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Home heating aid proposal seeks to cover 160,000 more people
HARRISBURG, Nov. 16 – As the 2003-04 legislative session comes to a close, state Reps. Babette Josephs and Jewell Williams are joining other legislators to urge that a state funding component be added to the Low Income Home Energy Assistance Program, which helps low-income families pay their heating bills. 

At a Capitol news conference Monday, the two Philadelphia Democrats joined state Sen. Vincent Hughes, D-Phila., in calling for $50 million in state funding for LIHEAP, as well as other administrative changes to make the program accessible to more families. 
“During the past four years, utility costs have risen nearly 150 percent,” Josephs said. “With the average household heating bill projected to rise by at least 15 percent this winter, it will be even more difficult for low-income families and the senior citizens living on fixed incomes to cope with these ever-rising costs.

"But I am not only concerned about these families and old people,” she said. “Bringing state heating money to low-income neighborhoods helps stem homelessness, stabilizes communities, and puts more money into the local economy, because those who can heat their homes can afford goods and services that they typically purchase near where they live.”
“In some cases, this truly is a life or death matter,” said Williams, who noted that in some cases constituents of his have experienced increases in heating bills from $200 to $600, and have had to set their thermostats to 55 degrees or lower in order to pay their bill. 

“Over the cold winter months, that’s not only dangerous, but for some people, could be deadly,” he said.
LIHEAP currently serves about 400,000 households across the state. The proposal announced Monday would make an additional 160,000 people eligible for benefits. 
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Josephs and Williams said such an increase would represent a groundbreaking expansion of the program. In Pennsylvania, LIHEAP is funded exclusively by federal money. In fact, the lawmakers noted, Pennsylvania is the only state in the northeast that does not contribute state money to the program: neighboring states like New York and New Jersey contribute $70 million and $80 million, respectively, to LIHEAP. 

“This $50 million proposal is modest in comparison,” Josephs said. “The state money, plus some other administrative changes to the program, would open up LIHEAP to a significant number of additional families.
“We’ve been calling for state funding for LIHEAP for several years now, and I believe it is time for the state to do the right thing,” said Josephs, who along with Williams and other legislators, has signed a letter urging Gov. Ed Rendell to back the measure. 

“Before the General Assembly leaves for the winter, it should take this step to make sure a lot more Pennsylvania families are warm this winter,” she said. 
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Attention Radio News Directors: actualities from Reps. Josephs and Williams are available by calling 1-800-452-3001. Enter PA182 (7-2-182) or PA197 (7-2-197), respectively, and the pound sign (#), at the menu prompt to get today’s sound. You can also download the sound in .mp3 format by visiting www.pahouse.com/Josephs and www.pahouse.com/Williams. For a fully packaged version of today's sound with Rep. Josephs, visit www.pahouse.com/mediacenter.
