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Energy poverty is a scourge across the EU. 

 

The EU recognises the problem, yet governance is 
weak. 

 

Comprehensive reforms are needed to eradicate 
energy poverty. 

1.1 The Message 



1.2 Structure 

1) ‘Energy poverty’ in the EU. 

 

2) Energy poverty in EU energy-climate law. 

 

3)  Suggestions for reform. 



• Undefined at EU level. 
 

• Member States: 
 

▫ UK: ‘fuel poverty’ – (historically) a household which needs to spend >10% of 
income on all fuel use to maintain an adequate level of warmth. 

 
▫ France: ‘précarité énergétique’ - anyone who meets, in their housing, particular 

difficulties to have the necessary energy to meet its basic energy needs because of 
the inadequacy of its resources or of its housing conditions. 
 

▫ Ireland: ‘fuel poverty’ - the inability to afford adequate warmth in a home, or the 
inability to achieve adequate warmth because of the energy inefficiency of the 
home. 

 

• Buzar’s suggested definition: 
 

 …the inability to heat the home up to a socially and 
materially-necessitated level. 

2.1 What is ‘Energy Poverty’? 



2.2 Scale of the Problem in the EU 

• Problems: no agreed definition, few pan-EU studies, 
new member states understudied. 
 

• EPEE project (2009) – 50 to 125 million EU 
citizens. 
 

• Snell and Thomson (2013) – highest in the 
Southern/Eastern Member States (31% of Bulgarian 
households). 
 
Energy poverty appears to be a widespread 

problem across the EU. 



3.1 Thinking about Energy in the EU 

3 key EU energy-climate policy goals: 

 

▫ ‘Security of supply’– strategic material. 

 

▫ ‘Decarbonisation’ - ecological resource. 

 

▫ ‘Competitiveness’ - commodity. 

 

 

What about energy as a social necessity? 



3.2 The Gas and Electricity Directives 

• Preambles: energy poverty is a ‘growing problem in the community’ 
- encourage member states to adopt, ‘national action plans or other 
appropriate frameworks to tackle energy poverty’. 
 

• Main substantive obligations: 
 

▫ Article 3(3) Gas, Article 3(7) Electricity: 
Member States shall ensure that there are adequate safeguards to protect vulnerable 
customers (and define vulnerable customers). 

 

▫ Article 3(4) Gas, Article 3(8) Electricity: 
Member States shall take appropriate measures, such as formulating national energy 
action plans, providing social security benefits to ensure the necessary gas supply to 
vulnerable customers, or providing for support for energy efficiency improvements, to 
address energy poverty where identified, including in the broader context of poverty. 

 

• Member States cannot lawfully ignore energy poverty (in 
relation to gas & electricity). 
 

• Problems: 
▫ Key terms undefined. 
▫ Weak obligations. 



3.3 Energy Efficiency Directive 
 

• Energy efficiency is part of the EU’s ‘20-20-20’ strategy - the 
‘Cinderella’ of EU energy law (De Cendra). 

 

• Preamble recognises connection between investing in EE and ‘fuel 
poverty’ reduction (para 49), not a key objective. 

 
• Directive reflects the EU’s ‘voluntary ethos’ in relation to EE: 

 

▫ Article 3: each MS must set a national EE target, these must be made whilst taking 
the EU’s 2020 energy consumption target into account (no requirement for the 
MSs’ targets to attain a certain level of energy savings). 

 

▫ Article 4: MSs must establish a long-term strategy for renovating (public and 
private) national building stocks - no targets. 

 



• Aimed at improving the energy performance of the EU’s buildings 
stock for energy security and decarbonisation reasons. 

 

• Energy poverty mentioned in the preamble (para 20) - not a key 
objective. 

 

•  Relevant obligations: 
▫ Article 9 - all new buildings in the EU are to be ‘nearly zero energy buildings’. 

 Neglects the existing building stock – no targets for existing buildings (except 
where they undergo major renovations). 

  Caveat alert! Member States may disapply this requirement where the cost-
benefit analysis over the economic lifecycle of the building in question is 
negative. 

▫ Articles 11/12 – energy performance certificates - reflexive measure. 

3.4 The Energy Performance of 
Buildings Directive 



3.5 EU Energy-Climate Law: 
A General Assessment 

 
EU energy-climate law’s response to energy poverty is at 
an ‘embryonic’ stage: 
 

▫ ‘Energy poverty’ is undefined. 

 
▫ Member States cannot lawfully ignore it. 

 
▫ No energy poverty strategy - existing legal obligations ad-

hoc, weak and ill-defined – energy efficiency is neglected. 

 
▫ Lack of monitoring or enforcement. 



4. Reforms for an Energy Just Future 

1. Adopt a common definition. 
 

2. Establish a European ‘energy poverty observatory’. 
 

3. Eradication strategy – top-down/bottom-up mix: 
 

A. Binding, ambitious energy efficiency obligations – focus on housing. 
B. Channel EU-ETS ‘auctioning’ money into an EU anti-energy poverty pot (energy bill 

revolution campaign) – use this to retrofit the EU’s built environment. 
C. ‘Energy justice’: fundamental right of access to affordable energy services for EU citizens. 
D. ‘Decentralise and democratise’ energy: promote cooperatively owned micro-generation. 

 

4. New energy-climate policy goal: ‘a socially just transition’. 
 

5. Strengthen and enforce the existing law. 
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Energy poverty is a widespread problem across the EU, but is 
being ‘left out in the cold’. 

 

Governance is weak: there is no common definition and the 
obligations to tackle energy poverty are inadequate. 

 

Reforms are needed: a common definition, cultivate our 
understanding of energy poverty, strengthen/enforce the 
existing law and develop an eradication strategy. 

5. Conclusion 


