
 
 

COVID-19 Relief Priorities for Public Power 

 

As Congress debates additional relief measures to support families and businesses affected by the 

coronavirus pandemic, it is important to address the impacts that the virus is having on local public power 

communities. NCPA member utilities continue efforts to mitigate the health and financial impacts of 

COVID-19 by taking proactive steps to suspend power shut-offs, issue bill credits for customers, and in 

accordance with the Families First Act, expand paid emergency sick and family leave for employees.  The 

implementation of these programs presents financial challenges for all utilities, but in particular, it creates 

a serious financial strain for small utilities in economically-challenged communities. This financial strain 

comes as public power utilities are experiencing significant reductions in electric load resulting from the 

pandemic and increased expenditures for staffing and personal protective equipment. The impacts of 

these COVID-19-related costs on the provision of the essential service of power supply should be 

addressed by Congress and any federal mandate on electric service should be avoided out of respect for 

localized decision-making at the city and county level. 

 

Provide Federal Financial Assistance 
for Public Power Utilities  
As providers of an essential service, NCPA 

understands the vital need to maintain electric 

service during these trying times for those 

unable to pay their electric bills. Our members 

continue to take pro-active and tailored steps to 

ensure continued service for their residential 

and commercial customers.  However, the 

extended inability to collect payment for 

services rendered, coupled with a significant 

reduction in electric loads as businesses and 

industry reduce or halt operations, creates an 

unsustainable financial crisis for a number of our 

member communities.  As the COVID-19 crisis 

continues, the financial toll on municipalities 

and cooperative organizations grows and 

threatens the provision of other critical services.   

While the Low Income Home Energy Assistance 

Program (LIHEAP) is a valuable resource, it is 

currently funded to meet only a fraction of 

those who meet the requirements for financial 

aid—and the number of individuals needing 

help, given rising unemployment and COVID-19 

business restrictions among other issues, is 

growing rapidly. According to the National 

Energy Assistance State Directors’ Association, 

an additional $10 billion in funding is needed for 

the LIHEAP program to meet the current and 

growing needs in this area. Recognizing the 

unique challenges faced by non-profit public 

power utilities, last Congress, Senators Lisa 

Murkowski (R-AK) and Joe Manchin (D-WV) 

drafted legislation to provide forgivable loans to 

public power utilities to address the financial 

implications of non-recovered electric bills.   

 

We encourage Congress to (1) include an 

additional $10 billion in LIHEAP funding, and (2) 

create a forgivable loan program for public power 

utilities to ensure continuation of electric service, 

address the clear and increasing need to support 

low-income customers throughout this pandemic, 
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and mitigate the financial impact on non-profit 

community-controlled electric utilities. 

 
Provide Needed Funding for Local 
Governments and Allow the Use of 
Funds for Utility Needs 
Local governments have experienced a dramatic 

increase in direct and indirect expenditures 

throughout the coronavirus pandemic while 

weathering a substantial reduction in revenues.  

Previous congressional COVID-19 relief efforts 

have not sufficiently addressed this funding gap 

and smaller communities were not directly 

eligible for federal assistance.  Aid to local 

governments is essential, and these funds 

should be available to cover revenue shortfalls 

of locally-owned electric utilities.   

 

We urge Congress to provide needed assistance 

to local governments of all sizes and allow flexible 

use of funds to include financial losses to public 

power utilities. 

 
Restore Tax-Exempt Advance 
Refunding of Municipal Bonds 

In order to stimulate economic recovery, one of 

the most important actions Congress can take is 

fixing past legislative oversights that are costing 

local communities financially and impeding 

needed infrastructure development. Congress 

should re-establish tax-exempt advance 

refunding bonds to lower financing costs for 

local governments. Long-term economic 

recovery will require considerable efforts by 

local governments. While interest rates on 

bonds are at historic lows, many cities are still 

carrying bonds with high rates that cannot be 

refinanced on a tax-exempt basis due to changes 

contained in the 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act. 

Restoring tax-exempt advance refunding bonds 

will enable communities to lower their costs of 

financing and support economic revitalization.  

 

We urge Congress to restore tax-exempt advance 

refunding of municipal bonds. Last Congress, two 

bills were introduced to accomplish this: H.R. 

2772, the Investing in Our Communities Act, 

sponsored by Rep. Ruppersberger (D-CA), and 

H.R. 3967, the Municipal Bond Market Support 

Act of 2019, sponsored by Rep. Sewell (D-AL).  

 

Include Comparable Incentives for 

Public Power Clean Energy 

Investments 
As Congress considers an extension and 

expansion of energy tax credits, it is important 

that public power systems receive comparable 

incentives for investments in eligible renewable 

energy projects.  Current federal tax policy 

provides incentives for private investment in 

renewable energy projects, but not for the same 

investments made by public power entities.  

One-quarter of all American consumers are 

served by public power utilities or rural electric 

cooperatives that cannot benefit from these 

federal policies. If Congress is willing to provide 

incentives for investments in specific resources, 

those incentives should benefit all 

consumers.  The GREEN Act, recently introduced 

by Rep. Mike Thompson (D-CA), addresses this 

inequity by allowing for the direct payment 

equal to 85% of energy production and 

investment tax credits and carbon capture tax 

credits to any entity that owns the project. “This 

would remove the financial disincentive for 

public power utilities to own such facilities, 

which are needed to transition to cleaner 
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generating technologies and help mitigate the 

impacts of climate change. 

 

We urge Congress to provide comparable 

incentives for public power investments on par 

with investments made by private entities. 

 
Ensure Local Governments are also 
Eligible for Payroll Tax Credits to 
Offset the Costs of Paid Emergency 
Sick Leave and FMLA Expansion 
The second COVID-19 supplemental bill, the 

CARES Act, created a new emergency sick leave 

requirement for all employers and expanded 

family and medical leave.  While private 

employers are provided tax credits to offset 

these costs, public entities have been excluded 

from eligibility for the tax credits or any other 

federal assistance to offset this mandate. Public 

power systems have one goal, to provide 

affordable and reliable power to their 

communities.  However, the financial strain that 

comes from being excluded from the relief 

extended to other employers for this purpose 

undermines this goal at a critical time. The 

Supporting State and Local Leaders Act, 

sponsored by Rep. Schneider (D-IL) last 

Congress, enables state and local entities, 

including public power utilities, to claim payroll 

tax credits intended to offset the cost of 

providing emergency paid sick leave and 

emergency paid family leave.  It would also 

make these tax credits available to utilities that 

voluntarily extend these benefits through March 

20, 2021.  

We urge Congress to include the Supporting State 

and Local Leaders Act in the next tranche of 

COVID-19 relief legislation.  
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