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Low-income households across the United States face high energy costs that can make it difficult for them to meet their household needs. In 2020, one-tenth (9.5%) of Washingtonians lived in poverty and, in 2018, one in four Washington residents struggled to make ends meet. Additionally, between 2017 and 2019, 9.9% of households, on average, were food insecure. During the pandemic, the rate of food insecurity increased to 27%. Poverty is more prevalent east of the Cascades (see Figure 3).
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A map showing the percentage of families living in poverty in Washington state by county. Counties with the highest rate of families living in poverty (14.9%-26.5% of families) are Okanogan, Ferry, Kittitas, Yakima, Klickitat, Franklin, Adams, Whitman, and Pacific. Counties with 13.1% to 14.8% of families living in poverty are Grant, Walla Walla, Spokane, Stevens, Mason, Grays Harbor, Lewis, Cowlitz, Clallam, and Whatcom. Counties with 10.5% to 13.0% of families living in poverty are Skagit, Chelan, Douglas, Lincoln, Pend Oreille, Asotin, Columbia, Benton, Skamania, and Jefferson. The remaining counties of San Juan Island, Snohomish, Kitsap, King, Pierce, Thurston, Clark, and Garfield have a range of 7.3% to 10.4% of families living in poverty.
[bookmark: _o7czehbuv9q2]Figure 1. Percent of families in poverty in Washington, 2019 (Source: Washington Office of Financial Management).
Low-income households tend to have high energy cost burdens in part because their homes tend to be draftier, older, and have poorer insulation than those of wealthier households, making them energy inefficient. According to the U.S. Department of Energy, cost-effective energy efficiency measures, such as improving insulation and installing more efficient appliances, have the potential to reduce energy use by 13-31%. 
A household faces a high energy burden when it spends more than 6% of its income on energy and a severe energy burden when it spends more than 10% of its income on energy. In 2018, 11% of low-income households across Washington faced a high or severe energy burden (defined as households below 200% the federal poverty level and energy burdened in excess of 6%).
Energy burdens tend to be higher among Black, Hispanic, and Native American households, as well as elderly households. For example, an analysis of household energy burdens in Seattle found that 14% of Black households and 15% of Hispanic households in the area experience a high energy burden (above 6%), compared to a citywide median energy burden of 1.8%. The study also found that the median energy burden of Black households in Seattle is 28% higher than that of non-Hispanic white households.
The rate of high energy burden in low-income households varies across Washington. Thirty-seven percent of low-income households in Ferry County experience a high energy burden, compared to 6% in Snohomish County. Largely rural counties in the eastern two-thirds of the state tend to face higher household energy burden levels; in many of them, the low-income household energy burden exceeds 20%. These numbers are in line with national trends: rural American households have a median energy burden three times higher than urban ones. 
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Legislation passed in the 2019, 2020, and 2021 legislative sessions includes provisions to consider the equity implications of the costs and benefits of decarbonizing the energy system and activities within the state.
The Clean Energy Transformation Act requires utilities to consider the social cost of emissions—in other words, the economic cost of emitting 1 additional ton of a greenhouse gas into the air. Additionally, utilities must assess the impact of their operations on vulnerable and highly impacted communities. CETA also requires all utilities to create low-income energy assistance programs to ensure the clean energy transformation will be equitable and reduce the energy burden of vulnerable and highly impacted communities. In response to CETA, the UTC adopted new rules requiring utilities to create utility advisory groups to discuss the equitable distribution of benefits and reduce harm to overburdened communities. 
The Healthy Environment for All Act, Washington’s first environmental justice law, requires seven state departments, including Commerce and Ecology, to operationalize environmental justice practices and procedures within their work. This includes developing environmental justice assessments to identify environmental justice impacts caused by significant agency actions, such as loan programs, legislative rules, or budget and funding assessments. HEAL also authorized the creation of an Environmental Justice Council that advises the seven departments on incorporating environmental justice into their plans, budgets, and policies. The Environmental Justice Council brings together environmental justice advocates, practitioners, and state agency representatives.
Passed in 2021, the Climate Commitment Act (CCA) establishes an emissions cap-and-invest program for carbon emissions, set to start in 2023. In order to emit greenhouse gases, energy sector organizations (and others), must purchase a greenhouse gas allowance in an action. Proceeds will be used to advance the transition to clean energy, transportation, and climate resiliency. Thirty-five percent of the funds must go towards projects serving overburdened communities and 10% must go to Tribal projects. 
The Environmental Justice Council (see above) makes recommendations to the State Legislature regarding projects funded by the CCA and monitors the progress of CCA-funded projects on their environmental justice goals. The council also reviews CCA-funded projects every two years to check their progress on decreasing emissions and pollutants. Ecology must adopt additional measures if sufficient reductions have not occurred.
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