 16 percent, also naming 
lower natural gas prices as a driver. In Kentucky, Louisville Gas and Electric 
Company announced it would be lowering its rates in April 2020, stating 
“the lower natural gas costs will mean more money for our customers 
during this difficult time.” The company’s residential natural gas customers’ 
total bill will be 16 percent lower than the same time period in 2019.49

Of course, if communities of color are denied access to natural gas, they 
miss out on the savings natural gas provides. 

CASE STUDY: PEMBROKE TOWNSHIP

Pembroke Township is one of 17 townships in Kankakee County, Illinois, 
and has historically been considered one of the poorest regions in the 
state. Today, no natural gas pipeline serves Pembroke and its residents, 
forcing them to rely on propane, wood-burning stoves and electrical space 
heaters.50 To bring Pembroke to the 21st century, the Township needs 
natural gas. 

What makes the plight of Pembroke Township particularly difficult is that 
the area is primarily composed of communities of color and low-income 
households – over 25 percent of Pembroke Township’s population falls 
below the poverty line, and 89 percent of the Township’s population 
identifies as Black or Hispanic.51 

Revs. Al Sharpton and Jesse Jackson, as well as National Urban League 
President Marc Morial, have spoken up for residents of Pembroke, 
advocating for a pipeline that would deliver affordable and clean-burning 
natural gas the area desperately needs. 

Rev. Sharpton said he supports the use of affordable natural gas, and that 
he believes “people in communities of color should not pay the brunt of 
suffering through cold winters.”52

“Natural gas is a bit of a bridge fuel,” Morial said. “It’s a fuel that we need 
to have access to because the transition to alternatives is a long-range 
transition.”

A lack of access to heating can cause severe health issues – and in a place 
like Illinois, known for its bitter cold winters, it can become a matter of life 
or death. One 2015 paper published in The Lancet examined the relation 
of mortality to climate and found that cold-related deaths outnumbered 
heat-related deaths by a factor of nearly 20.53 The wood burning stoves 
and electric heaters that residents currently turn to in order to keep warm 
present serious risks. Both present serious fire hazards, and wood stoves 
can produce noxious fumes with adverse health effects. The National 
Fire Protection Association (NFPA) states that space heaters accounted 
for around 43 percent of U.S. home heating fires, and 85 percent of 
associated deaths.54

A lack of access to heating can cause 
severe health issues –and in a place like 
Illinois, known for its bitter cold winters, it 
can become a matter of life or death.

“ N A T U R A L  G A S  I S . . . A  F U E L  T H A T  W E 
N E E D  T O  H A V E  A C C E S S  T O ”

46. Ibid
47. https://www.kcbd.com/2020/03/26/xcel-energy-texas-bills-drop-with-lower-fuel-costs/
48. https://www.georgiapower.com/company/news-center/2020-articles/georgia-power-plans-to-reduce-

residential-customer-bills-by-approx-5-per-month.html
49. https://www.wtvq.com/2020/04/15/lower-natural-gas-prices-may-mean-lower-utility-

bills/#:~:text=If%20approved%2C%20LG%26E’s%20residential%20natural,use%20of%2060%20
Ccf%2Fmonth.&text=In%20addition%2C%20lower%20costs%20of,customers’%20electric%20
bills%20as%20well.

50. https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/breaking/ct-pembroke-nicor-gas-jackson-20191217-
3lxvyxklwvgshfbxznbh3t5gyy-story.html

51. https://censusreporter.org/profiles/06000US1709158538-pembroke-township-kankakee-county-il/ 
52. https://www.axios.com/civil-rights-leaders-natural-gas-d87e27de-b206-47bd-ac4e-d46e3da4f3b6.

html
53. https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(15)60897-2/fulltext
54. https://www.nfpa.org/News-and-Research/Publications-and-media/Press-Room/News-releases/2018/

Space-heaters-account-for-43-percent-of-US-home-heating-fires-and-85-percent-of-associated-
deaths 
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“People use space heaters, kerosene heaters, that increase 
risk of fire and carbon monoxide poisoning. And people limit 
use of electricity. They light the home with candles, which are 
often too close to something combustible.”

- D AV I D  F O X  O F  T H E  N AT I O N A L  L O W- I N C O M E  E N E R G Y 

C O N S O R T I U M  ( N L I E C )

Dr. Rodney Alford, a physician who worked in the community for 30 
years, told the Chicago Tribune: “They need natural gas. It’s more of a 
health issue, in my perspective, than an economic issue.”55

Beyond advocating for the sheer safety of the region’s residents, natural 
gas has an important role to play in providing low-cost and much needed 
energy to communities of color across the country. Natural gas would 
bring business and economic opportunities to the region. Nearby Hopkins 
Park Mayor, Mark Hodge stated: “In order to have commercial business, 
you have to have natural gas to heat these large buildings.”56 

Pembroke Township serves as a clear example of communities in dire 
need of natural gas. Natural gas would lower the energy burden these 
communities face and uplift the communities economically. Moreover, 
natural gas would improve the health and safety of residents, who would no 
longer need to turn to wood stoves to keep their homes warm in the dead 
of winter.

What is Energy Insecurity in  
Rural Communities?
Rural communities face many unique challenges, chief among them 
“energy insecurity,” or a lack of access to affordable energy sources. 
Regardless of income, rural households have a median energy burden—the 
percentage of household income spent on energy bills—of 4.4 percent, 
notably higher than the national burden of 3.3 percent.57 

Low-income rural households feel the impact of energy poverty far more 
than their higher-income and more urban neighbors.  With an average of 
9.5 percent, these families bear an energy burden of nearly three times 
that of their higher-income neighbors. Rural residents included in this 
category are most often the elderly, nonwhite, and renting households, 
in addition to those living in multifamily or manufactured homes—homes 
that are built offsite and transported to a property. 

Lower quality and manufactured housing plays a significant role in the 
energy burden rural communities face. Approximately 70 percent of all 
manufactured homes are located in rural areas, and rural communities 
have large swaths of low-income families. Renters also make up a quarter 
of all rural households. The energy challenges associated with such 
properties make energy poverty a widespread issue in rural America.

A PROFOUND ISSUE IN RURAL COMMUNITIES

Energy poverty in rural America exists for a multitude of reasons, 
from generally lower levels of economic activity to suboptimal housing 
structures and inefficient appliances. Unemployment, low family income, 
and renters are common throughout rural communities, and energy 
insecurity is closely associated with each category and demographic.

Approximately 41 percent of households in rural areas have incomes 
below 200 percent of the federal poverty level. This equates to an average 
income of $49,200 for a family of four in 2017. Put simply, most rural 

“They need natural gas. It’s more of a 
health issue, in my perspective, than 
an economic issue.” 
R O D N E Y  A L F O R D

These families bear an energy burden  
of nearly three times that of their 
higher-income neighbors.

N AT U R A L  G A S  W O U L D  LO W E R  T H E  E N E R G Y 
B U R D E N  T H E S E  CO M M U N I T I E S  FAC E  A N D  U P L I F T 

T H E  CO M M U N I T I E S  ECO N O M I C A L LY.

55. https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/breaking/ct-pembroke-nicor-gas-jackson-20191217-
3lxvyxklwvgshfbxznbh3t5gyy-story.html

56. https://www.daily-journal.com/news/local/talks-continue-in-bringing-natural-gas-to-pembroke-
township/article_f996f48a-3263-11ea-b58f-0f3005cbc02f.html

57. https://modernfarmer.com/2020/05/roads-in-rural-america-are-crumbling/
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families cannot afford high energy costs. This creates a disproportionate 
energy burden in rural communities despite the fact those households 
tend to consume the same amount of energy as their urban counterparts.

Rural poverty generally contributes to high energy burdens due to the 
challenges associated with paying bills. Families often must choose 
between paying utility bills and other critical expenses like transportation, 
food, or prescription medication. This leads to families accruing late 
fees and re-installment fees from their utility companies, often in large 
amounts that they cannot afford to pay.

Housing structures are another critical component of why rural families 
shoulder unfair energy burdens. Even though manufactured homes 
consume 35 percent less energy than traditional homes as a result of 
their smaller size, residents typically spend 70 percent more on energy 
per square foot. This is because manufactured homes are often more 
expensive to properly weatherize and repair for leaks. Heating and 
cooling can then escape from the home, which in turn raises energy costs 
dramatically. 

Similarly, rental homes consume more energy than owned homes because 
renters often lack the authority to upgrade weatherization equipment on 
their rentals. Since tenants usually pay for ultilities, property owners often 
have little incentive to invest in proper weatherization of these structures. 
This results in a median energy burden for tenants that is 29 percent 
higher than that of owners -- yet another source of increased energy  
costs for rural families. 

Inefficient, outdated appliances are yet another concern. Manufactured 
homes often have electric furnaces that require significantly more 
energy to run than natural gas-powered equivalents, and many homes use 
outdated, power-hungry refrigerators, stoves, lighting, washing machines, 
and microwaves. Expensive propane and fuel oil are often used to power 
these inefficient appliances because of a lack of natural gas availability, 
which drives energy costs up even more.

Finally, utilities operating in rural regions are rarely able to cut costs or 
provide more efficient options like they are in urban communities because 
of a lack of energy supply, transmission, and funding. Many of these 
communities have low tax bases from small populations with low-incomes, 
which means publicly owned utilities do not have excess capital to reinvest 
in energy efficiency programs. This also impacts transmission lines, which 
are more expensive to install in sparsely populated rural areas. Moreover, 
private utilities face a lack of funding from small ratepayer bases and must 
continue to charge higher prices to keep their companies afloat. These 
costs are unfortunately passed along to rural families, who must find a way 
to pay or risk losing power. 

THE IMPACTS OF ENERGY INSECURITY IN RURAL 
AMERICA

The most significant impact of energy poverty in rural families is a lack 
of discretionary income, which in turn drags down local economies and 
communities. Families with energy inefficient homes must often deal with 
extreme home temperatures, gas leaks, dampness, mold, and humidity, 
all of which can contribute to negative economic security and wellbeing. 
Families also use much of their discretionary income to heat and cool their 
homes rather than reinvesting it into them which negatively impacts small 
businesses and local economies.

Public health is also deeply impacted by energy inefficient homes, 
particularly in young children. Rural families sometimes must choose 
between paying for food or medication and their energy bill. Since all are 

Unemployment, low family income, 
and renters are common throughout 
rural communities, and energy 
insecurity closely is associated with 
each category and demographic.

E V E N  T H O U G H  M A N U FA C T U R E D  H O M E S  C O N S U M E  
3 5% L E S S  E N E R G Y  A S  A  R E S U LT  O F  T H E I R  S M A L L E R  S I Z E , 

R E S I D E N T S  S P E N D  70% M O R E  O N  E N E R G Y/F T 2.
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necessities, these families may set their homes’ temperatures at unhealthy 
levels, which can lead to mold, chills, and general poor wellbeing and 
health. Children and the elderly are usually the primary sufferers of these 
consequences, particularly those with respiratory issues. 

Outside the home, rural communities suffer from a lack of consumer 
spending, resulting in a lower tax base and a degradation of public services. 
Transportation costs are a key concern in this area, where roads are falling 
into disrepair and safety is compromised. Only 22 percent of the country’s 
vehicle miles were traveled on rural roads in 2019, yet 40 percent of the 
nation’s automotive fatalities took place there.58 While energy poverty 
is not the primary cause of rural infrastructure degradation, it is a cause 
of low consumer spending in rural communities, which means local 
municipalities have smaller budgets to keep roads in safe condition.

REDUCING ENERGY INSECURITY IN RURAL 
COMMUNITIES

Fixing energy insecurity is a complex process, but plenty of solutions exist 
today that will put rural America on track for lower energy costs and more 
prosperity. Reducing energy costs through weatherization programs and 
transitioning away from inefficient power sources like propane and fuel oil 
are critical first steps in that process. 

The U.S. Department of Energy Weatherization Assistance Program 
(DOE-WAP) retrofits the homes of families living at or below 200 
percent of the federal poverty line. This program, on average, saves 
families $283 in utility bills per year. For a family of four with an average 
annual income of just under $50,000, this is an energy burden reduction 
of almost 25 percent, giving families more money that can be used in other 
areas of their communities. 

Transitioning away from fuel oils will add even more savings to a family’s 
monthly utility bills. Providing families with clean burning, affordable 
natural gas will not only reduce energy costs, but it will also improve 
household health. In Texas, where about 15 percent of the state is 
considered rural, natural gas saved energy customers $60 billion from 
2006-2016.59 These savings will only be larger in rural communities should 
they adopt natural gas because they already spend more than average 
consumers on utility bills. 

Adding natural gas into the rural energy mix would also allow utility 
companies to reduce prices through co-op programs, where an increase 
in supply would yield lower energy costs at the source and free up 
capital for utility companies to help with low-income bill assistance and 
weatherization programs. These would also help low-income families 
stay away from accrued overage fees that they cannot afford to pay. 
Furthermore, “on-bill efficiency programs” can help families modernize 
their homes through upfront lending that can be paid back via utility bills 
to weatherize homes and modernize appliances. More capital through the 
adoption of cheaper natural gas can help more utility companies servicing 
rural communities adopt these strategies.

Energy Poverty in Texas
When Americans hear the term energy poverty, their first thought could 
be of systematic issues occurring in second- and third-world countries. 
But in truth, people of color and those living in rural communities in the 
United States are disproportionately affected by the cost of energy. In 
many cases, households are unable to afford hot water for their showers or 
meals, air conditioning to cool them in the heat of summer, or a heater to 
keep them warm during dark and cold winters. 

Providing families with clean burning, 
affordable natural gas will not only 
reduce energy costs, but it will also 
improve household health.

Fixing energy insecurity is a complex 
process, but plenty of solutions exist 
today that will put rural America on 
track for lower energy costs and 
more prosperity.

O U T S I D E  T H E  H O M E , R U R A L  C O M M U N I T I E S  S U F F E R  F R O M  A  L A C K 

O F  C O N S U M E R  S P E N D I N G , R E S U LT I N G  I N  A  L O W E R  TA X  B A S E 

A N D  A  D E G R A D AT I O N  O F  P U B L I C  S E R V I C E S .

58. https://modernfarmer.com/2020/05/roads-in-rural-america-are-crumbling/
59. https://www.texansfornaturalgas.com/new_report_finds_natural_gas_saved_texans_60_billion 
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Despite Texas being the largest energy-producing state in the country, this 
same energy disproportionality exists within the Lone Star State. 

Texas has one of the highest poverty rates in the United States. According 
to Quantum New Energy60 data from 2018, approximately 37 percent of 
four-person households in the state live 200 percent below the federal 
poverty guideline. In terms of annual income, that comes out to about 
$48,600 per year. Beyond that, the Texas Energy Poverty Research 
Institution (TEPRI) reports more than 24 percent of Texas households 
earn less than $25,000 annually.61 

Although low-income households in Texas frequently struggle to afford 
up-to-date heating and cooling systems, an average of 10 percent of 
their income is spent on energy costs, compared to three percent for 
households that are not low-income. In certain areas in Texas, low-income 
households pay up to 28 percent of their monthly income to cover their 
energy needs.

The economic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic have exacerbated 
the financial difficulties faced by low-income Texans and sent more 
families below the poverty line. Tony Payan, a chaired fellow at the 
Rice University’s Baker Institute for Public Policy, told the Houston 
Chronicle,62 “In a way, COVID-19 is a disease magnified by poverty; the 
vulnerability of being exposed, like everybody, multiplies many times when 
you are poor.” But the impacts of COVID-19 are felt beyond increased 
exposure for low-income families. The economic impacts are more severe 
as well: nearly 3.2 million Texans filed for unemployment relief from mid-
March to mid-August 2020.63  

During the pandemic’s onset in March 2020, Texans’ most significant 
electric bill factor, residential cooling, increased by as much as 40 percent. 
Rising temperatures across the state in addition to school closures and 
stay-at-home orders simultaneously increased the amount of household 
electricity needs. The result is higher electricity bills that fewer Texans  
can afford.64 

“The relationship between economic circumstances and the 
ability to afford adequate energy are compounded by other 
factors, including presence of children in the home and 
appliance efficiency.” 

– T E X A S  E N E R G Y  P O V E R T Y  R E S E A R C H  I N S T I T U T E

In July 2020, the Texas Public Utility Commission voted to extend the 
state’s Electricity Relief Program (ERP) through August 31, 2020. 
The ERP program, which began March 26, 2020, offers disconnection 
protection to low-income and unemployed Texans who live in deregulated 
electricity markets, such as Houston and Dallas.65 In a tweet on July 2, 
2020, Andrew Barlow, Director of External Affairs at the Texas Public 
Utility Commission, shared that 560,000 households were being 
protected from disconnection under this specific program. 

Unfortunately, short-term programs such as the ERP will not fix energy 
poverty. Long-term solutions are needed to address an expected increase 
in Texas poverty rates due to the continued fallout from the COVID-19 
pandemic and widening wage gap between high- and low-income families. 
Data from the TEPRI suggest Texas minority poverty rates will double 
by the year 2050 if current conditions continue. State policy solutions 
to address energy poverty must bring down the price of energy while 
simultaneously helping to lift families out of poverty.

In certain areas in Texas, low-income 
households pay up to 28 percent of 
their monthly income to cover their 
energy needs.

Long-term solutions are needed to 
address an expected increase in Texas 
poverty rates due to the continued 
fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic

60. www.quantumnewenergy.com/2019/02/18/energy-challenges-everybody-feels-the-pain/
61. www.txenergypoverty.org/mission/
62. www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Ministry-in-Pasadena-mobilizes-to-

feed-ever-15189607.php
63. apps.texastribune.org/features/2020/texas-unemployment/
64. www.pecanstreet.org/2020/05/COVID/
65. www.txenergypoverty.org/2020/07/blog-puct-erp-summer-relief/ .
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Natural Gas is Key to  
Addressing Energy Poverty
According to the International Energy Agency (IEA), since 2000, 1.2 
billion people have gained access to electricity globally, with natural gas 
fueling 26 percent of that added generation.66 But while this newfound 
access has significantly improved living standards for hundreds of millions 
of people, energy poverty continues to be one of the biggest challenges 
faced by developing and advanced economies alike. Recent data show 
that over 850 million people worldwide still lack access to electricity.67 
Considering concerns over affordability and sustainability, natural gas-
based electricity has proven to be the best energy source to secure supply 
for disadvantaged communities. 

NATURAL GAS ABUNDANCE HAS RESULTED 
IN AFFORDABLE ELECTRICITY FOR MOST U.S. 
CONSUMERS.

In the United States, the Shale Revolution has supplied the majority 
of Americans with affordable energy, leading natural gas prices to 
steadily decline since their highs in the late 2000s. According to the 
U.S. Department of Energy (DOE), natural gas will continue being 
an affordable fuel source, staying below $3.70 per million British 
thermal units (MMBtu) through 2050.68 For context, before the Shale 
Revolution, natural gas prices averaged over $6 per MMBtu between 
2000-2008.69 

Natural gas’ sustained low-price period has unsurprisingly impacted the 
entire energy ecosystem in the United States. Since 2005, natural gas 
has tripled its share in the electricity mix across the country. Natural 
gas accounted for 31 percent of the total U.S. electric power generation 
in 2019, solidifying its position as the largest energy source for power 
generation in the United States.70 

In the case of the residential sector, natural gas plays a key role in day to 
day activities, including powering heating and air conditioning systems, 
kitchens and household appliances. It was responsible for supplying 24 
percent of the U.S. residential sector’s total energy consumption in 2019.71 

In addition, a report by the Center for Strategic Studies and International 
Studies (CSIS) found that a rapid increase in natural gas supply has 
resulted in historically low gas prices; hence, the dominant role in the U.S. 
power generation matrix.72 However, the connection between increased 
natural gas use for power generation and low electricity prices depends 
typically on two factors: proximity to abundant natural gas sources and 
available infrastructure.

Regarding proximity to natural gas resources, according to data from the 
U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA), the top three dry natural 
gas producing states (Texas, Pennsylvania and Louisiana) are also among 
the top five natural gas consuming states.73 The other top two natural 
gas consuming states, California and Florida, have built a robust pipeline 
system that connects them directly to relevant natural gas deposits 
(although, as described above, California has begun to shift away from 
natural gas, with significant ramifications for low-income residents). In 
total, these five states accounted for 37 percent of the total natural gas 
consumption in 2018.74 

Another factor that has consolidated natural gas dominance as a power 
source is the availability of power generation infrastructure in the states. 
For example, according to the U.S. EIA, 38 percent of total U.S. natural 

According to the International Energy 
Agency, since 2000, 1.2 billion people 
have gained access to electricity 
globally, with natural gas fueling 26 
percent of that added generation.

ELECTRICITY GENERATION BY ENERGY SOURCE

Source: U.S. EIA

TOP FIVE NATURAL GAS CONSUMING STATES AND TOP FIVE 
PRODUCING STATES IN 2018 BY AMOUNT AND SHARE

Source: U.S. EIA75

Top Natural Gas Consumers Top Dry Gas Producers

State Trillion 
Cubic Ft % State Trillion 

Cubic Ft %

Texas 4.43 Tcf 14.7% Texas 6.84 Tcf 22.3%

California 2.14 Tcf 7.1% Penn. 6.12 Tcf 20.0%

Louisiana 1.73 Tcf 5.8% Louisiana 2.78 Tcf 9.1%

Florida 1.48 Tcf 4.9% Okla. 2.70 Tcf 8.8%

Penn. 1.46 Tcf 4.8% Ohio 2.35 Tcf 7.7%

66. https://www.iea.org/reports/energy-access-outlook-2017
67. https://www.iea.org/reports/world-energy-outlook-2019
68. https://www.forbes.com/sites/judeclemente/2020/02/06/us-natural-gas-prices-dip-to-four-year-

lows/#2622b66a1b7c 
69. Ibid.
70. https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/natural-gas/use-of-natural-gas.php 
71. Ibid.
72. https://csis-website-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/171101_Ladislaw_USNaturalGas_

Web.pdf?LxyxIYLVHEXo3W1qIplbfKuSMXqpFkkl
73. https://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.php?id=46&t=8
74. https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/natural-gas/use-of-natural-gas.php
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gas-fired generation capacity is located in four states – three of those also 
top natural gas consumers: Texas, California, Florida and New York.76 In 
fact, Texas has the most natural gas-fired capacity in the United States, 
representing 15 percent (69 GW) of the national total.77 

Thus, data suggest that proximity to reliable natural gas supplies and 
infrastructure have directly increased the amount of natural gas used 
for electricity generation. The three regions that show a quick uptake in 
natural gas use for electricity generation have direct access to abundant 
natural gas deposits: South Atlantic, Middle Atlantic and West South 
Central. 

On the electricity side, as U.S. natural gas production has increased, 
stable prices and reliable supplies have bolstered the position of natural 
gas as the fuel of choice for electricity generators. According to Stanford 
University’s Natural Gas Initiative (NGI), “With lower gas prices, natural 
gas fired power plants became more profitable to operate than coal fired 
power plants in many U.S. electricity markets.”78

But natural gas is not only making generation less expensive for power 
plant operators; those savings are passed on to the consumer. The U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce’s Global Energy Institute (GEI) noted that annual 
electricity prices declined consecutively in 2015 and 2016 as a result of 
natural gas’ increased market share.79 In 2016, 27 states witnessed annual 
electricity prices decline with a nationwide annual decrease of $0.13 
per kilowatt hour (kWh) that year.80 Correspondingly, natural gas-fired 
power generation increased 3.36 percent in 2016.81 Over 30 states also 
witnessed annual natural gas-fired power generation increases in the same 
year, confirming a close relationship between increased natural gas use for 
electricity and lower retail electricity prices.

In fact, low electricity prices have been evident in the regions and/or states 
with direct access to natural gas sources. According to data from the U.S. 
EIA, average retail electricity prices have decreased 16 percent in the 
West South-Central region since 2008.82 In the case of Texas, average 
retail electricity prices have decreased by 2 percent annually since 2008, 
from $10.99/kWh to $8.8/kWh.83 Likewise, electricity generation from 
natural gas increased nearly 39 percent in the West South-Central region 
since 2008, and 38 percent in Texas since 2008.84

However, the obstruction of new pipeline projects that facilitate natural 
gas access to non-energy abundant regions has reversed the low-price 
effect. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce estimates that the impediments 
to new natural gas pipelines are responsible for an upsurge in national 
average retail electricity prices.86  Thus, while states such as Texas, West 
Virginia and Ohio, continue benefiting from low-priced natural gas-based 
electricity, New York and New England have seen higher retail electricity 
prices due to infrastructure projects being halted or cancelled. These 
rising electricity costs brought on by delayed or protested infrastructure 
development disproportionately affects disadvantaged communities. 

CASE STUDY: MASSACHUSETTS

On the whole, sustained low natural gas prices have allowed many states 
to reduce power generation costs. However, these benefits have not 
been felt in states where natural gas is not as accessible. As a result, many 
communities in the United States suffer from energy poverty, either 
because energy sources destined for power generation are more expensive 
or they lack adequate infrastructure to transport natural gas. 

The latter explains New England’s rising retail electricity prices. In recent 
years, the state of Massachusetts has experienced severe constraints 

NATURAL GAS CONSUMPTION FOR ELECTRICITY GENERATION BY 
REGION

US AVERAGE ELECTRICITY RETAIL PRICES, 201985

7.00 TO 9.00

9.01 TO 10.00

10.01 TO 12.00

12.01 TO 15.00

15.00 AND HIGHER

NATIONAL AVERAGE = 10.60

Anti-pipeline campaigns forced 
Massachusetts to import natural 
gas from Russia

75. Ibid.
76. https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=34172#tab2
77. Ibid.
78. https://ngi.stanford.edu/sites/g/files/sbiybj14406/f/Framework_Gas_Energy_Poverty.pdf
79. https://www.globalenergyinstitute.org/lagging-infrastructure-higher-electricity-prices
80. Ibid.
81. https://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/epm_table_grapher.php?t=epmt_1_01
82. https://www.eia.gov/electricity/data.php
83. Ibid.
84. Calculated based on US EIA data: https://www.eia.gov/electricity/ 
85. https://www.globalenergyinstitute.org/lagging-infrastructure-higher-electricity-prices
86. Ibid.

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration
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for natural gas pipelines, raising the price of natural gas and electricity. 
Families in Massachusetts paid an average of $21.44 per kWh in 
December 2019, which was 60 percent higher than the national average. 

Recent data show New England has become the “world’s priciest market 
for power plants using natural gas.”87 

But the impact of allowing for increased natural gas use goes beyond just 
helping low-income communities save on their monthly energy bills, as 
it can also help save lives – particularly in the Northeast, where winter 
temperatures frequently drop into the negatives. According to a recent 
study by the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), with nearly 
one-in-five Americans spending 10 percent of their income on home 
energy costs, lower natural gas prices help prevent thousands of deaths per 
year in the winter.88 As the report states:

“We find that lower heating prices reduce mortality in winter 
months. The estimated effect size implies that the drop in 
natural gas prices in the late 2000s, induced largely by the 
boom in shale gas production, averted 11,000 winter deaths 
per year in the US.”

The lack of adequate infrastructure to transport natural gas from the 
nearby Appalachian Basin – one of the country’s largest natural gas 
producing regions – to the Northeast illustrates a key problem in realizing 
affordable energy prices to reduce energy poverty in the state. In fact, 
anti-pipeline efforts in the Northeast have made it so difficult to utilize the 
domestic resources in neighboring Pennsylvania and Ohio that instead, 
Massachusetts was forced to import natural gas from Russia in December 
2018, despite the U.S. exporting natural gas at record levels, to mitigate 
growing electricity costs.89

NATURAL GAS CAN BRING SOME ECONOMIC PARITY 
TO COMMUNITIES OF COLOR

According to research from Stanford University’s NGI, natural gas supply 
in the United States is highly dependent on the available distribution 
infrastructure.90 The benefits of energy abundance, such as low electricity 
prices, can only reach those populations where infrastructure has been 
built. Hence, national and local energy policies should support the 
development of adequate energy infrastructure projects such as pipelines 
or electricity transmission lines. 

In contrast, and unlike natural gas that has a tangible impact on 
disadvantaged communities, energy transition policies have the opposite 
effect. A peer-reviewed study from researchers at UCLA concluded that 
electrification policies in California fail to bring benefits to disadvantaged 
communities despite its redistributive logic.91 This is caused by financial 
barriers, limited awareness and lack of property ownership to apply for 
these programs. 

Thus, natural gas provides greater benefits, tangible results and less 
bureaucracy than other energy access-focused programs. However, 
these benefits can only be felt if there is adequate infrastructure in place, 
especially if these communities are distant from abundant natural gas 
resources.  

ACCESS TO NATURAL GAS CAN CREATE BETTER JOBS 
IN RURAL COMMUNITIES 

In addition to natural gas-based electricity supporting energy access 
in disadvantaged communities, natural gas is also a driver of economic 
development and job creation, particularly in rural communities. Natural 

Thus, natural gas provides greater 
benefits, tangible results and less 
bureaucracy than other energy 
access-focused programs. 

Massachusetts was forced to 
import natural gas from Russia 
in December 2018, despite the 
U.S. exporting natural gas at 
record levels, to mitigate growing 
electricity costs.

87. https://www.forbes.com/sites/judeclemente/2019/12/10/elizabeth-warrens-massachusetts-loves-
natural-gas/#9e0162b22948 

88. https://www.nber.org/papers/w25681.pdf
89. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-12-27/amid-an-export-boom-the-u-s-is-still-

importing-natural-gas
90. https://ngi.stanford.edu/sites/g/files/sbiybj14406/f/Framework_Gas_Energy_Poverty.pdf
91. https://www.elementascience.org/article/10.1525/elementa.419/
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gas transport infrastructure is essential to guarantee supply to marginalized 
communities in urban settings, yet most natural gas resources originate in 
remote areas, usually surrounded by rural households. As such, over the 
last decade, shale gas development across the country has created high-
paying, high-quality jobs in these rural regions.92 

A study by the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) argued 
that between 2012 and 2014, during the peak of the Shale Revolution, 
“4,600,000 (net) new jobs are linked with the development of shale oil 
technology.93 This represents a 4 percent increase in the number of jobs 
across the industries.”94 Also, as of February 2020, before the COVID-19 
pandemic hit the oil and gas industry worldwide, the American Petroleum 
Institute (API) reported that “the industry supports 10.9 million US jobs” 
based on calculations from the consulting firm PwC.95 

In addition, natural gas-related jobs are considered better paid and of 
higher quality among other industries, particularly for people in rural areas 
or without a college education. A 2020 study by North America’s Building 
Trades Unions (NABTU) concluded that energy construction workers 
consider oil and gas jobs to offer “better wages and benefits” and provided 
“steadier and more consistent incomes.”96

Another study by researchers at the University of Utah concluded 
that the oil and gas sector provides ample opportunities for high school 
graduates with no college degrees, besides receiving more health insurance 
and pension coverage benefits.97 Considering that high school graduates 
constitute 45 percent of all oil and natural gas employees, natural gas not 
only provides first job experience to non-college students, it also trains 
them in a highly specialized industry with cross-border opportunities in 
industries as complex and demanding as the oil and gas industry.98 

Texas provides a great example of the kind of high-quality jobs that 
natural gas supports. The state held 40 percent (361,271) of the total oil 
and gas jobs nationwide in 2019.100 Oil and gas jobs also pay 130 percent 
more than the average private sector job in the state and have created 
opportunities in rural communities far away from the main urban areas.101 
For example, the TransPecos Pipeline in the Big Bend region in southwest 
Texas, brought direct benefits to Presidio’s rural community, one of the 
most impoverished counties in Texas.102 The pipeline provided tax benefits 
of approximately $7.1 million to the counties along the route, including $1.9 
million for Presidio County. It also generated over 350 construction and 
labor jobs during the construction phase.

Source: NABTU study100

Texas provides a great example of the 
kind of high-quality jobs that natural 
gas supports.

92. https://www.energytoday.net/economics-policy/reducing-energy-poverty-natural-gas/
93. https://www.nber.org/papers/w22914
94. Ibid. 
95. https://www.api.org/news-policy-and-issues/news/2020/03/19/api-february-monthly-statistical-

report-shows-early-glimpse-of-coronavirus-impac
96. https://nabtu.org/press_releases/two-new-energy-construction-studies/ 
97. http://iceres.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/ICERES-Quality-of-Jobs-in-Construction-and-Oil-

and-Gas.pdf
98. Ibid.
99. https://nabtu.org/press_releases/two-new-energy-construction-studies/
100. https://www.tipro.org/newsroom/tipro-energy-reports?id=268
101. Ibid.
102. https://www.hydrocarbons-technology.com/projects/trans-pecos-pipeline-project-texas/

PERCIEVED WAGES, BENEFITS, AND CAREER OPPORTUNITIES
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Energy poverty is a not issue isolated to developing economies, but one that affects 
households across the United States. Energy poverty, energy insecurity – these are 
different names for a similarly devastating problem: inequal or inadequate access to the 
vital electricity that powers modern life. Whether in America or across the globe, families 
should not be forced to choose between heating their home and putting food on the table.

While there is no one-size-fits-all solution to address energy poverty, it seems certain 
that access to low-cost natural gas can play an important role. Coupling access to natural 
gas with weatherization programs could begin to ease the ever-widening gap between the 
wealthy and low-income communities. Investment in energy infrastructure, particularly 
in rural or underserved areas, could provide the lift needed to bring many in those 
communities out of poverty.

As we face future rising energy demands, we must not let those already suffering under 
high undue energy burdens to suffer more. Lawmakers must thoroughly consider the 
impacts of energy policy, asking what the costs would be to the people they serve. Those 
seeking to stop natural gas pipelines or ban natural gas should ask themselves what the cost 
would be to the households that natural gas would serve. The future is uncertain, but what 
is assured is that the energy policy we craft in Texas and across the country in the coming 
years must not leave people behind.

Conclusion


