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Good morning, I’m Rick Spector, Community Relations Director for Philadelphia Corporation for Aging (PCA). We thank DPW for the opportunity to offer input on the FY 2011 LIHEAP program plan. 

 Designated as the Area Agency on Aging for Philadelphia, PCA plans, funds and administers services for over 100,000 older persons and people with disabilities each year.

Philadelphia has an elderly poverty rate that is higher than the state and national averages. High energy bills are a major issue for low income elderly. There is little room to maneuver in many senior households to deal with other necessities after energy bills are paid. Many elderly are forced to choose between purchasing their medication, buying food, or paying their fuel bills. Compounding the problem is the energy inefficiency of Philadelphia’s very old housing stock.
  PCA’s Emergency Fund provides “last resort” crisis assistance. The Emergency Fund is totally dependent on private dollars for its support.  PCA assists seniors to purchase food, meet medical needs, and obtain fuel upon a social worker or clergy person referral.  Reasons for asking for fuel help include depletion of personal/familial resources, difficulty accessing LIHEAP, or exhausting what LIHEAP provided. In FY2010, $144,000 was spent on fuel, 51 % of all aid granted. Our Emergency Fund balance at this point is $72,000.  At the same point last year our balance was $152,000. Raising more Emergency Fund dollars for the upcoming winter is extremely difficult during this recession. A well funded and well run Pennsylvania LIHEAP program, committed to spending the entire allocation, must be in place to relieve pressure on PCA’s Emergency Fund and other scarce private relief services. 

The worst recession since the 1930’s Great Depression continues.  LIHEAP remains an essential program for older people, but with a large amount of LIHEAP dollars unspent last year, many did not get the help they needed. The program needs several key improvements to help it serve those in need more efficiently this year. 
The following are PCA’s comments and recommendations for improving the FY 2011 LIHEAP program:

Spend all remaining funds now!
We are suffering through the hottest Philadelphia summer in years. 
In cooperation with the City of Philadelphia, PCA operates a heat hotline during declared “excessive heat warnings”. This valuable service offers telephone advice and referral to community resources to help callers cope with dangerously hot weather. Populations targeted for assistance are the elderly, the very young and the disabled. The summer is still very young, but thus far the Heatline has operated 8 days and fielded 1,530 calls. 
Pennsylvania must not roll over its LIHEAP surplus to next winter. Relief is needed now for those worn down by summer heat. Pennsylvania must demonstrate is need to Washington for future funding by bringing its LIHEAP balance down to zero.
Many low income Philadelphia households fear running their air conditioners and fans in anticipation of much larger bills. LIHEAP supplemental electric utility payments will help these households to better survive the summer.
LIHEAP is a partner in the Benefits Data Trust “BenePhilly” Program for seniors. BenePhilly links low income seniors to the PACE, Property Tax/Rent rebate, Food Stamps, Low Income Subsidy and LIHEAP programs.  Utilizing BenePhilly’s existing consumer data base will be an efficient and speedy way to issue needy elderly an additional LIHEAP check this summer. 
A state LIHEAP supplement is sorely needed. Pennsylvania must join with the majority of cold weather states who recognized a long time ago that federal dollars are simply not enough to maintain this critical program. 
Improve the Operation of the 2011 LIHEAP Program.
There is little doubt that limited access to LIHEAP/Crisis intake and misunderstandings regarding program guidelines resulted in much lower program utilization last year. 
Intake was offered last year at only the Sedgeley Avenue DPW office in North Philadelphia LIHEAP office and a few poorly publicized outreach sites. Expand the number of community application sites to previous years’ levels and promote their availability so LIHEAP spending may be increased. 
Currently, there is no provision for the disabled to apply for the Crisis program from their homes. LIHEAP needs a home visiting team so the frailest can apply for this critical program. 

The Crisis and LIHEAP programs need to be run concurrently, not consecutively to enable applicants to receive help early and quickly. The CRISIS program needs one set of consistent guidelines for the entire program year.  Last year, the “pre-Crisis” Crisis Exception Program was a source of great confusion for aging network  staff and was very difficult to explain to the seniors they assisted.
The LIHEAP and Crisis programs need to be open longer. Agencies and consumers require more time to become familiar with the latest version of the program. The longer program period will provide great assurance that all funds are spent.  Open LIHEAP on October 1st rather than November 1st so applicants can receive benefits when the home heating need starts in Philadelphia and before the winter utility moratoriums begin. Cold weather often persists in Philly into April. Close the program on April 30 rather than March 31. 
Finally, the utility companies,  private social service agencies and community groups bear almost all the burden regarding LIHEAP outreach. We encourage DPW to join with us as full partners to promote this vital program.
Thank you for this opportunity to share our views.  Your support of this vital program benefits thousands of needy older Pennsylvanians.
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