Congress of the United States
Washington, BDE 20515

August 24, 2023

The Honorable Kevin McCarthy The Honorable Hakeem Jeffries
Speaker of the House Minority Leader

United States House of Representatives United States House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20515 Washington, DC 20515

Dear Speaker McCarthy and Leader Jeffries:

We write with deep concern about the impacts of this summer’s relentless heat wave that endangers the lives of
millions of people across our country without access to electricity, water, and other basic utility services. We
have a duty to take decisive action that achieves both short-term relief and addresses systemic causes of the
climate emergency fueling the heat waves. For this reason, we urge Congress to pass an emergency relief
package that (1) implements a nationwide, heat-based moratorium on the shutoffs of electricity, water and other
utilities, and provide increased funding for low-income household assistance, and (2) establishes cooling centers
and drinking water facilities for at-risk populations and workers. Congress must tackle the systemic reasons
driving these extreme climate-driven weather events and utility injustice: (1) phase out fossil fuels, the driver of
the climate emergency; (2) permanently ban utility shutoffs year-round; and (3) fund distributed renewable
energy systems and climate-resilient, affordable public water systems.

The extreme heat emergency pummeling the country has resulted in widespread public health impacts, from
heat stroke to respiratory distress and even death. Recently, a farmworker and father of two young children died
after working several days in over 110 degree weather.' This same extreme heat killed 10 people in Laredo,
Texas weeks earlier because they could not cool their homes.> New research shows that in major U.S. cities,
roughly 1 in 4 residents lives on a heat island where temperatures are at least 8 degrees warmer than in other
areas.” In urban cities like St. Louis, New York City, and Detroit, city infrastructure is largely made up of
asphalt, concrete and metal-—materials which trap heat and create the “urban heat island” effect. The danger of
extreme heat cannot be overstated; just in the past 30 years, heat exposure has killed more people in the U.S.
than any other weather-related event, including floods, cold weather, and hurricanes combined.*

Alarmingly, these heat waves disproportionately harm people without homes; low-income households; disabled
individuals; and Black, Brown, Indigenous, and other marginalized communities. The legacy of racist redlining
has not only concentrated these groups in housing that is costlier to cool and provide water to, due to leakier
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plumbing and outdated fixtures, but redlining has also deprived these neighborhoods of tree cover, green space,
public water fountains, and other public sources of relief from extreme heat. These communities are more likely
to suffer from elevated levels of illness that extreme heat and dehydration can exacerbate, like heart and
respiratory diseases.

We applaud President Biden’s recent announcement of actions his Administration is taking to address
immediate relief during the heat emergency, but there is more that must be done to protect communities.” We
therefore urge Congress to take immediate action to address extreme heat and the climate emergency. As a
threshold matter, these heat waves are a direct result of the climate emergency and fossil fuels. A recent study
found that the heat waves currently sweeping the United States, Europe, and China are a direct result of human-
caused climate change and will become only more intense and more frequent unless humans halt the burning of
fossil fuels that warm the planet.® The commonsense long-term solution to future heat waves is halting new
fossil fuel development and phasing out existing fossil fuel production and combustion.

In the short term, first, we request Congress pass a robust nationwide moratorium on electricity, water, and
broadband shutoffs during months of extreme heat, reinstate disconnected services, waive late-payment fees,
and forgive all utility debt for low-wealth households, and increase funding for the Low-Income Household
Energy Assistance Program (LIHEAP) and the Low-Income Household Water Assistance Program (LIHWAP).
Last year, Representatives Bush, Tlaib and Bowman introduced a resolution that recognizes access to
electricity, water, broadband and other utility services as a human right.” Despite this and the increasingly
precarious and often fatal consequences of disconnections during heat waves, only 20 jurisdictions offer heat-
based moratoria on electricity disconnections compared to the 41 that do so for cold temperatures.® Alarmingly,
seven states still lack any weather-based protections.” Worse, these protections generally do not apply to water
or broadband utilities. Even fewer states offer protections for particularly vulnerable customers, like households
with young children, seniors, and people with disabilities. Nothing short of an immediate nationwide ban on
shutoffs during these high-temperature months can resolve the existing patchwork of moratoria and provide the
life-saving protection all communities need and deserve, especially during an emergency heat wave.

Importantly, the ban must be complemented by the elimination of late-payment fees, reconnection of all
households whose services have already been cut, and forgiveness of the debt accrued by low-wealth customers.
These measures will safeguard struggling families from the lingering avenues to energy and water insecurity
that would otherwise persist in the wake of a ban on utility shutoffs. Congress should also provide emergency
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funding to LIHEAP and LIHWAP to cover the costs of unaffordable utility bills for low-income households,"
as well as increase funding for the Cooling Assistance Program for historically cold-weather states that
currently have little to no funding.

Second, Congress should immediately establish accessible cooling centers and expand drinking water refill
stations or public drinking water fountains for at-risk populations, especially unhoused populations, laborers
(including farmworkers, construction workers, delivery and postal workers), migrants, elderly and low-wealth
communities. Cooling centers are a life-saving measure for many, especially those who work outside, lack
access to or cannot afford air conditioning, or are at-risk of serious and fatal heat-related health impacts. Despite
how important these centers are, they are often inaccessible especially for populations that need it most. Further,
only about half of parks are reported to have drinking water fountains in the United States,"' with access to
reliable public water fountains on the decline for the last decade.'* A recent study in the International Journal of
Environmental Research and Public Health found that across 25 cities only 10.3 percent of people were within
walking distance of a cooling center." In cities where the current heat wave is most severe—such as Phoenix
and San Jose—Iless than 5 percent of cooling centers were within walking distance. Other access barriers
include lack of staffing at cooling centers, unaffordable public transportation to reach these centers, and many
centers do not stay open long enough. Congress should expand cooling center hours and unlock federal funds
for these centers and other critical heat relief measures, which could be accomplished by immediately passing
H.R. 3965, the Extreme Heat Emergency Act.

In addition to prioritizing the passage of these emergency measures, Congress must also work to address the
systemic issues driving deadly heat waves, including by phasing out fossil fuels and investing in utility justice
for our residents and communities.

Thank you for your consideration of this important request. We look forward to working together to pass critical
legislation to tackle these crises head on.

Sincerely,
Sincerely,
Rashida Tlaib Cori Bush Jamaal Bowman, Ed.D.
Member of Congress Member of Congress Member of Congress
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