
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

   

Measures to protect vulnerable consumers 

in the energy sector: an assessment of 

disconnection safeguards, social tariffs and 

financial transfers 

 
Lead Authors:  Audrey Dobbins (University of Stuttgart), Francesco Fuso Nerini, Steve Pye (UCL) 

Authoring Team:  Jurica Brajković, Ivana Grgurev (EIHP) 

Rocco De Miglio (E4SMA) 

Paul Deane (UCC) 

Ulrich Fahl (University of Stuttgart) 

 

Reviewer:   Carine Sebi (Enerdata) 

 

 

Legal notice: Responsibility for the information and views set out in this report lies entirely with the authors. 

 

This report is also available on our website: www.insightenergy.org  

Policy Report  
December 2016 8 

http://www.insightenergy.org/


Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

ii 
 

 

  



Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

iii 
 

 

About INSIGHT_E 

INSIGHT_E is a multidisciplinary energy think tank which provides the European Commission and 

other energy stakeholders with advice on policy options and assesses their potential impact. 

The INSIGHT_E consortium is formed by twelve complementary partners representing various 

sectors: academia, research centres, consultancies, one think tank, one stakeholder organization 

and one of the Knowledge and Innovation Community of the European Institute of Technology. Our 

partners are based in ten European Member States. This sectoral and geographical diversity is also 

reflected in the thematic scope of INSIGHT_E, ranging from energy infrastructure, new energy 

technologies to economic analysis, geopolitics and trade, environmental and climate impact, and 

social and behavioral change. 

To receive regular updates about INSIGHT_E programme of work and to learn more about 

participation opportunities, please visit the following links: 

Website: www.insightenergy.org 

Contact us: info@insightenergy.org 

Follow us on: Facebook & LinkedIn: Insight Energy  and on Twitter: INSIGHT_E@EuropeEnergy  

 

 

 

Enerdata 

 

Institut Français des 

Relations 
internationales 

 

Energy Institute 
"Hrvoje Pozar" 

 

Paul Scherrer Institute 

 

Energy Engineering 

Economic Environment 

Systems Modeling And 
Analysis SRL  

Stakeholder Forum for 
a Sustainable Future 

 

KIC InnoEnergy 
 

University of Stuttgart 

 

Karlsruhe Institute for 
Technology 

 
University College Cork 

 

KTH Royal Institute of 

Technology  

University College 

London 

 

 

 

http://www.insightenergy.org/
mailto:info@insightenergy.org


Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

iv 
 

 

  



Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

v 
 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Energy is central to driving not only productivity in the broader economy, but has a fundamental 

role for enabling minimum living standards in the residential sector through the energy services 

provided. These energy services are crucial to ensure warm homes, provide water supply and 

cooking, lighting, refrigeration and the operation of other electrical appliances. However, some 

households across all Member States are increasingly struggling to meet their basic energy needs 

due to energy prices increasing faster than household budgets, poorly insulated buildings and 

inefficient household appliances leading to higher energy bills. Estimates based on proxy indicators 

suggest 10-25% of the European population could already be affected by energy poverty to some 

extent. Given the rising income inequality across Europe and the associated costs of the energy 

transition, the share of households experiencing energy poverty is likely to increase.  

Energy poverty is gaining visibility in European legislation1, as is the need to protect vulnerable 

consumers in the gas and electricity markets. The transition to a liberalised retail market for 

electricity and gas means that the market system increasingly rules the way retailers and consumers 

interact with each other, as the use of market distorting measures such as regulated prices or 

energy subsidies to households are removed. While this should increase opportunity for consumers 

to find the best deal to suit their needs, some households will need additional protection in such a 

market. Therefore, protective mechanisms are vital to enabling vulnerable energy consumers to 

access the full benefits of the market, which may not be otherwise available due to issues such as 

energy affordability. With over 17% of the European population at risk of poverty and 10% in 

arrears on utility accounts in 2014, this points towards the need to reevaluate the measures in place 

to safeguard lower income and other vulnerable households given increasing liberalisation under the 

Internal Energy Market.   

The objective of this report was to appraise measures associated with ensuring vulnerable 

consumers are able to afford and maintain a connection to electricity and gas with a particular view 

of supporting the European Commission’s directorate of Internal Energy Market in assessing which 

legislative support can be provided across the European Union in the revision of the electricity and 

gas Directives of the Third Energy Package. This report specifically fed into the impact assessment 

for the revisions reflected in the European Commission’s proposal for a Clean Energy Package. 

Firstly, we reviewed how different Member States have implemented specific protection measures 

(financial transfers, disconnection safeguards and social tariffs). Following this review, an economic 

assessment compared existing and alternative schemes for the implementation of protective 

measures across the EU. Finally, recommendations were made regarding the types of measures that 

provide minimum protection standards for vulnerable consumers in the energy sector. 

Key findings: Financial transfers 

 Financial transfers offer important short-term financial relief for households to help meet living costs, 
especially when directed specifically at energy costs 

 Energy is currently not a visible aspect of Minimum Income Schemes reflecting the prevailing approach to 
address overall poverty rather than energy poverty. 

 Financial transfers are often not based on actual energy needs and bills, and should be revised regularly to 
ensure the amount is sufficient. 

                                           
1
 This is reflected in the recent revision of the Electricity and Gas Directives in the Commission’s Clean Energy Package 
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Despite the vital role of energy across the social, health and economic spheres, energy is not made 

evident as a specific category of benefits for households in a recent review of the Minimum Income 

Schemes. Through our review, we assessed a wide and varying range of financial transfers across 

the EU that intertwine measures to alleviate energy poverty and those to lessen wider poverty. This 

part of our review specifically evaluated minimum income support schemes which itemised energy 

and other financing measures providing explicit support for energy-related payments. Such 

measures varied depending on the definition of the beneficiary (e.g., social welfare recipient, 

chronically ill, elderly, etc.), energy types covered (e.g., electricity, gas, general housing cost 

support, etc.), purpose (e.g., heating, energy bills or debt payment, etc.) and the amount (e.g., €6 

per household and month in Malta (or €11 per household and month in Italy) to €487 per household 

and month in Sweden).  

These measures are typically distributed through the social welfare system and as such, there is 

often a balance to be had between targeting specific households who truly require the subsidy and 

the administrative cost of administering targeting. These payments are crucial for short-term 

financial support. However, targeting of energy type, purpose, amount and recipients should be 

carefully designed so that the funds reach their intended beneficiaries and at a sufficient level so 

that their impact is not diluted when provided to a larger share of the population. The significance of 

the scale of energy poverty experienced in each Member State, of course, has ramifications for the 

financial ability of a Member State to respond with meaningful support. For example, in Member 

States with a larger number of vulnerable consumers and structural inequalities, required funding 

will be high for government budgets, but at the same time cross-subsidisation by consumers will 

increase bills. Thereby, the financial support that can be provided will be diluted unless better 

targeted. 

Key findings: Disconnection safeguards 

 Disconnection safeguards aim to ensure (vulnerable) households are able to maintain an energy connection. 

 These measures offer acute and preventive support to households threatened with a disconnection and 

include short-term and long-term measures. 

 However, financing of the measures often falls on the energy supply companies and other customer groups 
thereby impacting on energy supply companies. 

Energy supply disconnections can be used as a measure against consumers who are behind on their 

bills. Unpaid consumer debts in the energy sector are either borne by the energy utility, who will aim 

to recover the payments from the consumer, or the social welfare system, who will exact a payment 

on behalf of a qualifying consumer. This outstanding debt can either result in the energy company 

ordering a supply disconnection or arranging for a payment plan – in some cases even a debt 

waiver. Electricity disconnection rates and procedures vary significantly between Member States. 

Disconnection safeguards can be divided into two categories: direct protection measures 

(disconnection prohibition) and complementary measures (debt management and customer 

engagement), as shown in Table 0-1.   
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Table 0-1: Disconnection safeguards 

Measure type Measure Number of 

Member 

States already 

implementing 

measure 

Short description 

Direct protection measures 
Disconnection 

prohibition 

10 Moratorium on disconnecting the energy 

supply (e.g., in winter) 

Complementary measures 

Debt 

management 

18, 17 of which 

legislated 

• Negotiated payment plan,  
• Delayed payment responsibility  

• Financial grant to assist with costs 
• Prepaid meters 

Customer 

engagement 

15, 14 of which 

legislated 

Communication between the energy 
supplier and the customer 

This report evaluated the implementation of three types of disconnection safeguard to protect 

vulnerable consumers: 

1. Option DS1 - The first option instates a minimum notice period before a disconnection would 

occur.  

2. Option DS2 - The second option ensures that prior to a disconnection, consumers receive 

information on the sources of support and are offered the possibility to delay payments or 

restructure their debts (complementary measures). 

3. Option DS3 - The third option entails the prohibition of disconnections for vulnerable 

consumers in winter. 

The minimum notification period provides households with a lengthier time period to react. This not 

only supports the households who have simply neglected to pay their bills, but also allows 

households struggling to pay time to seek assistance and make use of some of the other 

complementary measures, such as debt management. The second option, which provides 

information towards alternatives to disconnections, is crucial as without this the first measure would 

only bring minimal benefits. An outright ban on disconnections in the winter would guarantee an 

energy supply during the time of year when the consequences of disconnection would be the 

greatest thereby providing a potential lifeline to vulnerable consumers. Targeting of this measure, 

however, will be crucial to keeping the overall costs down. Ideally, option DS1 and DS2 should be 

implemented together and made accessible to all customers. Option DS3 should be provided to 

vulnerable consumers. 

Key findings: Social tariffs 

 Social tariffs provide financial relief to (vulnerable) households in regulated energy markets and can be a 

useful tool to specifically target financial support to assist with the energy needs of vulnerable consumers. 

 Targeting of beneficiaries and providing an adequate subsidy amount can prove difficult because of the 

associated negative impact on the actual consumption of energy, on the energy markets, and on 

the overall cost of the measure. 

Social tariffs can be defined as a specific tariff available to a specific group of consumers with the 

objective of ensuring they have access to energy at affordable prices. Social tariffs raise important 

questions of targeting and equity of financial interventions. In most Member States offering social 
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tariffs, the general objective is to target vulnerable consumers to help ensure affordability of energy 

bills. This report reviewed the implementation of three tariff designs, which varied by the target 

consumer group (only vulnerable or all household customers), financing scheme (cross-subsidised 

by non-vulnerable households vs. all households vs. all customers), and by energy service targeted 

(all consumption or targeted heating consumption). The options explored were: 

1. Option ST1 – Social tariff as a reduced tariff provided to eligible consumers 

2. Option ST2 – Subsidised electricity consumption provided to all households 

3. Option ST3 – Subsidised heating consumption provided to vulnerable consumers or all 

households 

When comparing the outcome for vulnerable consumers between implementing option ST1 and ST2, 

we see that option ST1 finances 100% of the total consumption while option ST2 only finances 30% 

of the total consumption for vulnerable consumers. Option ST1 subsidises only vulnerable 

households (and therefore 100% of vulnerable households consumption) while option ST2 subsidises 

all households (and therefore covers only 30% of vulnerable household consumption). Option ST3 

provides a subsidisation specifically targeted to cover the required space heating costs and offers an 

insight into the required subsidy to provide a household with a meaningful amount of energy to 

cover the annual heating costs. While a social tariff is undoubtedly an effective financial instrument 

to support beneficiaries in lowering the expenditure on energy, it is probably the most complicated 

measure to design among the ones generally used to protect vulnerable consumers (disconnection 

safeguards, social tariffs and financial transfers) due to the potential negative impacts on the actual 

consumption of energy, on the energy markets, and on the overall cost of the measure. 

This research provided input for the European Commission’s impact assessment for the development 

of the Clean Energy Package as well as for Member States when revising legislation or implementing 

measures to provide adequate protection to vulnerable consumers in the energy sector. Ultimately, 

although these options were considered for inclusion to maximise the protection of vulnerable 

consumers in the internal energy market, they were disregarded as they were considered to be too 

costly to legislate implementation at the EU level. The rationale was that this may lead to market 

distortions where adverse conditions for entry to market for new players are created and may 

increase costs to consumers. While it is acknowledged that the implementation of these measures 

would safeguard against disconnections, this would require new legislation and carry administrative 

costs. Given the current market situation, the burden of implementing these measures likely falls to 

the energy supply companies, who would recover costs from their entire customer base by 

increasing prices. Nonetheless, while these recommendations could not be legislated at the EU level, 

it was recommended that Member States individually explore the applicability of these measures in 

their own approach towards providing protection to vulnerable consumers while ensuring synergies 

to national social services.  

Based on this review, this report makes the following recommendations -  

Recommendation 1. Increase recognition for energy poverty within the overall approach 

to addressing poverty 

In general, more recognition for the contribution of energy as a central component towards 

alleviating poverty should be given. Energy poverty is typically not distinguished from overall 

poverty and is largely addressed through the social spheres of government, and there is limited 
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acknowledgement of its cross-cutting nature across energy, social and consumer policy. We 

recommend that the European Commission set the example by being more precise in acknowledging 

the cross-cutting nature of energy across not only the social sphere, but also other relevant 

jurisdictions. The Commission’s Vulnerable Consumer Working Group is one avenue to propagate an 

integrated approach to addressing the protection of vulnerable consumers in the energy sector. This 

cohesive approach should be replicated on the Member State level through guidance from the 

Commission. If the responsibility for energy poverty remains in the social sector, the significance of 

the role of energy in poverty alleviation should be recognised and appropriately budgeted for in 

social protection expenditure. The costs of energy, as a central element of basic living needs, should 

be adjusted annually to account for increasing prices and living conditions (See also 

Recommendation 2). This will require coordination between the different government departments 

as energy-related matters are usually regulated through different laws. (See also Recommendation 

6). 

Recommendation 2. Ensure financial transfers are adequate to meet the energy-related 

needs of vulnerable households 

Financial transfers (or welfare payments) offer important short-term financial relief to enable 

(vulnerable) households to meet living costs, and sometimes explicitly the costs of energy. Yet with 

constrained social welfare budgets, there is a need to explore the most efficient ways to ensure 

effective targeting to those households in need to meet the level of required energy. There is an 

absence of measures to assist vulnerable consumers in time of extreme weather events. A review of 

current payments highlights the lack of payments for such consumers whose difficulty may be 

amplified by extreme weather events such as heat waves. We recommend that the Commission 

encourages all Member States to assess the suitability of existing measures to assist vulnerable 

consumers in unexpected times of extreme weather (cold and hot events). Currently the 

Commission has no official meteorological definition of cold and extreme cold. To assist Member 

States, we recommend that the Commission develop an appropriate definition of extreme weather 

and temperatures. At a minimum, financial assistance administered through social policy should be 

adjusted to ensure energy subsidies/payments are sufficient to cover the required energy needs for 

the recipients, taking into consideration energy price increases and the effect these have on 

affordability. 

Recommendation 3. Guidance on disconnection safeguards for Member States should 

include a combination of an extended notification period, complementary measures and a 

winter moratorium for vulnerable households 

Electricity disconnection procedures vary significantly across Member States. This is partly due to 

the differences in economic situation, but also to large difference in measures to protect consumers 

from disconnections. This report suggests to harmonise - or set minimum standards - for 

disconnection procedures among Member States, to ensure adequate disconnection safeguards to 

vulnerable consumers. This should include a minimum notification period before the disconnection 

takes place and following up with complementary measures, such as debt management and 

customer engagement, to address the underlying causes of non-payment leading to a disconnection 

notice. Furthermore, this report also evaluates the effect of a ban of disconnection for four months 

in winter for vulnerable consumers to reduce excess winter mortality as a result of households being 

able to maintain an energy connection during extreme cold periods.  
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Recommendation 4. Improve targeting and design of social tariffs towards vulnerable 

consumers. 

Social tariffs offer a financial means to reduce energy costs for vulnerable consumers. The targeting 

and design of social tariffs should be improved to ensure the relevant consumers are obtaining a 

sufficiently low tariff to meet their energy needs. It should be based on better estimates of actual 

energy needs and allow for more effective distribution of funds. The implementation of social tariffs 

is complex. Firstly, the value of social tariffs are based on an unknown level of consumption, so that 

the overall cost of the measure is hard to estimate (in advance). Low prices may lead to rebound 

effects as consumption can increase (even above the level of comfort) making the cost of the 

measure higher than expected. Secondly, the definition of proper eligibility criteria is fundamental: 

thresholds (step-wise tariffs) should be conditional on household size, type, and geographical area in 

order to allocate the funds in a rational way, and require updates over time given the frequent 

changes of market prices. This measure requires a good knowledge of the energy-related behaviour 

of the households and a capacity to monitor the relevant indicators and adjust implementation 

design quickly. Member States employing social tariffs should ensure appropriate targeting of the 

measure by actively working to improve the data required to implement it sufficiently. The 

Commission can support by facilitating the collection of relevant data and experience exchange (See 

also Recommendation 5). 

Recommendation 5. Improvement of data monitoring and development of an assessment 

tool to provide guidance on selection of applicable measures. 

This report provides a preliminary evaluation on how certain measures could be structured, and 

could perform, in different Member State. Each Member State should consider how the proposed 

(and other) measures to address energy poverty could be used in conjunction to achieve the best 

results at the local level through the development and application of an assessment tool. 

Furthermore, a satisfactory level of necessary data should be monitored so these measures can be 

better implemented. To assist Member States with assessing which measures or combinations of 

measures would be most relevant to their situation (economic, number of vulnerable consumers, 

type of issues), the development of guidelines or an assessment tool could assist with the decision 

making. The Commission could also annex guidelines (for example, in a dedicated vulnerable 

consumers strategy document or through the work programme for the EU Observatory on Energy 

Poverty) for Member States on how to proceed in the event of vulnerable consumers facing 

disconnections or difficulty paying. 

Recommendation 6. Coordination between government departments and service agencies 
should be fostered. 

Coordination between government departments and service agencies could be improved, where the 

jurisdictional boundaries and limited legal ability for governments and service agencies to exchange 

data (for instance on vulnerable consumers) may hinder a coordinated effort. Additional effort is 

required to ensure that adequate data is collected to reflect the actual situation of vulnerable 

consumers. The European Commission could foster better coordination between both Member States 

and between the various relevant ministries by funding projects structured around a framework to 

improve coordination. The projects could make mandatory the necessary coordination between not 

only government levels, but also relevant departments to work together to find better ways to 

communicate and assist vulnerable consumers in the energy sector. 
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 INTRODUCTION I.

The objective of this report is to appraise measures associated with ensuring vulnerable consumers 

are able to afford and maintain a connection to electricity and gas across Member States with a 

particular view of supporting the European Commission’s directorate of Internal Energy Market (IEM) 

in assessing which legislative support can be provided across the European Union in the revision of 

the electricity and gas Directives of the Third Energy Package (European Parliament 2009a, 2009b). 

This report specifically fed into the impact assessment for the revisions reflected in the European 

Commission’s proposal for a Clean Energy Package (European Commission 2016b). Additionally, the 

focus lies on vulnerable consumers in the electricity and gas markets as these fuels play a significant 

role in meeting basic household energy demand with shares of 27% and 35%, respectively as 

portrayed in Figure I-12 (EUROSTAT 2014b). Furthermore, this report builds on a report produced 

for the European Commission, which documented the policies and measures addressing energy 

poverty and vulnerable consumers in the energy sector across the European Union (see Pye et al. 

2015).  

 

Figure I-1: Member State overview of energy consumption and share of vulnerable consumers 

Energy is central to driving not only productivity in the broader economy, but has a fundamental 

role for enabling minimum living standards in the residential sector through the energy services 

provided. These energy services are crucial to ensure warm homes, provide water supply and 

cooking, lighting, refrigeration and the operation of other electrical appliances. However, specific 

households across all Member States are increasingly struggling to meet their basic energy needs 

due to energy prices increasing faster than household budgets, poorly insulated buildings and 

inefficient household appliances leading to higher energy bills (Pye et al. 2015). Estimates based on 

                                           
2 For more a more detailed overview of the electricity and gas customers, disconnections and prepaid meters, see Table VII-1 
in the appendix. 
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energy poverty proxy indicators suggest 10-25% of the European population could already be 

affected by energy poverty to some extent (EPEE 2009; EUROSTAT 2014a). Given the expected 

socio-demographic development and increases in income inequality in Europe and the associated 

costs of the energy transition, the share of households experiencing energy poverty are also likely to 

increase (European Commission 2013). Energy poverty typically affects households made vulnerable 

by a singular or in combination effect resulting from lower income, higher energy bills and inefficient 

buildings and appliances (Pye et al. 2015). 

As documented by the Vulnerable Consumers Working Group, the average share of the household 

budget spent on domestic energy services has in general been increasing over the years and the gap 

between lower income and average income households has widened as shown in Figure I-2 (VCWG 

2016). This highlights the increased need to take action in ensuring that the most vulnerable 

households are not left behind in the European energy transition towards including more renewable 

energy sources and energy efficiency. 

 

Figure I-2: Average share of household budget expenditure on energy services 

An affordable connection to energy supply, especially electricity, has impacted modern, daily life in 

terms of providing essential services as well as enabling social interactions through communication 

and is clearly outlined in the overall Sustainable Development Goals, which aims to “ensure access  

to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all” (UN 2015). Lack of access to an 

affordable energy supply impinges on the rights of energy consumers and “negatively affects living 

conditions and health” (European Commission 2015a). This is well recognised in legislation3 and 

reflected in the overall objectives of the European internal energy market which aims to, amongst 

others, enable households fair market access while ensuring a high level of consumer protection. 

Household consumers play a significant role in contributing to the transition of the European Energy 

system and as such continued active participation of households consumers through the access to 

                                           
3 Directive 2009/72/EC Point 45 states that “Member States should ensure that household customers...enjoy the right to be 
supplied with electricity of a specified quality at clearly comparable, transparent and reasonable prices.” 
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modern energy supply is a crucial building block towards achieving this overarching objective 

(European Commission 2015b).  

Ensuring that Europe’s citizens, particularly vulnerable consumers, are provided with adequate 

protection falls to the social spheres of government and thereby through the social welfare system, 

or direct financial transfers. These financial transfers, or social welfare benefits, are often applied 

without energy as a specific objective and typically seek to address overall poverty in general. Some 

transfers do consider the costs of energy and provide a certain allotment to cover these particular 

costs. The precise consumers qualifying for this type and level of support varies by Member State 

(Pye et al. 2015). The type and magnitude of social protection spending is dictated by the Member 

State’s approach to addressing energy poverty with a wide range of success. 

Disconnections in electricity or gas supply to residential households typically arise out of non-

payment and can become especially problematic for households struggling to keep up with their 

bills. In 2014, 9.9% of EU-28 households were in arrears on utility bills, while this number climbs to 

22.4% of households at risk of poverty (EUROSTAT 2014a)4. When living on a tight household 

budget, some vulnerable households may minimise energy expenditure in essential areas such as 

heating in order to ensure energy is available to meet at least some basic consumption for lighting, 

cooking and hot water (Lambie-Mumford et al. 2015). The reasons for non-payment are individual to 

the specific household, their needs and their financial management. This is where generalised as 

well as tailored disconnection safeguards can support households to pay their energy bills and 

avoid energy supply disconnections while at the same time having access to the tariffs and services 

provided through the market. 

The use of social tariffs is not only restricted to Member States where liberalisation of the internal 

energy market has not yet been completed, but is also employed in several fully liberalised markets. 

While the objective is to move away from regulated tariffs, steadily increasing household electricity 

and gas prices have prompted some Member States to respond with a subsidy in the form of 

regulated, social tariffs (Linden et al. 2014). Social tariffs are regulated prices specifically available 

to targeted consumers in order to alleviate the cost burden of energy expenditure and are offered in 

ten Member States (ACER 2015). However, if the tariffs are set below cost, the success of the 

energy markets could diminish through the energy tariff deficit (Linden et al. 2014). Social tariffs, if 

not paid in the form of a government subsidy, are cross-subsidised by other customer groups, and 

governmental intervention is required to ensure a socially equitable transition away from these 

towards the liberalised market (IEA 2005). 

How vulnerable consumers are defined and addressed is crucial to minimising the negative impacts 

on vulnerable consumers in the energy sector and varies greatly across Member States. This 

variation means that vulnerable consumers in the energy sector are often generalised and not 

specifically targeted to reflect the inability of consumers to meet their energy needs. The  definition 

should encompass consumers who are “vulnerable due to their socio-economic circumstances” as 

well as “due to their structural circumstances regarding energy use” (Pye et al. 2015). This definition 

would better account for the interdependence of affordability, access and participation in the energy 

markets. The definition is the foundation on which the measures to address issues of vulnerability in 

the energy sector are built. Acknowledging the differences of comprehension and application of the 

concept explains also the differences in the responses to the issue across Member States. 

                                           
4
 Although more recent Eurostat statistics have been released, the 2014 data is presented in terms of being consistent with the other 

available data used in the analyses in this report. 
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This report will, therefore, review particular measures taken to protect vulnerable consumers in the 

energy sector across the various Member States, provide examples of implementation and 

undertake a cost-benefit analysis as a basis for proposals for regulatory support to preventing 

electricity and gas disconnections. This exercise was performed in collaboration with the European 

Commission Directorate General Energy. In this context, the selection of Member States and scope 

of the measures to be analysed was primarily informed by the research required for the European 

Commission. Additionally, the depth of the analysis was conditional on the relative rapid nature of 

the analysis, and the available data.  In particular, this report will: 

 provide an overview of the current practice of the use of disconnection safeguards, 

social tariffs and financial transfers with the goal of protecting vulnerable consumers 

across Member States in line with progress towards the liberalisation of the internal 

electricity and gas markets  

 prepare an economic exercise to compare financing schemes for the implementation of 

disconnection safeguards and social tariffs, which considers the positive impact on 

households as well as the potential economic, legislative and administrative impact on the EU 

and Member States 

 assess the role of the European Commission in assisting Member States with the 

implementation of key measures towards a European approach to providing minimum 

protection standards for vulnerable consumers in the energy sector 

As depicted in Figure I-3, this policy report provides first an overview of the legislative framework in 

Section II for which the basis of the protection of vulnerable consumers is established and includes 

an overview of the current use of financial transfers employed across Member States. Section III 

and IV detail how Member States have implemented disconnection safeguards and social tariffs, 

respectively. The measures are compared across Member States in terms of their coverage and 

implementation. Based on this review, an economic analysis evaluates the costs and benefits of 

existing and alternative measures with a view of assessing the economic implications of 

implementing these in other Member States. This is followed by an evaluation of possible legislative 

options and concludes with recommendations for the adoption of an EU-wide harmonised approach 

in Section IV.  

 

Figure I-3: Overview of report structure 

Review existing 
policies and measures 
across Member States 
to protect vulnerable 

consumers  

(Section II-IV) 

Direct financial 
transfers (basic 

support) -  

Section II 
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Social Tariffs-  

Section IV 

Economic analysis and 
impact assessment of 
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(Section III - IV) 

Costs Benefits Implementation 

Recommendations 
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Member States 
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 LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK AND STATUS QUO II.

 European poverty reduction and Minimum Income Schemes II.A.

The European Commission prioritises inclusive growth which contains targets for uplifting 20 million 

people out of poverty through the Europe 2020 strategy (European Commission 2010). The Social 

Investment Package looks towards supporting Member States to provide adequate and sustainable 

social protection for all citizens, which encompasses ten policy domains: integrated social benefits 

and services, health care and sickness benefits, pensions, unemployment benefits, minimum 

income, disability, long-term care, childcare, housing, and access to essential services. Essential 

services, such as energy, are required to guarantee the complete inclusion of people into society and 

the employment market  through the efficient and effective use of social funds while recognising the 

differences in existing conditions and allocations of these budgets (European Commission n.d.).  

Within these EU principles each Member State has a sovereign approach towards providing 

appropriate legislation and services. In the early development of the European Social Model, four 

groups emerged into which the first European Member States could be categorised: the Nordic, 

Continental, Anglosaxon and Mediterranean models (Aiginger, Leoni 2009). The distinctions between 

the models lie in the different welfare systems (e.g., magnitude and share of social spending on 

pensions, unemployment, social assistance) as well as in the overall socio-economic characteristics 

and the welfare challenges faced by each individual Member State. In addition to these four classic 

groups, an additional group is outlined for the Central and Eastern European Member States (CEE), 

which is marked largely by the economic austerity suffered post-1989 when market forces began 

replacing state-socialism. While the exact classification of Member States into these groupings can 

always be criticised, the overall foundation of each welfare reform is couched in the commitment to 

social justice (Hemerijck 2002). The social welfare system forms the foundation on which each 

Member State will address the challenges around poverty and basic minimum living standards, and 

these strongly influence the approach towards addressing vulnerable consumers in the energy 

sector.  

A European Parliament (2010) resolution of 20 October 2010 reviewed the role of minimum income 

in combating poverty and promoting an inclusive society in Europe where it was also stressed that -  

...minimum income schemes must cover fuel costs to allow poor households 

affected by energy poverty to pay their energy bills; minimum income schemes 

must be calculated on the basis of realistic assessments of how much it costs to 

heat a home related to the specific household needs – e.g. family with children, 

older people and disabled persons. 

A review of the Minimum Income Schemes in Europe was conducted by Frazer and Marlier (2016) 

characterising the Member States by their coverage and eligibility conditions into five groups: 

 A: simple and comprehensive schemes open to all with insufficient means to support 

themselves;  

 B: simple and non-categorical schemes but with rather restricted eligibility and coverage;  

 C: general schemes of last resort with additional categorical benefits which cover most 

people in need of support;  
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 D: complex networks of different, often categorical and sometimes overlapping schemes 

which cover most people in need of support; and  

 E: very limited, partial or piecemeal schemes which are restricted to narrow categories of 

people and fail to cover many of those in need of support.  

While the study found that the majority of Member States clearly established mechanism to 

establish the level of benefits, many still seemed to do this on an arbitrary basis. Despite the guiding 

parliamentarian resolution in 2010, energy-related financial support is only mentioned specifically in 

very few Member States as shown in Table II-1. 

Table II-1: Minimum Income Schemes and energy allocations 

Minimum Income 
Scheme group Member State 

Specific allocation towards 
energy declared 

A 

BE, CY, CZ. DK, EE, ES (Basque country)5 FI 

(BSA)6, IT (BZ/FG/MO/SA/VA)7, LT, LU, NL, 

SE, SI, SK BE, LT 

B 

AT, HR, GR8, HU, PT, ES (Asturias, Cantabria, 

Castile-Leon, Navarre, Rioja)3 HR 

C DE9, IT, LV, PL, UK IT, PL 

D FR, IE, MT, RO IE, MT, RO 

E BG   
Source: Frazer and Marlier 2016. 

A key indicator for characterising the social welfare approach is the social spending as a share of 

GDP towards achieving a reduction in poverty. While the exact share of annual spending on energy 

welfare is not recorded, rudimentary correlations can be made regarding the overall spending on 

social welfare, the share of population at risk of poverty, the share of population in arrears in utility 

bills (which includes energy and water costs) (EUROSTAT 2014a) and the overall ranking according 

to a recently developed Compound Energy Poverty Indicator (Maxim et al. 2016) as shown in Table 

II-2. 

Taken in the round, the higher the overall expenditure on social protection, the lower the overall 

share of population at risk of poverty. When taking into consideration household expenditure this 

correlation shows that the higher the proportion of the population in arrears in utility bills, the higher 

the average household expenditure on energy as a share of total expenditure. This gives merit 

towards the ensuring dedicated energy-specific allocations towards the improvement on overall 

living standards. 

 

                                           
5
 Spain does not have a single national minimum income scheme but a series of different regional schemes with varied characteristics. 

Therefore, ES is described by the specific regions. 
6
 Finland has almost exclusively regional/local minimum income schemes 

7
 Italy has almost exclusively regional/local minimum income schemes 

8
 Greece only has a pilot minimum income scheme which is being implemented in 13 municipalities since November 2014 and is currently 

being evaluated 
9
 Germany has recently transformed the minimum income scheme into a complex and differentiated system of categorical schemes, which 

are clearly defined and do not overlap in coverage, and which cover in principle (but not in practice) all people in need of support 
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Table II-2: Categorisation of Member State approaches to social welfare 

Minimum 
Income 
Scheme 
group 

Member 
State 

Gross social 
protection as 
a percentage 

of GDP 

Share of 
population at 

risk for 
poverty 

Share of 
population in 

arrears in 
utility bills 

Average 
household 

expenditure 
on energy as 
share of total 
expenditure 

(2010) 

Estimated 
Energy 
Poverty 
Ranking 
(CEPI)10 

A Sweden 28% 16% 4% 4% 1 

A Luxembourg 22% 18% 2% N.A. 2 

A Denmark 34% 19% 4% 8% 4 

A Netherlands 32% 15% 2% 6% 6 

A Finland 30% 17% 8% 4% 7 

A Slovakia 18% 21% 6% 15% 9 

A Czech Republic 20% 15% 4% 14% 10 

A Belgium 30% 22% 6% 6% 12 

A Estonia 16% 23% 11% 10% 15 

A Slovenia 25% 20% 19% 8% 17 

A Lithuania 17% 33% 13% 8% 24 

A Cyprus 21% 27% 18% 4% 27 

B Austria 29% 19% 4% 5% 3 

B Spain 25% 28% 8% 4% 14 

B Croatia 21% 32% 29% 8% 18 

B Hungary 22% 32% 24% 14% 22 

B Portugal 27% 25% 6% 7% 23 

B Greece 30% 35% 32% 5% 26 

C Germany 29% 20% 3% 6% 5 

C 
United 

Kingdom 
28% 24% 9% 6% 8 

C Poland 19% 27% 14% 12% 16 

C Italy 29% 30% 12% N.A. 21 

C Latvia 15% 36% 22% 11% 25 

D Ireland 30% 30% 18% 5% 11 

D France 33% 19% 7% 4% 13 

D Romania 16% 42% 29% 10% 19 

D Malta 18% 23% 10% 3% 20 

E Bulgaria 17% 49% 28% 10% 28 

Sources: Maxim et al. 2016, Eurostat 2012, Eurostat 2010 (not available for Italy and Luxembourg), Frazer & Marlier 2016 

 Benefits to specifically addressing energy poverty II.B.

By specifically addressing energy poverty, the adverse impacts on health associated with an 

inadequate supply of energy, can be targeted. There remains a political position to not address 

energy poverty outside of the framework of addressing overall poverty and this section reviews the 

arguments for addressing energy poverty specifically, especially in light of avoiding the health 

repercussions.  

                                           
10 Ranking from 1st (highest performance) to 28th (lowest performance) 
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While addressing overall poverty is deeply entrenched in the objectives and strategies towards the 

European vision for social inclusion and protection, energy poverty as a distinct concept has 

emerged in recent years particularly in light of the transition towards the European internal energy 

market and the objectives of the Energy Union to ensure adequate protection for vulnerable 

consumers in the energy sector. However, as described, the approaches toward addressing energy 

poverty vary across Member States. Distinctly, very few Member States (UK, Ireland, France, 

Cyprus, Slovakia) provide explicit recognition for the concept of energy poverty and the definitions 

for vulnerable consumers in the energy sector vary widely (Pye et al. 2015). The provisions made in 

the electricity and gas directives of the Third Energy Package (European Parliament 2009a, 2009b) 

to define the concept of a vulnerable consumer has led to more awareness, but the Commission has 

identified that the aims of the measures remain primarily with addressing overall welfare within 

social policy (European Commission 2016c). Specifically channeling legislation and targets towards 

addressing energy poverty above overall poverty has a mixed reception, and there is no consensus 

on defining vulnerable consumers nor energy poverty among EU Member States.  

(Kanschik 2016) defends the concept of energy poverty where doubt exists to recognising it as a 

separate issue warranting attention. He argues that energy poverty sceptics are usually either wary 

of recognising energy poverty as a separate notion because of fear of diluting the issues from the 

more general and overarching issue of poverty, while others are simply unsure of what is meant by 

energy poverty. This ambiguity could result in stagnation on the government level and inaction on 

the ground. Given that energy is at the heart of living and economic activity to meeting basic human 

needs, it is the essential part of poverty that needs to be alleviated. Conceivably, households 

experiencing or being at risk of poverty face disproportionately high costs to stay warm with limited 

financial scope for addressing the issue (e.g., through energy efficiency upgrades to buildings or 

appliances). Underheated homes are associated with a decreased standard of living and increasing 

impacts on health such as mouldy, damp living conditions which lead to respiratory illnesses.  

Yet, in specifically tackling energy poverty by means of ensuring households (especially vulnerable 

consumers) maintain an affordable connection to modern energy has overarching benefits to 

individual health and the broader economy. Disconnecting households from their energy supply can 

have detrimental effects on health and well-being as well as incur economy-wide costs in the form of 

lost productivity, reduced GDP, and additional costs for the health sector. Although difficult to 

correlate costs and benefits related to health issues directly with measures taken to tackle energy 

poverty (which include energy efficiency upgrades for homes, ensuring households maintain a 

connection to modern energy supply, affordable energy use, maintaining adequate indoor 

temperatures), there have been various studies undertaken to assess the significance of cold homes 

via proxy indicators, such as instances of illness, excessive winter mortality, productivity losses.  

A recent study did a review of how healthy homes have impacted various Member States concluding 

that the home environment is the epicentre of health ensuring citizens are healthy and productive 

(Wegener, Fedkenheuer 2016). The effects of unhealthy homes (e.g., as a result of disconnection or 

insufficient heating - both of which lead to cold indoor climate as well as damp, mouldy homes and 

subsequently to ill health, such as increased respiratory diseases) can be exacerbated in vulnerable 

consumer households (Marmot Review Team 2011; ACE 2015). More broadly, remaining connected 

to an energy supply better enables households to maintain healthy homes in terms of indoor 

temperature and humidity levels. These have been linked to an increase of respiratory illnesses, 

circulatory diseases, mental health and allergies, which, left unchecked, lead to absence from work 

and loss of productivity estimated to total 9.8 billion EURO annually in Europe (Grün, Urlaub 2014; 
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Marmot Review Team 2011; Liddell 2008). Taking a further example from the UK, the Healthy 

Homes Barometer 2016 estimates that minor illnesses, such as coughs, colds, flus and illnesses can 

be attributed to 27 million lost working days, which affect morale and productivity. The directs costs 

to the economy in the UK due to these absences is estimated at 1.8 billion GBP in 201311 (Wegener, 

Fedkenheuer 2016). 

The UK DECC has developed a Health Impacts of Domestic Energy Efficiency Model (HIDEEM) 

looking at relating indoor temperature with ventilation relationships, which leads to increased risks 

of mortality due to cardiovascular and cardiopulmonary events, respiratory illnesses (e.g., asthma), 

and common mental disorders. This model produced a monetized health impact for the intervention 

of energy efficiency measures in homes in order to reduce the incidences of cold (Cole 2015). An 

economic modelling of the impact of energy efficiency using the HIDEEM model concluded that fuel 

subsidies are less cost-effective than investments into home energy efficiency (NICE 2014). This 

indicates that short-term solutions are only one part of ensuring households can pay their bills and 

should be complemented with additional longer-term solutions. Longer-term solutions could include 

the aforementioned investment into energy efficiency of the home and as well as other measures 

like debt management, which will help households to manage their already limited budgets. 

The World Health Organisation has estimated that 30% of excess winter mortality can be directly 

related to cold homes (Rudge 2011). Healy (2003) conducted a cross-country study on 14 EU 

Member States to conclude that the higher instances of excess winter mortality in the southern and 

western European Member States could be “reduced through improved protection from cold indoors, 

increased public spending on health care, and improved socioeconomic circumstances resulting in 

more equitable income distribution.” The socio-economic factors refer to low income, energy poverty 

and deprivation as is the case with vulnerable consumers unable to meet their energy needs. Where 

households exhibit better insulation (northern Member States), the excess winter mortality rates are 

lower, whereas southern and southeastern Member States have lower building thermal efficiencies 

and are prone to the effects of lower temperatures in Winter and higher temperatures in Summer 

(Healy 2003; EUROSTAT 2014a). The 2009 Annual Report of the Chief Medical Officer (Donaldson 

2010) estimated that for every 1 GBP spent on ensuring homes are kept warm will reduce the costs 

in the health sector (public sector) by 0.42 GBP. The report goes on to highlight the optimal indoor 

temperature to be 21°C but no less than 18°C. This evidence base brings together the need to 

ensure that households are able to stay adequately warm in order to reduce their instances of illness 

and mortality and this can be achieved by delaying the onset of a disconnection during the winter 

period. 

 Energy poverty related legislation II.C.

Energy poverty is becoming more visible in European legislation and attention is increasingly given 

to the phenomenon particularly due to the transition towards the unified, liberalised energy market, 

where consumers are placed at the centre. While all energy consumers explicitly have a number of 

rights including a right to an electricity connection, choice of and ability to switch supplier, clear 

contract information and right of withdrawal, and accurate information and billing on energy 

consumption, vulnerable customers should also receive specific protection measures to ensure 

                                           
11 The Healthy Homes Barometer 2016 concluded these costs using the “Office of National Statistics; “Sickness Absence in the 
Labour Market” 2014 study, which is also includes statutory sick pay, cost of staff replacement and reduced output based on 
2005 data from the UK Office for National Statistics. 



Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

6 
 

 

adequate protection (European Commission 2014). Legislation outlined in Article 3 of the Directives 

of the Third Energy Package for common rules for the internal electricity (European Parliament 

2009a) and gas (European Parliament 2009b) markets reinforce the role of consumer protection and 

the additional need for protection of vulnerable consumers through particular measures, referring to 

the prohibition of electricity (and gas) in critical times as one option: 

Member States shall take appropriate measures to protect final customers, and shall, in 

particular, ensure that there are adequate safeguards to protect vulnerable customers. 

In this context, each Member State shall define the concept of vulnerable customers 

which may refer to energy poverty and, inter alia, to the prohibition of disconnection of 

electricity to such customers in critical times. Member States shall ensure that rights 

and obligations linked to vulnerable customers are applied. In particular, they shall take 

measures to protect final customers in remote areas. 

This implementation requires Member States to define vulnerable consumers as dictated further in 

the legislation (Article 3, point 8) and, therefore, gives Member States the responsibility, but also 

the freedom, to implement measures for a set of customers deemed relevant to their own context: 

Member States shall take appropriate measures, such as formulating national energy 

action plans, providing benefits in social security systems to ensure the necessary 

electricity 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. Such measures shall not impede the effective opening of the market 

set out in Article 33 or market functioning and shall be notified to the Commission, 

where relevant, in accordance with the provisions of paragraph 15 of this Article. Such 

notification may also include measures taken within the general social security system. 

The European vision and subsequent objective for a liberalised and unified energy market entails 

assurance for protection of vulnerable consumers. A recent European Parliament resolution on 

meeting antipoverty targets in the lights of increasing household costs (European Parliament 2016) 

has made several energy poverty-related proposals to take forward including: 

 …there is so far no definition of energy poverty at Union level and therefore it is very difficult 

to properly assess the seriousness, the causes and the consequences of this aspect of 

poverty in the Union; calls on the Commission to develop with stakeholders a common 

definition of energy poverty and to define the factors contributing to the vulnerability of 

households 

 …a Winter heating disconnection moratorium so as to ensure that during a defined winter 

period no household can be cut off from energy or that those who are must be reconnected 

emphasising that related costs are public responsibility in nature, since social policies are 

primarily the responsibility of governments; calls on Member States to evaluate the 

measures needed to comply with the World Health Organisation (WHO) standards for 

adequate housing temperature 

 …the Commission to provide impact assessments and information on best practices to fight 

energy poverty in the member States in this context; emphasises that energy must be 

affordable to all Union citizens 

 …that a significant proportion of people affected by energy poverty are at risk of poverty and 

social exclusion, and as a consequence they cannot afford the needed initial upfront 

investment of energy efficiency appliances such as insulation or renewable energy 
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resources; points out that this creates a vicious circle of continuously spending a larger 

share of household income than needed on utility bills, while efficiency or lack of energy are 

not tackled, among other issues 

This puts emphasis on the need for a definition in order to harmonise and improve the assessment, 

activities and consequences of energy poverty as well as to provide some concrete strategies to 

minimise the impacts of energy poverty through the means of a Winter heating disconnection 

moratorium and analysis of best practice measures while recognising the difficulties vulnerable 

consumers face in terms of meeting and affording their energy needs. 

A review indicated that across the various Member States, the definition of vulnerable consumer 

ranges greatly from narrow definitions including, in some instances, only households dependent on a 

continuous supply of electricity for life support, to broad definitions including all social welfare 

beneficiaries (Pye et al. 2015). The wording in the legislation does not provide sufficient guidance to 

Member States about which customer group should be afforded additional protection nor which 

measures should be implemented over others to warrant adequate protection to specific vulnerable 

consumers as well as all energy consumers while ensuring a smooth transition towards achieving the 

objectives set out in the internal energy markets. In the proposal for the revision of the Third 

Energy Package electricity and gas Directives, Article 28 and 29 takes a step further by 

distinguishing between vulnerable consumers and energy poverty and requiring Member States to 

provide a definition for each concept (European Commission 2016d). 

In addition to this, the responsibility to address issues of vulnerable consumers in the energy sector 

is most often tasked to the social sector, not only in the legislation, but also in the majority of 

Member States. This complicates the issue, because the social sphere is given the obligation to 

govern over an area in which they do not hold full jurisdiction, and social budgets (covered by 

taxpayers) will cover some but often insufficient costs of providing services in the energy sector to 

vulnerable consumers through welfare benefits. In France, it was made clear that while the energy 

supplier has the primary responsibilty to meet the consumer’s energy needs, only the relevant social 

and welfare offices had the power to aid vulnerable consumers in their particularly precarious 

situations (CRE 6/1/2016). This in turn puts strain on the energy suppliers, who must maintain a 

quality supply at competitive prices, paying network operators and national authorities without a 

guarantee that customers will pay their bills (Eurelectric 2016). 

The transition to a liberalised retail market for electricity and gas means that free market system 

rules the way retailers and consumers interact with each other and the use of market distorting 

measures such as regulated prices or energy subsidies to households should be avoided. While this 

should open opportunities to all consumers to find the best deal to suit their needs, some 

households will need additional protection in a free market situation. Therefore, protective 

mechanisms are central to shielding vulnerable energy consumers from compromising their ability to 

maintain access to an energy supply, which may not be affordable to all households depending on 

income levels. With over 17% of the European population at risk of poverty and 10% in arrears on 

utility accounts in 2014 (EUROSTAT 2014a), this points towards the need to reevaluate the 

affordability of energy and the measures in place to safeguard vulnerable households in view of the 

completion of the internal energy market.   
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 Energy-related financial transfers in the EU II.D.

Despite the vital role of energy across the social, health and economic spheres, energy hardly 

appears at all as a specific category where benefits should be channelled to assist households in 

Minimum Income Schemes and were only found in some Member States as a complementary 

means-tested benefit as an energy or heating subsidy (Belgium, Croatia, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, 

Malta, Poland, Romania) (Frazer, Marlier 2016). However, in a 28 Member State review, 64 energy-

specific financial measures were collected and detailed in the appendix in Table VII-2. This 

assessment included not only energy allocations specified in minimum income support schemes, but 

also other energy-related financing with the broad intention of bill support for energy consumption. 

A wide range of vulnerable consumers and households are generally targeted from the elderly, to 

those receiving wider social benefits, to low income households and young families. Broadly, these 

measures were allocated according to the energy type/purpose that is supported and included the 

following categorisation described in Table II-3 and summarised in Figure II-1. 
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Table II-3: Categorisation of financial transfer schemes by energy type and purpose 

Energy type/purpose of 
financial support 

Member States Examples 

Electricity –allowance for 
electricity 

AT, BE, FR, ES, 
UK 

AT: 400-500 households benefit annually; BE: Flemish 
households qualify for 100 kWh free + 100 kWh free per 
household member; FR: TPN gave households an 
average annual total bill reduction of 94€; ES: social 
bonus (25% discount on total bill) 

Energy bills –energy bills 
included in social grants and 
cover a range of energy types; 
can include debt waiver 

AT, DE, FI, FR, 
MT 

Varies by Member State and household criteria 

(composition, income, eligibility, energy consumption). 
Average for a single household - DE: 34€ monthly; FI: 
225€ monthly (pensioners), 328€ monthly (per 
household); FR: 96€ annually; MT: 70€ (elec), 30€ (gas) 

Gas – allowance for gas FR 

FR: annual lump sum deduction (replaced by energy 

cheques); 22-15€ per household depending on household 

composition and annual bill 

Gas  and Electricity – 
allowance available for both 
electricity and gas 

BE, FR 

BE: Flemish households qualify for 100 kWh free + 100 
kWh free per household member; FR: Energy cheques 

provide a subsidy towards energy bills or energy 
upgrades; amount depends on income and household 
composition. 1 person with a fiscal income of 6000€ 
annually receives 96€ 

Gas and District Heating – 
allowance for gas and district 
heating 

HU 

HU: The maximum amount an individual can receive 
within this scheme is limited to five times the base 
amount of 500 HRK (total 2,500 HRK) or seven times 
base amount (3,500 HRK). Increased one time support is 

limited to 10,000 HRK). 

Gas or electricity – allowance 
for gas or electricity (consumer 
must choose) 

IE 
IE: 35€ per month and household to qualifying 
households 

General – energy included as 
part of an allocated housing 
support allowance 

BE, CZ, EE, FI, 

FR, GR, HR, LV, 
NL, PL, SE, SK, 
SI 

Varies by Member State and household criteria 
(composition, income, eligibility, energy consumption). 

Average for a single household - EE: 130€ monthly; FI: 
225€ monthly; FR: 250€ annually (for households with 
energy payment difficulties); PL: 148€ monthly; SE: 
4860 kronor monthly; SK 56€ monthly 

Heating – financial support 
targeted specifically at heating 
energy 

BE, BG, DK, HR, 
IE, lT, LT, LU, 
RO, UK 

Varies by Member State and household criteria 
(composition, income, eligibility, energy consumption). 
BE: 0.14-0.20cents per litre of fuel; BG: 180€/winter; 
DK: covers 25-75% of pensioners heating expenses; 
22.50€ per week in winter per household; 500 lei/month 
for district heating, 250 lei per month for other fuels in 
winter; RO: upto 59€ per month in winter; UK: 25 GBP 

per week for very cold weather in winter; 100-300 GBP 
for qualifying  
pensioners in winter 

RES – financial support, tax 

breaks or feed-in-teriff for 
renewable energy systems 

CY, GR, UK 

CY: 900€/kW installed, up to 3kW; GR: 20% tax 

deduction per household for installation of domestic 
renewable energy system, up to 700€ 
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Figure II-1: Types and distribution of energy-related financial transfers across Member States 

The financial difficulties that some consumers experience in heating their homes is sometimes a 

reflection of overall poverty rather than the cost of fuel or energy efficiency. In this regard, a wide 

and varying range of financial transfers exist across the EU that intertwine measures to alleviate 

energy poverty and measures to alleviate wider poverty. Many of these measures are Member State 

and location specific and tie in with the wider issues of social protection. While some financial 

transfers are clearly payments or assistance directed at the provisions of heating/cooling or 

providing electricity some are general social payments that offer resources to households or 

individuals in financial difficulties or who may be considered vulnerable or at risk.  
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The implementation of these measures across Member States was mixed which reflects the broad 

and heterogeneous types of measures and implementation approaches across Europe. Not all 

schemes are implemented at national level, with many schemes implemented at regional level by 

municipalities or local government. State administered schemes were more popular with over 80% 

being administered centrally, however this figure doesn’t capture the fact that access to information 

on municipal schemes is generally harder to acquire. The direct purpose or target of the payment 

across the reviewed Member States varied. Most payments are specifically aimed at electricity or 

gas for heating and cooking but some Member States targeted specific commodities such as 

firewood (Croatia), LPG in Malta or seasonal fuel allowance schemes such as in Ireland. General 

payment may also be administered such as the “Assistance in material need - housing benefit” in 

Slovakia which is means tested. 

The level of payments varied across scheme and Member State with an average across all available 

schemes of approximately €122 per month but with a wide range of €6 (Malta) to €487 (Sweden). 

The higher payment of €487 relates to a ‘General Housing support’ payment which is targeted at 

sick, reduced mobility or vulnerable people. Other high payments relate to ‘general payments’ or 

‘living allowances’ not necessary targeted at energy poverty but are accessible to households that 

may require assistance and are available in Finland (€328 per month) and Slovenia (€288 per 

month).  

The timing or frequency of payments varied greatly across Member States and schemes, but in 

general monthly or weekly payments were more common. Annual payments were less common. For 

example, in Germany recipients of social grants may receive €34 per month to cover electricity 

needs and weekly payments were available for some schemes in the UK. Bulgaria, the UK and 

Ireland have schemes that are seasonal or extreme weather dependant. For example, the UK’s ‘Cold 

Weather Payment’ gives £25 for each 7-day period of very cold weather between November 1 and 

March 31. In Romania the ‘Social Aid - Guaranteed Minimum Income’ payments are distinguished 

depending on end use technology or heating platform with users of district heating receiving a 

higher payment than direct fossil fuel or wood based systems.  

The most common form of eligibility criteria for implementation across the EU is one where direct 

assistance is received by low income households or individuals. Also vulnerable consumers, the 

elderly, sick and unemployed are eligible for assistance in many Member States. In Finland and 

Sweden assistance is available for young families, and eligible students. Household payments across 

Member States generally consider the size of the household with larger payments received by larger 

households.  

The majority of Member States have mechanisms such as financial transfer to assist those in need of 

financial assistance for home energy bills or fuel allowances. However, the evaluation of legislative 

options for the adoption of the measure in Member States is challenging as it has to be recognised 

that many of the financial transfer payments made with the motivation to assist (in some part) 

energy poverty may be used to alleviate wider financial difficulties within the household. It is 

therefore difficult and probably not prudent to apply a ‘one solution fits’ approach to legislative 

options across Member States. However, some salient lessons can be gathered. 

There is an absence of measures to assist vulnerable consumers in time of extreme weather events. 

All but one of the financial transfers examined provides for extreme or one off weather events. One 

financial transfer payment was found to target consumers who were experiencing extreme weather 

conditions over a short period. This was the ‘Cold Weather Payment’ in the UK which is a £25 
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payment given to eligible applicant in times of harsh weather condition to heat dwellings. Payment is 

administered if the average temperature in an area is recorded as, or forecast to be, zero degrees 

celsius or below for 7 consecutive days.  

Results of climate modelling by the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre show that, with 

global warming, Europe will face a progressive and strong increase in overall climate hazards. While 

the incidents of extreme ‘cold waves’ may decrease the opposite is true for heat waves which may 

show a progressive and highly significant increase in frequency all over Europe (Forzieri et al. 2016). 

As mentioned in (Pye et al. 2015), the ESPON 2013 Programme (ReRisk Regions at Risk of Energy 

Poverty) (ESPON 2009) used a methodology that also considered extreme weather as a factor when 

identifying regions at risk from energy poverty. A review of current payments highlights the lack of 

payments for vulnerable consumers whose difficulty may be amplified by extreme weather events 

such as heat waves. The protection of vulnerable consumers in the energy sector, particularly during 

extreme weather events, is crucial as the economic power of the consumers is often insufficient to 

ensure they are able to meet their basic energy needs. Additionally, social policy is slow to respond 

with increases in the direct financial transfers to ensure adequate consumption levels (Jones 2016). 

 From generalised to energy-specific protection mechanisms II.E.

An argument could be made for classifying the adequate energy-related protection of vulnerable 

consumers across several policy arenas. The previous sections discussed the sometimes divisive 

view on the allocation of the roles and responsibilities for ensuring adequate protection to vulnerable 

households in relation to energy. The responsibility to ensure vulnerable consumers have access to 

electricity supply connection remains with the National Regulatory Authorities (NRA), who is also 

tasked to monitor the effectiveness of the market and competition levels, energy prices, switching 

rates, number of disconnections and handle customer complaints (European Parliament 2009a). 

However, the overall protection and inclusion of vulnerable consumers (households) is generally 

tasked to social services. This means funding targeted towards energy-specific protection competes 

with the overall welfare budget, or energy supply companies must cross-subsidise in order to fund 

protective measures (such as disconnection safeguards) for vulnerable consumers. Social protection 

spending is an important foundation towards alleviating poverty. Spending targeting specifically the 

energy-related aspects of poverty should also specifically form a part of this foundation as the 

benefits safeguard a particular basic need for vulnerable consumers – sometimes at very crucial 

times, i.e., winter. So with limited social funding available, there is a need to explore the most 

efficient ways to ensure an improvement in the energy welfare of households in terms of affording 

and maintaining an energy supply connection.  

The next two sections provide an assessment of the implementation and economic analysis of 

disconnection safeguards (Section III) and social tariffs (Section IV) as two means towards providing 

protection to vulnerable consumers in the energy sector. 
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 DISCONNECTION SAFEGUARDS ACROSS MEMBER STATES III.

 Electricity and gas disconnections in the EU III.A.

Energy supply disconnections threaten consumers who are behind on their bills. Unpaid consumer 

debts in the energy sector are either borne by the energy utility, who will aim to recover the 

payments from the consumer, or the social welfare system, who will exact a payment on behalf of a 

qualifying consumer. This outstanding debt will either result in the energy company ordering a 

supply disconnection or arranging a payment plan – in some cases even a debt waiver. 

Electricity disconnection rates vary significantly across Member States. Figure III-1 shows the 

Member States, where data was available, for the share of customers with electricity and gas 

disconnections as well as the share of the total population with arrears on utility bills and the share 

of population at risk of poverty (AROPE)12 with arrears on utility bills (CEER 2015; Pye et al. 2015; 

EUROSTAT 2014a). The figure indicates that the higher the disconnection level, the higher the 

arrears on utility bills, which increases when the income falls below 60% the median income. Similar 

disconnection levels (e.g., Malta, France, Denmark, Austria) exhibit similar levels of arrears on utility 

bills.  There are however some exceptions. The UK, Lithuania, Belgium and Luxembourg have 

relatively high arrears and low disconnection rates. In all Member States with data availability, at-

risk-of-poverty households have higher energy-related arrears than the average population. 

 

Figure III-1: Share of customers with electricity disconnections, gas disconnection, and share of population in 
arrears on utility bills (2014) 

Portugal and Cyprus have the highest share of electricity disconnections, followed by Italy, Greece, 

Spain and Slovakia. The rate of disconnections, where the data is available, is highest across the 

                                           
12 AROPE population is defined by Eurostat SILC as having an income below 60% of median household income 
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southern European Member States that have arguably been hardest hit by recessionary effects. In 

fact, in those Member States households exhibit the highest shares of debt on utility bills. As low-

income households have higher energy-related arrears than the average of the population, it can be 

argued that these households are more likely to be disconnected (due to non-payment) and 

therefore are likely to benefit more from any extended disconnection protection. Across these 

Member States (Portugal, Italy), only limited disconnection prohibition is stipulated (e.g., bill under 

dispute, public services), while Spain only provides this protection to public services and regionally 

to targeted vulnerable customers. These Member States with inherent economic issues, where 

customers also have high shares of debts, would benefit from quality implementation of debt 

management measures. Where the levels of arrears in the population falling below the 60% median 

income is higher (Germany, Hungary, Ireland), we would expect the number of electricity 

disconnections to correlate, but the lower shares of electricity disconnections may indicate a strong 

impact from those Member States’ measures to support households.  

In terms of gas disconnections, where the data was reported, Portugal, Italy, Greece and Hungary 

exhibit the highest levels of gas disconnections followed by France, Spain, Poland, Austria, Germany 

and Slovakia,  respectively. 

 Disconnection procedures in the EU III.B.

In this context, most Member States have legislated procedures to disconnect consumers. Even if 

the time frames differ considerably among Member States, the practice for disconnecting and 

reconnecting customers to electricity and gas provision is similar. The general practice in most 

Member States consists of at least one (or more) written notices of unpaid bills, followed by 

disconnection. Both the days between the unpaid bill and the final notice of disconnection, and 

between the latter and the disconnection are usually legislated. The number of working days before 

disconnection vary among Member States as shown in Figure III-2 (CEER 2015).  

The disconnection period is the highest in Belgium with a lengthy disconnection process13, followed 

by the UK. Both Belgium and the UK have the lowest share of customers disconnected from 

electricity. The explanation for such low disconnection levels might be in the fact that those two 

states have the highest requirements in terms of working days before disconnection is legally 

possible, but could also be linked to the other measures available to consumers in these Member 

States to prevent disconnections, such as the fairly high share of prepaid meters and debt 

management. Denmark does not have a specific number of days legislated, but rather specifies that 

at least two notifications must be sent out. The Czech Republic has stated that they typically have a 

longer leniency period than legally stated for non-payment, but does not apply any other additional 

measures to explicitly prohibit or defer disconnections. Certain Member States (e.g., Croatia, 

Sweden and Luxembourg) contact the social services in between the final notice period and the 

disconnection of a consumer. Other Member States have longer disconnection times where a smart 

meter is in place (e.g., in Italy before the disconnection takes place, the maximum power supply is 

reduced to 15% for 15 days) (CEER 2015). In France, the supplier may move to disconnect 

irrespective of the total sum owed, however, in practice the supplier is more likely to tolerate a 

                                           
13 Upon defaulting on payments, a customer is given at least 30 day notice of cancellation of the contract, followed by a 60 
day grace period to find another supplier. If the customer defaults on payments with the second supplier, this process is 
repeated. Thereafter, the supplier can apply to the local council for permission to disconnect the customer, especially if they 
refuse the installation of a prepaid meter. 
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certain level of debt depending on the circumstances of the customer and payment history (CRE 

6/1/2016). 

 
Figure III-2: Working days before electricity disconnection, in descending order for notice period compared to 
share of customers disconnected from electricity (2014)14 

The cost of disconnection and reconnection vary widely across Member States and are usually borne 

by the customer. However, in some Member States, such as Ireland, the costs are shared equally 

between the customer and the supplier with the intention of discouraging suppliers from 

disconnecting consumers (Hannon 6/7/2016). Additional costs for disconnection and reconnection 

can adversely affect households, who are already in arrears. 

Reconnection occurs in most Member States only upon receipt of payment of the entire outstanding 

debt to the service provider or when an alternative repayment plan has been negotiated. In some 

Member States, the customer is reconnected if the unpaid bill is disputed. In those cases, the 

service provider cannot disconnect the customer again until the dispute is settled.  

 Key disconnection safeguards in the EU III.C.

In addition to the legislated disconnection procedures in the EU, disconnection safeguards 

provide an additional layer of protection against disconnection for energy consumers. They are 

measures that assist consumers to have a continuous supply of energy or prioritise reconnection. 

Disconnection safeguards are primarily non-financial measures where moratoriums on 

disconnections are declared, often for specific customer groups or for specific time periods.  

Disconnection safeguards can be grouped into two set of measures: direct protection measures, 

such as disconnection prohibitions, and / or other complementary associated measures (alternatives 

                                           
14 Note: disconnection data not available for all MS 
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to disconnections), such as debt management and customer engagement, summarised in Table III-1 

below. Complementary disconnection prevention measures are activities undertaken by stakeholders 

(including government, energy suppliers, other organisations) to assist households to avoid 

disconnections. These measures include debt management and customer engagement. 

Table III-1 : Summary of disconnection safeguards 

Measure type Measure Short description 

Direct 

protection 

measures 

Disconnection 

prohibition 

Moratorium on disconnecting the energy supply (either 

electricity, gas or both) for all customers, a specific target 

group or time period (e.g., Winter) 

Complementary 

measures 

Debt 

management 

Debt management can include a negotiated payment plan, 

delayed payment responsibility or a financial grant to assist 

with costs. Prepaid meters (also referred to as prepayment 

meters) are a technical measure used in some Member States 

as an option to retail electricity and/or gas, which involves 

customers pre-paying for the use of electricity and gas, largely 

with the intention of managing debt15. 

Customer 

engagement 

Customer engagement typically involves communication 

between the energy supplier and the customer, where either 

the customer contacts the energy supplier for assistance or the 

energy supplier is required to engage with the customer before 

commencing the actual disconnection. 

 

Disconnection prohibition can apply at particular times of the year (e.g., Winter), target 

particular socio-demographic characteristics (e.g., either defined through the official definition for 

“vulnerable consumer” or target households with elderly or children), where this would have a 

negative impact on health, to customers in a legitimate complaint process, or to a situation where a 

country is going through a national economic crisis. Some Member States do not provide additional 

disconnection prohibition, opting instead to support vulnerable consumers through the social welfare 

system. This approach requires customers facing an impending disconnection to turn to the welfare 

system for support, where assistance with energy costs (as a part of the lump sum transfer) is 

provided.  

Complementary measures include a range of different measures. Debt management can include 

non-financial arrangements such as counselling or assistance with budgeting as well as financial 

arrangements including a negotiated payment plan, delayed payment responsibility or a financial 

grant to assist with costs. In some Member States, this is a measure that regulators or energy 

suppliers are required to offer, whereas in other Member States, this can be offered either 

voluntarily through a government agency, an energy supplier, or other consultation body. In some 

instances, short-term grants to assist with debts is provided, and / or debt management arranged, 

which could include advice on budgeting, paying off debts and aims to prevent recurrence of arrears 

in accounts.  

Some Member States offer an option to allow customers to pre-pay for the use of electricity and gas. 

If the customer does not put enough money in the meter, then the supply is cut off. Prepaid 

meters are installed in Member States by energy supply utilities if there is limited confidence that a 

customer will make timely payment for energy supplied. The practice of employing prepaid meters 

                                           
15 For a breakdown of the share of customers with prepaid meters please see Table VII-1 in the appendix 
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across Member States varies and is not without controversy. If the energy supplier is not satisfied 

that a customer is able to pay their debts, a prepaid meter can be installed in some instances, either 

specified in legislation as an option available to the energy supplier or upon request by the 

customer. Prepaid meters can benefit an energy supplier by ensuring that payment is made for 

services rendered. Prepaid meters also offer the opportunity to recover debt for the energy supplier 

through, for example, an increased tariff to the consumer. This also allows consumers to continue to 

use electricity and gas while incurring new charges. Some customers view this type of budget and 

repayment control in a positive light. However, some customers will “self-disconnect”, whereby no 

additional debt is accrued, but depriving itself of the necessary energy to meet everyday needs. This 

can also put the onus of disconnection on the customer rather than the energy supplier.  The 

installation of prepaid meters can also be cost-intensive for the energy supplier who must carry the 

additional administrative burden of designing and implementing tariffs, as well as whichever costs 

for the installation carried by them. Prepaid meters are either explicitly mentioned in legislation as a 

measure, or offered as a voluntary measure available to the customer. 

Customer engagement typically involves communication between the energy supplier and the 

customer, where either the customer contacts the energy supplier for assistance or the energy 

supplier is required to engage with the customer before commencing the actual disconnection. This 

communication can take the form of a letter, registered letter, e-mail, phone call, text message or 

even house call. The use of these measures varies across Member States and the while a 

comprehensive review of how this is undertaken is not available, it is clear that some variation of 

consumer engagement occurs nonetheless. Furthermore, there is also the stance that the energy 

supply industry will take extraordinary measures (deferring payment, offering alternatives such as a 

prepaid meter or repayment plan, etc.) before finally commencing with a disconnection. 

Energy consumers have a right to clear and transparent billing information and a single point of 

contact, whose role it is to ensure consumers receive all the information that they need regarding 

their rights. 

 Coverage of disconnection safeguards in the EU III.D.

Disconnection safeguards adopted in the EU vary across Member States depending on:  

 Time frame: measures can be adopted to protect consumers from disconnection all year 

around, or only in selected periods of the year, such as in Winter or holidays16. 

 Target group: measures are targeted very differently across Member States. Targeting 

criteria include the status of the consumer (vulnerable, with health risks, and including 

employment, income, and age considerations), contractual issues with the electricity or gas 

provider, and other considerations, such as the presence of a national economic crisis. 

 Target energy: disconnection measures are usually targeted at one or more energy type. 

Most measures target electricity and/or natural gas supply. Little evidence was found on 

measures to safeguard against disconnection (or discontinued supply) of heat or other fuels.  

In this context, most Member States have at least some sort of legislated protection available via 

complementary measures to avoid disconnections. Figure III-3 shows the spatial distribution of 

disconnection prohibition in the EU. 

                                           
16 These periods indicate times when heating is most relevant or when the majority of the population 

would be home 
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Legend 

1 Prohibitions applying seasonally  (i.e., Winter moratorium) 

2 Prohibitions in place if disconnection has negative impact on health of customer 

3 
Prohibition for particular customers depending on socio-demographic characteristics (i.e., 
vulnerable customers) 

4 Prohibition for customers in a legitimate complaint process 

 
No prohibition 

 
Prohibition applied to all customers 

 
Prohibition applied to particular customer groups 

 

Figure III-3: Disconnection prohibition applied in each Member State 
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A summary of how the disconnection safeguards are implemented in Member States is reported in 

Table III-2 (CEER 2015; Pye et al. 2015). Bulgaria, Croatia and Latvia were not found to have any 

specific disconnection prohibition or complementary measures in place. All measures involving 

disconnection prohibition are legislated in Member States. However, the complementary adopted 

measures differ between voluntary and legislated implementation.  

Table III-2: Disconnection protection safeguards by Member States 

M
e
a
s
u

re
s
 

Disconnection prohibition Complementary measures 

Year-round measures 
  

Seasonal measures 
(Winter or certain days 

of the week) 

Debt 
man-
age-
ment 

Pre-
paid 
meters 

Cus-
tomer 
engage-
ment 

T
a
r
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te

d
 

c
o

n
s
u

m
e
r
s
 

All 

Vulner-
able/ 
low 

income/ 
socio-
demo-
graphic 

With (or 
at risk 

of) 
medical 
condi-
tions 

Public 
services 
(lighting, 
hospitals, 
transport) 

Un-
em-

ployed 

Under 
bill 
dis-
pute 

settle-
ment 

All 

Vulner-
able / 

low 
income/ 

socio-
demo-
graphic 

With (or 
at risk 

of) 
medical 
condi-
tions 

All 

AT                   LV LV LV 

BE             EG     LV L  LV 

BG                         

CY   E E             L     

CZ                   L     

DE                   LV LV LV 

DK   E                   L 

EE     EG   EG   EG           

ES     E  EG           LV   LV 

FI   EG EG   EG     EG EG       

FR   EG           EG   L   L 

GR   EG EG   EG     EG   V     

HR                         

HU   EG EG         EG EG L     

IE       E       EG  EG L  L  L  

IT           E E     L L LV 

LT   EG           EG         

LV                         

LU           E       L L LV 

MT                   L     

NL     EG     EG EG     L     

PL EG EG       EG       L L L 

PT           EG           L 

RO   E                  L 

SE     E     E       L   LV 

SK                       L 

SI     E         E   L     

UK               EG   L L V 

Total 1 9 8 2 3 6 4 7 3 18 8 15 
Total 
MS 

18 13 22 

Total 20 22 

Leg-
end 

E = electricity G = gas L = legislated V = voluntary 
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Twenty states have either year-round or seasonal disconnection prohibition. Only five Member 

States focus exclusively on legislated complementary measures, offered as an alternative to 

disconnections, as opposed to direct disconnection prohibition (Austria, Czech Republic, Germany, 

Malta, Slovakia). Disconnection prohibition is legislated exclusively all year-round for specific 

customer groups in eight Member States (Cyprus, Denmark, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, 

Romania, Sweden), two Member States offer seasonal disconnection prohibition only (Belgium, UK) 

and eleven Member States offer both year-round and seasonal disconnection prohibition to varying 

customer groups (Estonia, Finland, France, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Netherlands 

and Slovenia). A large majority of Member States protect vulnerable consumers to some extent 

through the social welfare system; in eight such Member States, no direct prohibition against 

disconnection is stipulated (Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Germany, Croatia, Latvia, Malta, 

Slovakia).  

Only four Member States provide blanket coverage for consumers in relation to disconnection 

protection, but only on a seasonal basis (Belgium, Estonia, Italy, the Netherlands) and one all year 

round (Poland). Other widely protected consumers are those with (or at risk of) medical conditions 

(in ten Member States - Cyprus, Estonia, Spain, Finland, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, the Netherlands, 

Sweden, Slovenia), and customers currently under dispute settlements (in six Member States - 

Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Sweden). Ireland and the UK have specifically 

implemented a voluntary industry code of conduct, where suppliers committed to never disconnect 

an engaging customer (CER 2016a; Energy UK 2016). This resulted in over 65% less disconnections 

in both electricity and gas in Ireland (see Box 1). The UK will ensure customers identified as 

vulnerable will be reconnected as a priority and usually within 24 hours. Several other Member 

States have also indicated that the industry will only disconnect as a last resort despite legislation 

(e.g., Austria, Belgium, Germany, to name a few). Similar industry commitments are also present in 

Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg and Sweden. The overall effort from industry to implement 

such a voluntary measure has resulted in improvements for consumers in the spirit of corporate 

social responsibility.  

Box 1: Customer engagement to avoid disconnection safeguards: Energy Engage Code, 

Ireland 

“Suppliers signed up to the Energy Engage Code commit to never disconnecting an engaging Customer.” 

Suppliers agreed in May 2014 to a Code of Practice committing to 

never disconnecting an engaging customer. This describes clear 

definitions detailing the nationally legislated definition for 

consumers considered vulnerable as well as provides guidelines on 

how suppliers are to engage with not only vulnerable consumers, 

but also any customer facing a disconnection or having payment 

difficulties.  

The national Irish regulator Commission for Energy Regulator 

(CER) took the decision to permit suppliers to only pass on half of 

the costs related to disconnecting and reconnecting customers as 

an incentive to proactively avoid disconnecting consumers. The 

Energy Engage Code was developed by the suppliers on a 

voluntary basis and is intended to promote consumers to contact 

their suppliers for assistance with bill payment before a 

disconnection is threatened. The suppliers report the usefulness of 

this measure as it reduces the need to proceed with a 
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disconnection (Hannon 6/7/2016). Within the first year this measure was introduced, suppliers saw 

a third less electricity and gas disconnections in 2014 in comparison to 2013 (CER 2015). Overall, 

since the introduction of this measure the number of electricity and gas disconnections reduced 

from 8731 and 3998 to 3006 and 855 in 2014 and 2016, respectively (CER 2016b, 2015) as shown 

in Figure III-34. While prepaid meters do make up part of the strategy to assist consumers to 

manage their energy debts, the rate of meters installed has also seen a decline over the years. 

In general, this voluntary industry initiative shows promise towards improving the situation for 

consumers as well as the supply sector. Nonetheless, some caveats exist: since consumers are 

able to remain connected, they are also able to accumulate more debt. Also, the industry cautions 

against too much legislative prescription in this area as it is precisely this freedom that allows the 

industry to better supply those who truly need assistance without the additional burden of being 

legally required to provide protection to consumers exploiting the system. 

The use of debt management measures is prevalent across 18 Member States, with 17 of these 

legislating their use (Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Germany, Spain, France, Hungary, 

Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden Slovenia, and UK), while four 

Member States (Austria, Belgium, Germany, Spain) also implement voluntary measures in addition, 

whereas Greece implements only voluntary measures for debt management. In terms of adopting 

customer engagement, 15 Member States make use of this measure to assist customers (Austria, 

Belgium, Germany, Denmark, Spain, France, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, Romania, 

Sweden, Slovakia, and the UK). Member States who combine the use of debt management and 

some form of customer engagement include the vast majority with 22 Member States: Austria, 

Belgium, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Germany, Denmark, Spain, France, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, 

Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Sweden, Slovakia, Slovenia 

and UK. On the other hand six Member States do not have debt management or customer 

engagement safeguards either in their legislation or voluntarily and include Bulgaria, Estonia, 

Finland, Croatia, Lithuania and Latvia. Sometimes there is an option for consumers to have their 

outstanding debt waived or paid through an external debt alleviation fund from a third party, such 

as the specific cases in Austria, Germany and Spain (Redondo 2016; Hinterleuthner 2016; Tauchert 

July 2016; Wien.at 2016). Engaging with customers and providing debt management services has 

proven effective in averting disconnections as evidenced by the programme in place in the City of 

Krefeld in Germany (see Box 2). Another example is the cooperation between Caritas and eON in 

Bavaria, Germany, where individual staff of the energy supplier received particular training to deal 

with calls from households facing disconnections. The company found that teaming up with the 

social services provided by Caritas was necessary as the staff were not able to cope emotionally with 

some of the dire customer situations (Caritas München 2016). However, it should also be noted that 

providing such services come at a cost and requires a cross-jurisdictional approach (dedicated 

mandate and budget) to ensure that energy services and social services can provide adequate 

protection to vulnerable consumers without impeding their primary responsibilities. It also highlights 

the cross-cutting nature across energy supply and social obligations of full energy service provision. 

Box 2: Perspectives on the effect of customer energy debts on the functioning of 

primary energy suppliers City of Krefeld, Germany 

In Germany, the supplier with the most customers is the primary electricity supplier of the area, 

and with this designation comes the responsibility to meet the electricity needs of the consumers.  

In the event that a consumer cannot pay their bill, the primary electricity supplier has the right to 

disconnect the consumer within a strict framework for level of debt, bills, warning and final 

disconnection notices. While many city utilities, together with the local job centres, consumer 
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advice centres, etc., proactively seek to avoid disconnections through varied offers of energy 

consultations, debt management consultations and/or payment plan negotiations. However, these 

are only useful if the consumer engages with the energy supplier. Providing these services poses 

an additional cost to the energy supplier, particularly when taking into consideration the fact that 

these services are directed at low-income consumers, who are unable to switch suppliers due to 

bad debt records. This puts a great deal of financial strain not only on the primary energy supplier 

(who is in direct competition with other energy suppliers), but also on other customers as they 

must carry the costs of avoiding disconnections in non-paying consumers. This in turn hinders the 

ability to provide a competitive service to paying consumers, who may be more likely to switch 

suppliers, resulting in market distortion (Meier 2016).  

In addition, the legal responsibility to assist low-income consumers to pay their energy bills 

remains with the Ministry of Social Affairs, who would need to ensure that the level of payments 

are consistent with price increases. These were ultimately increased recently in 2016 after a 

review and pressure from the lobbyists, but is still criticised as being below the required quantity 

(Martens 2015; Schädlich 9/20/2016). 

The city utility has a cooperation together with the consumer advice centre (Verbraucherzentrale) 

in which a dedicated staff member is trained and co-financed to assist with providing debt 

management to consumers in need. Since the introduction of this programme, 87% of 

disconnections threatened could be avoided and 63% were reconnected  (Verbraucherzentrale 

2016). The vast array of measures are tailored specifically to the client and include debt 

management consultation, energy consultations, legal advice and other social services. The 

majority of the consumers were made aware of these measures through the city utility, which 

highlights the central role of customer engagement towards providing assistance. 

So, while the energy sector is governed by a different ministry from that responsible for the social 

affairs, the tasks are intertwined and demand a higher level of coordination in order to ensure a 

better functioning of the energy markets and the protection of vulnerable consumers in the energy 

sector. 

Five Member States reported data for the use of prepaid meters (Austria, Belgium, Germany, 

Poland, UK), but this measure is also available according to legislation in Ireland, Italy and 

Luxembourg. Where prepaid meters are used to a greater extent (Belgium, Poland, UK), the 

disconnection level is extremely low with the exception of Poland, where the disconnection level is 

higher than the European average. Austria and Germany both have relatively low prepaid meter 

installations and similar levels of disconnections, both well below the European average. 

Interestingly, Poland has a high share of electricity disconnections despite the installation of a high 

share of electricity prepaid meters. Prepaid meters may, however, mask the incidence of self-

disconnection, where customers remain physically connected but do not top-up meters sufficiently to 

meet minimum energy service requirements (Vyas 2014). 

A previous review highlighted the following ways Member States provided customers with 

information or engaged with them and is depicted in Table III-3 (Pye et al. 2015): 
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Table III-3: Types of customer engagement by Member State 

Type of customer engagement Member State 

Billing information, price comparison, 

notification of price changes 

Austria, Belgium, Germany, Denmark, France, Greece, Ireland, 

Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden, UK 

Energy advice (centres and 

campaigns) 

Belgium, Cyprus, Germany, Denmark, France, Ireland, Italy, 

Luxembourg,the Netherlands, Sweden, UK 

Registration of vulnerable consumers France, Greece, Malta, UK 

Dispute settlements/consumer 
complaints Belgium, Denmark, France, Greece, Ireland, Luxembourg, Sweden 

Utility code of conduct Belgium, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Sweden, UK 

General helpline/advice line (not 
energy specific, but also includes 
energy relevant advice) Ireland, UK 

 

Some form of customer engagement is legislated in 14 Member States, while seven of these provide 

voluntary customer engagement measures (See Table III-1). The UK uses only voluntary measures 

for customer engagement, but have also cemented the commitment from industry through the 

utility code of conduct. Limited information is available on how the various energy companies across 

Member States choose to engage with customers, but a review of the regulators showed that the 

legislation typically employs the mode of notifying consumers about their bills or an impending 

disconnection usually in the form of a letter. Thus, the experience of engaging customers likely 

varies greatly. While some energy suppliers make minimal effort, others go to great lengths to 

ensure households find the right information or place to get help. Some energy companies use a 

variety of modes to reach consumers including letters, registered letters, telephone calls, e-mail, 

text messages and personal house calls - each of which are effective for different consumers. 

Engagement on the part of the consumers also varies greatly with some consumers in debt often not 

opening bills they cannot pay such that consumers would at this late stage not have access to the 

information (which may be written in that notice) that they need to receive the help that they need. 

In such instances, the approach is to provide guidance to consumers towards self-help, which is 

achieved through an increase in the provision of information. In Bavaria, Germany, a pilot 

programme, similar to what the city utility in Krefeld, Germany offers (see Box 2), has been 

launched where Caritas München and E.ON have collaborated to provide dedicated, trained staff to 

interact with customers in arrears. The collaboration came about when it became evident that 

energy company call centres are often not equipped to deal with the psychological hardships many 

customers in debt face. Furthermore, the social centres often did not have the employee capacity to 

intervene on behalf of the consumers, particularly when the overall objective is indeed for 

households to be better placed to act independently (Caritas München 2016; e-Control 2016; 

Hinterleuthner et al. 2012; Hinterleuthner 2016). These voluntary types of partnerships on the 

ground prove invaluable to improving the circumstances for customers in debt and facing an energy 

disconnection. 

As of 2014, only 15 Member States had implemented a single point of contact (where consumers 

can get all the information they require regarding energy rights, legislation, and dealing with 

disputes) and information to consumers on dispute settlements, switching, consumption and other 

information varies widely. There remains a need to better understand ways to communicate with 

consumers, for which guidelines might be useful. There is recognition that making contact with 

consumers in debt is the single largest barrier to overcoming this problem. However, any extended 
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time spent on achieving contact with customers is an additional task and cost for the energy 

supplier, which could in turn impact their ability to offer a cost-efficient business.  

 Evaluation of possible legislative options for the adoption of III.E.

disconnection safeguard measures in Member States 

 Introduction to the compared options III.E.1.

The majority of Member States have implemented either a prohibition on disconnections for some or 

all customer groups and/or offered some complementary alternative measures to disconnections. 

While the methods of implementing these measures vary by Member State and vary from legislation 

to voluntary action from industry (and other stakeholders), it can be said that in general action is 

taken to ensure disconnections are made as a last resort. Nonetheless, some Member States 

experience higher levels of disconnections despite taking action and this is usually due to the 

underlying causes leading to unaffordability, such as the overall economic situation of the country. 

Informed by the previous sections, this section investigates the possible impact of implementing 

different designs of disconnection safeguards or disconnection procedures as a standard across the 

EU’s Member States through legislation. Three measure designs are investigated. The first two are 

targeted to the general population, while the third is targeted only at vulnerable consumers:  

4. Option DS1 - The first option is to ensure a minimum notice period before a disconnection 

would occur.  

5. Option DS2 - The second option is ensure that prior to a disconnection, consumers should 

receive information on the sources of support and be offered the possibility to delay 

payments or restructure their debts (complementary measures). 

6. Option DS3 - The third option entails the prohibition of disconnections for vulnerable 

consumers in winter. 

These options are described in the next subsections, and potential pros and cons of the different 

options are assessed. When possible, costs and benefits of these options were quantified. When data 

was missing, only qualitative aspects were reported. 

 Option DS1: Prescribed minimum disconnection notice period III.E.2.

This option would require Member States to give all customers at least two months (approximately 

40 working days) notice before a disconnection from the first unpaid bill. This would impact Member 

States differently due to the varying notice periods already used as previously depicted in Figure 

III-2. A general recommendation for the standardisation of a prescribed notice period is in line with 

CEER (2014), who recommends a notice period of 4 weeks. Stronger guidelines dictating adequate 

disconnection times and procedures could be an effective way to prevent disconnections. For 

instance, in Belgium and UK, the two Member States with the highest disconnection time 

requirements, disconnection levels are at the lowest. An overview of option DS1 and key pros and 

cons for its adoption are provided in Table III-4. 
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Table III-4: Option DS1: Prescribed minimum disconnection notice period 

Measure Description and 
rationale 

Pros Cons 

Prescribed minimum 

disconnection period 

All customers will receive 

a disconnection notice at a 

minimum of at least two 

months (or 40 working 

days) before disconnection 

from the first unpaid bill.  

∙ Equips Member States with the 

tools to prevent disconnections.  

∙ Gives all customers more time to 

make arrangements to pay their 

bills, i.e., avoids unnecessary 

disconnections  and costs of 

disconnecting and reconnecting 

(especially benefits vulnerable 

consumers, who are more likely to 

be susceptible to disconnections) 

∙New legislation 

will be 

necessary.  

∙Administrative 

burden on 

Member States. 

∙Administrative 

burden on 

energy 

companies.  

Member States affected 

by legislated minimum 

disconnection period 

17 Austria, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, 

Estonia, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, 

Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Sweden 

 

This option DS1 assesses the possible costs and benefits of a disconnection notice of two months 

(40 working days) across Member States. As described in previous sections, disconnection notices 

vary greatly across Member States from between 7 and 200 working days, with an average of 

approximately 40 days (Table III-5). The actual days and procedures for each Member State are 

listed in Table VII-3 in the appendix.  

Table III-5: Statistics on disconnection notices in Member States 

  Working days to actual final disconnection 
notice to a household customer from the 
grid because of non-payment 

Working days to final disconnection notice 
(legal point of view) 

MIN 7 3 

MAX 200 45 

Average 36.81 18.15 

Standard 
deviation 

36.79 12.87 

Source: own calculations based on CEER 2015 

Several Member States also have requirements regarding the amount of notices needed before 

disconnecting a consumer. If this option would be adopted, 18 Member States would have to 

increase their disconnection notice requirements (Figure III-5). Five of those States would have to 

increase the notice by 10 working days or less. Hungary, Latvia, Spain, Finland, Romania, Greece, 

Croatia, the Netherlands, UK and Belgium would not be impacted by this regulation. 
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Figure III-5: Additional working days to be legislated with the 2 month (40 working day) regulation 

 Cost-benefit analysis III.E.2.i

The benefit of longer disconnection period is that some disconnections might be averted as 

customers have more time to engage or to seek help. The direct monetary benefit comes in the form 

of avoided disconnection and reconnection costs to the society. Other non-direct monetary benefits 

to the utility are those of retaining the customer, and avoiding lost income, due to allowing the 

consumer time to pay back arrears.  

To estimate the cost of disconnection and reconnection one could use the value reported by the 

Member States, i.e., the respective DSOs. Nevertheless, as Figure III-6 on disconnection and 

reconnection costs below shows there is a great variation in these costs as reported by Member 

States17.  

Disconnecting and reconnecting a customer is a labor intensive activity which should require roughly 

the same amount of time in each Member State. Nevertheless when actual costs for disconnection 

and reconnection are used together with unit labor cost for technical staff in reported Member 

States, implied labor intensity significantly varies among Member States: from 1.4 hours in France 

to 3.4 hours in Germany for disconnecting and reconnecting a customer, with an average value of 

2.4 hours.  

                                           
17
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Figure III-6: Disconnection and reconnection costs across selected Member States 

Therefore, to estimate the cost of disconnection we assume an average amount of time required 

(2.4 hours) for disconnecting a consumer depending on the data presented above, and multiply it by 

unit labor costs in Member States. This study calculates the amount of time before which it is not 

cost effective to disconnect a household from electricity and gas provision. This is done comparing 

the costs reported in Figure III-6 above with the average monthly household expenditure for gas 

and electricity for medium income households in those Member States. Ireland and the UK do not 

disconnect gas through the industry initiative, Safety Net. This calculation does not include 

considerations for social and health costs. The results are reported in Figure III-7 below. 
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Figure III-7: Suggested days before disconnection according to avoided disconnection and reconnection  costs 

Interestingly for both electricity and gas it is not cost effective to disconnect within a certain time 

starting from the unpaid bill for any of the considered Member States. For electricity, in Germany 

and Italy, it is cost-effective to disconnect only after approximately two months from the unpaid bill, 

while in Ireland, and the UK at least one month is needed to justify disconnection. That value is 

approximately 15 working days for France and Spain, having less costly disconnection and 

reconnection procedures. For gas, as the cost of disconnection and reconnection is higher, those 

values are larger. In Germany and Spain two or more months of unpaid bills would justify a 

disconnection, while for Italy and France it would be more than one month. 

Again, it should be noted that these numbers merely compare the cost of disconnecting and 

reconnecting a household with their energy costs. Including other social and health benefits would 

increase the amount of days before a disconnection is cost effective. These costs were, however, not 

introduced in this report due to lack of quantified data regarding other benefits of avoiding 

disconnections, but as described in Section II.B, there is a growing number of evidence linking 

warmer homes with improvements in health. These other (non-quantified) benefits of this and other 

options include: 

 Decreased health incidences (and expenditures) 

 Increased household productivity 

 Equality aspects - this measure is likely to support mostly the consumers with financial 

problems, such as vulnerable consumers. 

 Comprehensive and updated lists of vulnerable consumers: this measure will push energy 

providers to identify (and possibly refer to the social services) vulnerable consumers.  

While the statistics do not record the number of households permanently without an electricity or 

gas supply, anecdotal evidence from national regulators suggest this would be very few consumers. 

This suggests that households are able to resolve their issues through a negotiated payment plan or 

payment through a third party (government, debt fund, etc.). Therefore, a further justification of an 

increased time requirement for disconnections is the assumption that the large majority of 

disconnection practices in Member States are resolved within a few weeks, and therefore a 
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disconnection and reconnection would be a more expensive option than waiting for the household to 

pay their energy bill. Table III-6 reports the Member States that would need to implement an 

increase in the number of working days. 

Table III-6: Additional working days with a two month disconnection period 

Member State Additional number of working days 

DK18 40 

CY 33 

CZ 33 

BG 30 

IE 30 

MT 26 

EE 25 

LT 25 

PT 25 

SK 25 

AT 20 

SI 20 

SE 15 

DE 10 

IT 10 

LU 10 

PL 10 

FR 5 

 

Extending the notification period may carry additional costs for the suppliers in the form of bills 

which remain unpaid by the customers. While it is likely that Member States with supportive social 

welfare systems would still need to increase their notification periods, it is not likely that this would 

result in additional costs as early intervention assistance is often provided to vulnerable consumers. 

Nonetheless, we assess the potential savings to the society as a result of averted disconnections, 

assuming 10%, 20% and 30% of disconnections are averted as a result of extended disconnection 

period. These savings are as a result of reduced need for a third party (or government) to pay the 

unpaid bills of households. 

Table III-7 below shows the savings from averting disconnections for selected Member States that 

would be impacted by change in the legislation. The savings per 1000 customers appears to be 

realitively low and therefore also do not pose a significant financial barrier to implementation. 

Instead, the comparative benefits provided to the individual household avoiding the disconnection 

could be extensive. Depending on local conditions and the number of disconnections in each Member 

State, in general the larger the number of beneficiaries, the larger the savings. 

                                           
18 Denmark does not stipulate a number of days but rather that a minimum of two notices be sent 
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Table III-7: Savings resulting from averted disconnections due to extended minimum notification period across 
selected Member States19 

 

No. of disconnections 
(for debt), elec 

Total 
customers 

% of disconnections averted 

10% 20% 30% 

Total 
Share of 

customers 
Total 

(‘000s) 
Per 1000 

customers 
Total 

(‘000s) 
Per 1000 

customers 
Total 

(‘000s) 
Per 1000 

customers 

BG* 85,737 2.0% 4,314,525 € 65 € 15 € 130 € 30 € 194 € 45 

LT* 30,333 2.0% 1,526,446 € 34 € 22 € 69 € 45 € 103 € 67 

IE 7,288 0.4% 2,024,382 € 58 € 29 € 116 € 57 € 174 € 86 

MT 2,327 1.0% 232,009 € 7 € 30 € 14 € 59 € 21 € 89 

LU 686 0.3% 228,588 € 7 € 31 € 14 € 62 € 21 € 93 

SE* 20,000 0.4% 4,625,770 € 154 € 33 € 309 € 67 € 463 € 100 

PL 305,496 2.0% 15,274,785 € 630 € 41 € 1,260 € 83 € 1,891 € 124 

FR 313,830 1.0% 31,383,000 € 1,302 € 42 € 2,605 € 83 € 3,907 € 125 

SK 30,275 1.4% 2,162,493 € 96 € 44 € 192 € 89 € 288 € 133 

CZ* 101,534 2.0% 5,109,441 € 233 € 46 € 466 € 91 € 699 € 137 

SI* 24,551 3.0% 831,185 € 48 € 58 € 96 € 115 € 144 € 173 

AT 39,644 0.9% 4,356,486 € 294 € 67 € 587 € 135 € 881 € 202 

DE 350,896 0.8% 46,786,085 € 3,719 € 80 € 7,439 € 159 € 11,158 € 239 

DK 27,500 1.0% 2,750,000 € 249 € 91 € 498 € 181 € 748 € 272 

EE* 10,462 2.0% 526,492 € 53 € 100 € 106 € 201 € 159 € 301 

PT 337,603 5.6% 6,017,870 € 880 € 146 € 1,761 € 293 € 2,641 € 439 

CY 23,876 5.5% 433,072 € 117 € 270 € 234 € 540 € 351 € 810 

IT 1,183,983 4.0% 29,599,583 € 10,064 € 340 € 20,128 € 680 € 30,192 € 1,020 

Note: * indicates Member States without available data on disconnections. For these Member States 

disconnections was proxy by the average number of disconnections.  

 Option DS2: Information towards alternatives to disconnections  III.E.3.

In general, option DS2 will ensure that prior to issuing a disconnection notice, the consumer should 

receive information on the sources of support and be offered the possibility to delay payments or 

restructure their debts. Option DS2 is briefly described, together with the key pros and cons, in 

Table III-8. As described in Table III-2, debt management and customer engagement are already 

provide through legislation or voluntarily in 18 and 15 Member States, respectively. 

In order for customers to take action, they need to be informed about various options open to them. 

Energy consumers have a right to a single point of contact, transparent billing information and, as a 

vulnerable consumer, to receive adequate safeguards. Given the variety of ways this is implemented 

across the Member States, it is proposed that Member States are given guidance on how to ensure 

consumers are receiving the information they need to take action to avoid disconnection. This would 

require that consumers are provided with accessible information on sources of support and given the 

opportunity to delay payments or restructure their debt repayments. This would ensure consumers 

are empowered to take action to remedy their situation and provide a framework for a continued 

relationship with their current energy supplier. 

                                           
19

 To notice that this calculation do not include possible increased costs due to loss of revenues. That relates to the assumption that most 
consumers will re-pay their energy-related debts for being re-connected. 
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Table III-8: Options DS2 - Information towards alternatives to disconnections 

Measure Description and 
rationale 

Pros Cons 

Information 
towards 
alternatives to 
disconnections 

Prior to issuing a 
disconnection notice, 
consumers should: 
1. receive 
information on the 
sources of support, 

and 
2. be offered the 
possibility to delay 
payments or 
restructure their 
debt. 

∙ Equip Member States with 
the tools to prevent 
disconnections through 
easing communication with 
customers 
∙ Customers are given 

information about outreach 
points 
∙ Customers are given an 
opportunity to better handle 
their energy debts 

∙ New legislation will be 
necessary.  
∙ Administrative burden on 
Member States. 
∙ Safeguards against 
disconnection may result in higher 

costs for companies which may be 
passed to consumers. 

Member States 

impacted – debt 

management 

11 Bulgaria, Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Greece (already 

occurs voluntarily),  Lithuania, Latvia, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia 

Member States 

impacted – 

information 

(customer 

engagement) 

13 Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Croatia, Estonia, Finland, 

Greece, Hungary, Lithuania, Latvia, Malta, Netherlands, Slovenia 

 

Given the wide variety of measures taken to qualify as customer engagement, guidelines on a 

minimum mode of communication to make with customers would go a long way to ensuring 

customers are provided with ample information on how to take action in need. The suggestion that 

this report gives is to include a mixed approach including at least three modes of communication 

among the following ones: 

 A registered letter with contact details for a source of help printed on the outside of the 

envelope 

 Information printed on the outside of every envelope 

 A phone call 

 A text message 

 An e-mail 

 A house visit, through the energy supplier or a proxy (Assumed 1.5h of time) 

Additionally, considered in option DS2, customers should be offered the opportunity to defer their 

payment without incurring additional costs (e.g., fees, interest) and to restructure their debt, 

thereby reducing the burden of debt and ensuring continued access to essential services (energy).  

This measure would affect all Member States to a certain degree since the regulation would have to 

be passed on to all energy suppliers, thereby harmonising the number of times communication is 

attempted. Member States that already have experience through the establishment of an industry 

voluntary code of conduct would not be affected in practice. 

 Cost-benefit analysis - Option DS2 III.E.3.i

In order to avoid unnecessary costs, the supplier should be encouraged to communicate with the 

consumer in order to try to settle the outstanding debt. Irish suppliers have established an Energy 

Engage Code which provides guidelines on the approach suppliers should take with customers in 

arrears and those with possible disconnection. The Code provides that disconnections are used only 
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as a measure of last resort. Irish suppliers currently implementing the Code are Bord Gáis Energy, 

Electric Ireland, Energia, Flogas Natural Gas and SSE Airtricity (see also Box 1).  

According to the Code, suppliers should communicate with customers having difficulties in paying 

their bills and advise them on possible debt management plans. The cost of this option involves 

communication costs covering letters, phone calls and SMS messages. Information on the cost of 

customer engagement was provided by one of the main energy suppliers in Ireland (Hannon 

6/7/2016):  

 Written communication: €1.5  

 Phone calls: €5 

 Mobile Text: €0.08 cents 

This amounts to an estimated cost of customer engagement of around €6.6 per customer. In order 

to account for price differences among Member States we adjust the communication costs by 

“Correction coefficients in the European Union” which takes into account price and exchange rate 

differences. To estimate the labor costs, we use unit labor costs of technical staff in each Member 

State (European Commission July 2016). Finally, we report the cost of customer engagement only 

for those 11 Member States that do not already have customer engagement practices (either 

legislatively or voluntarily) in place. To estimate the possible upper and lower bound of the total 

costs we multiple the total unit cost for customer engagement whereby the number of customers in 

arrears would be beneficiaries (high scenario) (EUROSTAT 2014a) or only the number of 

disconnected households would be beneficiaries (low scenario - data not available for all Member 

States) (CEER 2015). The unit cost for customer engagement ranges across all Member States from 

€1.04 to €19.27 per capita in the high scenario case, and from €0 to €0.20 in the low scenario case 

and is depicted in the following Figure III-8  for those Member States without existing customer 

engagement.  

In order to calculate the costs of debt counselling, Step Change - an organisation specialising in 

assisting people overcome debt difficulties - was consulted (Step Change July 2016). In the last year 

for which data is available (2014), the charity served more than 300,000 people and accumulated a 

total operating cost of 41,468,280 GBP or 138 GBP per beneficiary (€172 per beneficiary). Assuming 

this is a mainly service oriented charity, €172 per beneficiary translates in 8.8 hours spent per 

beneficiary at an average hourly wage in UK of €19.4 (European Commission July 2016).  
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Figure III-8: Unit costs of customer engagement for selected Member States 

The regional consumer advice centre in North-Rhine-Westphalia in Germany is also active in unifying 

energy companies and social services in order to better address the effects of energy poverty. The 

consumer advice bureau  indicate that in the region 1242 households were assisted with debt 

counseling, of which 765 were threatened with a disconnection and 477 already were disconnected. 

80% of the disconnection threats were averted, while 59% of the disconnections in place were lifted 

(Verbraucherzentrale 2015a, 2015b). Overall, 86% of the cases could be resolved, which included 

arrangements with the energy service provider (45%), social services (21%), assistance with acute 

circumstances (20%), no assistance possible (10%) and breaking off negotiations (4%). From the 

assistance provided, households were asked to evaluate whether the service was useful and whether 

this would also influence their future situation. In terms of satisfaction, 86% responded that the 

service was useful and 90% responded that their future energy circumstances would be secured. 

The evaluation concluded that households gain benefits from the programme and can see positive 

learning effects. The energy service companies and social services also see a positive effect from 

participation in the programme. Overall, the budget and legal consultation service is found to be a 

key cornerstone to addressing energy poverty (Verbraucherzentrale 2015b). The City of Krefeld 

energy utility reports that in the 3 year duration of the local project, 270 customers seeked 

assistance resulting in 708 consultations, 87% disconnections avoided and 63% reconnections (see 

also Box 2). Comparatively, the cost per consultation is approximately €240 for 10.4 hours, which 

includes the overall administrative, material and gross personnel costs (Verbraucherzentrale 2016). 
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Assuming the same efficiency in other Member States, but locally applicable labour costs, we 

calculate the  cost of debt counselling in other Member State that do not already have debt 

counseling practice in place, using an average of 9.6 hours per customer. As in the case of customer 

engagement, we generate two scenarios. The low scenario assumes that the annual number of 

beneficiaries is equal to the number of disconnected households (CEER 2015) and the high scenario 

assumes the number of beneficiaries to be equal to the number of households in arrears (EUROSTAT 

2014a). The unit cost for debt counselling ranges across Member States from €0.35 to €37.04 per 

capita in the high scenario case, and from €0.00 to €3.03 in the low scenario case and is depicted in 

the following Figure III-9 for those Member States without existing debt counselling measures. 

 

Figure III-9: Unit costs of debt counselling for selected Member States 

The total cost for all Member States to provide debt counselling and customer engagement is given 

in the following Table III-9.  
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Table III-9: Estimated costs for debt management and customer engagement across selected Member States 

Member State Estimated cost of debt 

management  

Member 

States 

Estimated cost of 

customer engagement 

Low Cost High cost   Low Cost High Cost 

BG € 114,408 € 6,770,270 BG € 21,056 € 1,245,997 

DK € 7,665,949 € 73,559,897 CY € 121,107 € 97,921 

EE € 65,607 € 3,882,393 CZ € 9,217 € 545,417 

FI € 708,564 € 41,930,412 EE € 7,045 € 416,885 

HR € 1,016,791 € 22,934,923 FI € 25,786 € 1,525,929 

LT € 95,899 € 5,634,449 GR € 900,327 € 4,138,621 

LV € 22,088 € 1,266,903 HR € 52,140 € 1,176,085 

PT € 33,574,204 € 91,806,810 HU € 410,753 € 1,139,442 

RO € 293,008 € 17,339,207 LT € 11,309 € 664,469 

SK € 121,024 € 7,161,768 LV € 3,129 € 179,479 

   MT € 12,187 € 100,663 

   NL20  - € 9,876,748 

   SI € 116,888 € 164,857 

Total Annual 

Cost 

€ 43,677,542 € 272,287,031 Total Annual 

Cost 

€ 1,690,944 € 21,272,514 

 

If the service were extended to all households in arrears in utility bills (as potential households in 

need of assistance with managing utility bills) compared to households who are actually 

disconnected from electricity, the costs increase exponentially. These were calculated using €172 

per consultation and localised labour cost estimates. Given that the share of households in arrears 

vary widely and the number of disconnections is not available for certain Member States, this only 

gives an estimate of part of the picture. Compared to the costs to waive (subsidise) the overall 

debts of households, these costs invested into debt management provide outlasting benefits towards 

preventing future debt. This is especially true for Member States with a large share of the population 

in arrears on utility bills in conjunction with high disconnection levels. Providing additional 

information to consumers should result in certain fraction of disconnections being averted, hence the 

benefits are the same as in the case of extended notification period.  

Additional benefits for the consumers are: 

 Increased customer awareness 

 Reduced debt burden 

 Better energy usage management 

 Lower bills 

 Prevention of future debt 

 Other (non quantified) benefits of this option are reported in section II.B of this report. 

The energy suppliers benefit from gaining payment for services rendered and the economy benefits 

from job creation in the area of debt counselling, which is a clear need for many households across 

Europe. 

                                           
20 The number of disconnections reported for NL was zero (CEER 2015) 
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 Option DS3: Prohibition of disconnections for vulnerable consumers in winter III.E.4.

This measure would ban disconnection from energy provision (electricity, gas and other sources of 

heating), for vulnerable consumers, during the winter months. Already, thirteen Member States 

provide seasonal disconnection prohibitions at particular times to all or certain consumer groups. 

Table III-10 describes the pros and cons of implementing this measure. 

Table III-10: Prohibition of disconnections for vulnerable consumers in winter 

Measure type Description and 
rationale 

Pros Cons 

Prohibition of 

disconnections 

for vulnerable 

consumers in 

winter 

Winter ban on 

disconnections for 

vulnerable 

consumers for a 

period of four 

months (suggested 

November to 

February, but can 

change depending 

on local climatic 

conditions)  

∙ Equips Member States with 

the tools to prevent and reduce 

the number of disconnections.  

∙ The most vulnerable 

customers will benefit from a 

guaranteed energy supply 

through the coldest months of 

the year thereby reducing the 

additional burden on health 

and the home environment 

(i.e., cold, damp home) 

∙ New legislation will be 

necessary.  

∙ Administrative burden on 

Member States. 

∙ Safeguards against 

disconnection may result in 

higher costs for companies which 

may be passed to consumers. 

∙ Prohibition of disconnection 

may conflict with freedom of 

contract. 

Member States 

affected by 

clearly defining 

the winter period 

ban 

20 Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark,  

Germany, Greece, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, 

Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden 

 

Of the Member States, 8 clearly define the winter period during which disconnections of vulnerable 

consumers are banned (Table III-11). Some Member States (Greece, Lithuania, Romania and 

Slovenia) have a ban, but either do not clearly define the period or who would qualify to benefit 

from such protection. On the other hand, other Member States define the winter as ‘cold season’ or 

depending on temperatures (e.g., Lithuania prohibit disconnections when the highest daily air 

temperature is lower than minus 15 °C or higher than plus 30 °C, and Greece bans disconnections 

to vulnerable and people living on mechanical support in cold times), which leaves a certain 

ambiguity regarding the implementation of the regulation. 

Looking at how winter bans have been legislated in Member States, option DS3 evaluates a ban on 

disconnections for vulnerable consumers for a period of four months (suggested as a minimum EU-

wide standard from November to February, but can be extended depending on local climatic 

conditions). 
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Table III-11: Winter period with ban on disconnection in Member States 

 

Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May 

BELGIUM          

ESTONIA          

FINLAND          

FRANCE          

HUNGARY          

IRELAND          

NETHERLANDS          

UK          

 

The consumers targeted with this measure would be those qualifying as vulnerable consumers. This 

option, unlike the others, will specifically target this group of consumers and therefore it would be 

incumbent on the Commission to ensure that a more robust understanding/definition is put in place 

across Member States. Guidance on how to define this is given (Pye et al. 2015). 

If adopted, such a measure would have to be implemented in 18 Member States. Three additional 

Member States would have to expand their winter protection requirements (e.g., Belgium would 

have to add one month to the winter protection standards). 

 Cost-benefit analysis, option DS3 III.E.4.i

A winter disconnection ban for vulnerable consumers may result in a cost for the energy supplier, 

the consumers base or the government (depending on how the measure is financed) equal to the 

amount of non-paying vulnerable consumers during the winter. It is to be underlined that the debt 

per each non-paying household might be recovered at a certain point, therefore not resulting in a 

cost. 

The cost per non-paying household of a possible winter disconnection is reported in Table III-12. 

This was calculated assuming that a household does not pay the energy costs for the full winter, 

assumed to be four months long (average legislated winter length in Member States that have 

disconnection safeguards for the winter), and using the average energy expenditures for the lower 

income quintile. For the considered Member States where data was available for the number of 

electricity and gas disconnections, the average cost for electricity for the 4 winter months would be 

around €150 and for gas around €70. 
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Table III-12: Statistics regarding a possible winter disconnection safeguard 

  

Average winter 
(4 months) 

energy costs 
per household 

(EUR)21 

Cost for 
disconnection 

and 
reconnection 

(EUR)  

Number of 
vulnerable 
consumers 

(2013) 

Number of 
electricity 

disconnections 
(2014) 

Number of 
gas dis-

connections 
(2014) 

  Electricity Gas Electricity Gas   Electricity Gas 

Austria 177  62  30  30  118,357  39,644 6,355  

Bulgaria 92  2   *   *  1,048,035  *  *  

Cyprus 148  44   *   *   13,928  23,876  *  

Czech 
Republic 

171  105   *   *  267,191  
* 

 *  

Denmark 236  51  79   *   85,889  27,500 3,793  

Germany 169  81  106   96  1,978,803  350,896  45,812  

Greece 132  18   *   *  914,873  187,328  5,186  

Italy 167  161  85  0 1,000,000  1,183,983  421,311  

Latvia 81  28   *   *  215,001  *  *   

Luxembourg 194  147   *   *  1,374  686  *  

Malta 99  15   *   *  24,416  2,327  *  

Poland 79  35   *   *  629,000  305,496  48,078  

Portugal 154  116  26   53  61,129  337,603  54,782  

Slovakia 99  113   *   *  117,990  30,275  2,853  

Slovenia 172  42   *   *  46,168  *  *  

Spain 169  62  36  118  2,498,850  643,456 67,894  

Sweden 183  *   *   *  20,000  *  *  

AVERAGE 146  68   60  59  * * * 

Sources: (ACER 2015; CEER 2015) 

The costs assume that a percentage of vulnerable consumers do not pay their energy bills and are 

reported in Table III-13. These costs are reported assuming the either 10% (low scenario) or 30% 

(high scenario) of vulnerable consumers do not pay their energy bills for the whole winter. 

Furthermore, for Member States not reporting the number of vulnerable consumers, a proxy (share 

of households unable to keep their homes adequately warm) was used. This might result in an over-

estimation of the costs for each Member State, but provides an indication of the likely economic 

impact depending on the number of vulnerable consumers. 

                                           
21 Average expenditure values were calculated based on proprietary data documenting monthly electricity and gas 
expenditure by quintile provided by the European Commission. The reference is based on the lowest quintile expenditure 
across four months  
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Table III-13: Costs of winter moratorium for vulnerable consumers in selected Member States 

    ELECTRICITY GAS 

    Central cost case 
(10% disconnect 
and never pays 
back) 

High cost case 
(30% disconnect 
and never pays 
back) 

Central cost case 
(10% disconnect 
and never pays 
back) 

High cost case 
(30% disconnect 
and never pays 
back) 

Member 
state22 

Vulnerable 
consumers 

AT* 118,357 € 2,092,547 € 6,277,640 € 733,812 € 2,201,435 

BG* 1,048,035 € 9,643,610 € 28,930,829 € 229,965 € 689,895 

CZ* 267,191 € 4,559,591 € 13,678,772 € 2,807,494 € 8,422,483 

DE* 1,978,803 
€ 33,507,728 € 100,523,184 

€ 15,962,343 € 47,887,029 

LU* 1,374 € 26,642 € 79,926 € 20,210 € 60,630 

LV* 215,001 € 1,743,136 € 5,229,408 € 607,682 € 1,823,046 

MT 24,416 € 242,927 € 728,782 € 36,852 € 110,557 

PT 61,129 € 941,387 € 2,824,160 € 707,059 € 2,121,176 

SK* 117,990 € 1,172,983 € 3,518,950 € 1,333,957 € 4,001,872 

Total 
Annual 

Cost 

  
€ 53,930,551 € 161,791,651 

€ 22,439,374 € 67,318,123 

 

Looking at the potential benefits of option DS3, similarly to option DS1, the measure could 

potentially decrease disconnection and reconnection costs, if it is effective in avoiding a 

disconnection of a consumer. The avoided costs (or benefits) for each avoided disconnection are the 

following: 

 Disconnection 

 Reconnection 

 Services associated to disconnection and reconnection 

 Unpaid bill 

Additionally, this measure could be particularly effective at addressing excess winter deaths. Excess 

winter deaths refers to the net number of deaths occurring during the winter period in relation to the 

previous year, and can be correlated to low income, energy poverty and inefficient housing (which 

are the leading factors for insufficient heating (Fowler et al. 2015)). Please refer to the benefits 

section III.E.2.i for the methodology applied for the calculations in option DS1. 

Other benefits of option DS3 include: 

 Increased household and economic productivity 

 Equality aspects - the measure is addressed to vulnerable consumers 

 Increased customer awareness 

 Summary of disconnection safeguard options III.F.

This section and Table III-14 summarise the costs and benefits for the disconnection safeguard 

options introduced in the previous section. Overall, each option has merit in terms of providing 

                                           
22 Vulnerable consumers for AT, BG, CZ, DE, LU, LV and SK used the proxy number of households unable to keep comfortably 
warm (EU-SILC). It was not possible to calculate the cost for Croatia due to lack of data on household energy expenditure 
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assistance to households in general and to vulnerable consumers specifically. These measures could 

also be provided as a mix. Extending the notification period, for example, will be more beneficial 

when offered in combination with debt counselling and customer engagement measures in order to 

tackle the causes of non-payment, thereby offering a more long-term approach to addressing the 

overall issues. 

The minimum notification period provides households with a lengthier time period to react. This not 

only sorts out the households who have simply neglected to pay their bills, but also allows 

households struggling to pay their bills to seek assistance and make use of some of the other 

complementary measures, such as debt management. The second option, which provides 

information towards alternatives to disconnections, is crucial as without this the first measure would 

only bring minimal benefits. An outright ban on disconnections in the winter will guarantee an 

energy supply during the time of year when the consequences of not affording a supply would be the 

greatest. Targeting of this measure will be crucial to keeping the overall costs down. 

Table III-14: Summary of costs and benefits of the disconnection safeguard options 

Disconnection 
safeguards 

Costs Benefits 

Description Quantification Description Quantification 

Minimum 

notification 

period 

∙ All customers 

will receive a 

disconnection 

notice at a 

minimum of at 

least two 

months (or 40 

working days) 

before 

disconnection 

from the first 

unpaid bill. 

Cost per non-

paying consumer 

on average is 

around 100 EUR for 

electricity and 50 

EUR for gas. This 

could be either a 

cost, in case the 

consumer never 

pays back the bills, 

or a delayed 

income, in case the 

measure is 

successfully 

implemented and 

the non-paying 

consumer only 

delays in paying 

the bill. In that 

second case the 

cost will only be the 

interest lost by the 

utility. 

∙ Equips Member 

States with the tools 

to prevent 

disconnections.  

∙ Gives customers 

more time to make 

arrangements to pay 

their bills, i.e. avoids 

unnecessary 

disconnections  and 

costs of disconnecting 

and reconnecting 

 

The direct monetary 

benefit comes in the 

form of avoided 

disconnection and 

reconnection costs to 

the society. Other 

non-direct monetary 

benefits to the utility 

are those of retaining 

the customer, and 

avoiding lost income, 

due to allowing the 

consumer time to pay 

back arrears.  
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Disconnection 
safeguards 

Costs Benefits 

Description Quantification Description Quantification 

Complementary 

measures 

∙ Prior to issuing 

a disconnection 

notice, 

consumers 

should: 

1. receive 

information on 

the sources of 

support, and 

2. be offered the 

possibility to 

delay payments 

or restructure 

their debt. 

Consumer 

information costs 

could vary between 

10 EUR and  up to 

50 EUR, depending 

on median and 

local costs. 

The cost of debt 

counselling could 

vary between less 

than 50 EUR to 

more than 250 

depending on the 

labour costs in the 

considered Member 

State. 

∙ Equip Member 

States with the tools 

to prevent 

disconnections 

through easing 

communication with 

customers 

∙ Customers are given 

information about 

outreach points 

thereby increasing 

customer awareness 

and empowerment 

∙ Customers are given 

an opportunity to 

better handle their 

energy debts and 

reduce the debt 

burden 

N.A. - only qualitative 

Prohibition of 

disconnections 

for vulnerable 

consumers in 

winter 

Winter ban on 

disconnections 

for vulnerable 

consumers for a 

period of four 

months 

(suggested 

November to 

February, but 

can change 

depending on 

local climatic 

conditions)  

For the considered 

Member States, the 

average cost for 

electricity for the 4 

winter months 

would be around 

150 EUR and for 

gas around 70 EUR. 

This could be either 

a cost, in case the 

consumer never 

pays back the bills, 

or a delayed 

income, in case the 

measure is 

successfully 

implemented and 

the non-paying 

consumer only 

delays in paying 

the bill. In that 

second case the 

cost will only be the 

interest lost by the 

utility. 

∙ Equip Member 

States with the tools 

to prevent and reduce 

the number of 

disconnections.  

∙ The most vulnerable 

customers will benefit 

from a guaranteed 

energy supply 

through the coldest 

months of the year 

thereby reducing the 

additional burden on 

health and the home 

environment (i.e., 

cold, damp home) 

∙ Same as for option 

DS1 - avoided costs 

of disconnection and 

reconnection. 

 

∙ Possible benefits in 

terms of avoided 

costs for decreased 

excess winter deaths 

- estimates vary. 
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 SOCIAL TARIFFS AND SUBSIDISED ENERGY CONSUMPTION IV.

 Social Tariffs in the EU IV.A.

Several Member States have put in place a combination of measures to tackle energy poverty. 

Financial intervention is often crucial for addressing affordability in the short-term, and can be used 

to complement longer term measures that address the underlying structural issues of energy 

poverty, being a transitional measure. Member States have used many different financial 

mechanisms, either through social welfare payments, or direct payments to specific groups, to assist 

with energy bills, while a number of Member States have social tariffs in place, ensuring that more 

vulnerable consumers can access the most affordable energy. In some cases also energy suppliers 

have been recently called to offer social tariffs for helping their most vulnerable gas and/or 

electricity customers. They can be moved to a cheaper tariff when there is evidence of suffering a 

high cost for heating their homes. 

The general understanding is that a social tariff is available only for a particular type of consumer 

(vulnerable or low income) and designed to help them pay for fuel or energy services. A slightly 

different definition, which makes explicit the relation with the cost of supply and approaches the 

concept in relative terms, states that a social tariff is a tariff for which vulnerable customers pay 

less, relative to other customers, than the relative costs of supply or towards the lower end of the 

range of the relative costs of supply. Based on this definition, the potential impact of such a 

mechanism in the context of competitive markets is more apparent. 

Social tariffs can also be directly defined with respect to the market as a mechanism or correction 

factor to cope with failures in the market, especially in Member States transitioning from regulated 

tariffs. Another definition suggests a correlation between social tariffs and energy poverty. The 

mechanism should be designed to encourage people to spend more on fuel so that they can keep 

their homes warm but not so much that they fall into energy poverty. Social tariffs can be financed 

by Government, and/or suppliers, and/or other consumers (in form of taxation or in terms of extra 

cost of the bill), according to different interpretation of the phenomenon and differences in 

regulations.  

Since the markets were opened, at least 15 Member States still had regulated prices offered to 

consumers, of which at least 6 Member States23 provided a social tariff for a subset of consumers 

(e.g., vulnerable households) (ACER 2015). Member States justify the regulation of retail prices as a 

means to bolstering an underperforming retail market or in order to provide protection to vulnerable 

consumers. However, the regulation of retail prices (particularly if below cost) is a clear barrier 

towards the transition to a liberalised market and the lack of transparency associated with regulated 

price markets hampers market functioning  (European Commission 2015b). In the transition towards 

phasing out regulated prices, there may be more transparent options to ensure Member States can 

offer protection to vulnerable consumers while at the same time allowing a well-functioning market. 

Box 3 briefly discusses the potential controversy and benefits of a social tariff. 

                                           
23 Malta is reported as providing a social tariff, but in correspondence with the Maltese regulator it has been confirmed that 
the social tariff is an energy benefit issued by the social welfare department. The energy benefit in Malta provides assistance 
to eligible customers with payment of their energy bills, where the supplier deducts the energy benefit from the 
consumption bill CEER 2015 (REWS 2016).  
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Box 3: The implementation of a social tariff for energy  

There is a wide range of attitudes and opinions, among the Member States and more in 

general among various stakeholders, towards social tariffs as a policy instrument to tackle 
energy poverty.  

In some cases social tariffs (ST) are perceived as a stand-alone essential aiding tool 

(positive attitude), in other cases as a mechanism to support certain groups of people only 

when complemented to other measures, sometimes the benefits of the instrument are 

partially/barely perceived, while in other cases STs are simply classified as contradictory to 
address the issue of energy poverty (negative attitude). 

 

 

Such differences reflect the complexity of the instrument (in the design, implementation, 

and monitoring phases) which has multiple domains and players. It is about both social and 

economic conditions, but also about energy consumption; it is about behaviour, but also 

technologies; it involves customers, suppliers and governments and different preferences 

about roles and (market) rules. The following highlights the most relevant areas of 

complexity and trades-off: 

- Eligibility criteria: the identification of type and number of beneficiaries is crucial but 

not trivial, and the cost (time, effort) spent on this task may reduce the resources 

available to actually help vulnerable consumers. There is always a trade-off between 

the coverage (many vs few) and the effectiveness (limited vs large) of the 

instrument. 

- Potential: STs is a support instrument which mitigates the effects of the problem 

without tackling the causes (general condition of poverty, inefficiencies in the 

housing). The perceptions of the impact (and the calculation of the cost) with respect 

to alternative strategies are strongly dependent on the short-term / long-term 

visions of the policy design and of the players. In a short-term perspective, STs can 

be seen as an effective measure to solve the contingent problems, in the long-term 

as an useful transition measure to mitigate the phenomenon until the causes are 

removed. 

- Funding mechanism and public intervention: in a competitive and liberalised market 

where prices are supposed to reflect costs, instruments like STs are difficult to 

handle. Suppliers can play a role (within the corporate social responsibility) but their 

costs can be charged back to the customers (not eligible) through cross-subsidies, 

which may look reasonable until a certain amount but that might impact on 

vulnerable households (just above the eligibility thresholds) if not well-calibrated.  

Government funding of STs is also an option (although many consider subsidies from 

governments better allocated for energy efficiency interventions rather than for STs) 

but it might generate market distortion and more significant rebounds on 

consumption. 

The funding entity is, or should be, interlinked with the same entity defining the eligibility 

criteria, so that both the tasks are controlled/organised by the same entity (or in regulated 

agreement between the funders). 
 

This section describes the existing social tariffs systems in place in the selected Member States and 

provides a simple economic evaluation of the costs of the measures by looking at (and combining) 

the three components of the problem: energy prices, income and performance of the buildings. Two 

types of measures are considered: a targeted price regulation for vulnerable consumers only in the 

Attitude towards social tariffs 
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form of a social tariff (ST1), and a regulated price below a certain consumption thresholds for all 

customers (ST2). For each type of measure, two sub-cases are analysed making use of a “what-if” 

approach with the aim to quantitatively explore the magnitude of the total cost of a social tariff 

scheme. Values are compared with the expenditure on social protection. 

 Coverage of existing social tariff schemes IV.B.

Social tariffs are offered in Belgium24, Cyprus25, France, Greece, Portugal, Romania, Spain (ACER 

2015). Social tariffs can be defined as a set tariff available to a specific group of consumers with the 

objective to ensure that they have access to energy at affordable prices. For example, in Belgium, 

all electricity and gas suppliers are required to offer a social tariff to protected customers. Under this 

scheme the service charge is waived and a maximum per unit charge is not allowed to be exceeded 

(CREG 2014). Social tariffs raise important questions of targeting and equity of financial 

interventions. In Belgium, the social tariff is granted to all protected consumers based on the criteria 

that a household is eligible for a social tariff if one of its members qualifies for certain social 

categories, such as beneficiaries of basic income support for poverty alleviation, handicap, elderly 

people or foreigners, and people living in particular social dwellings with gas heating.  The efficiency 

of the system is criticised by stakeholders for taking into account the social status of one member 

only and not the global income of the household. 

Eligibility to a social tariff in France is based on the attribution of medical and health insurances, but 

as a substantial share of consumers eligible to these mechanisms do not receive them26, they cannot 

be detected by the system (ONPE 2014). In addition, even when the tariffs reach their beneficiary, 

their volume (in average 8€/month if gas and electricity are considered) is too low to provide a 

substantial support. This led the French Energy Agency ADEME to recommend to replace social 

tariffs by a lump sum and to broaden the range of data on beneficiaries in order to improve 

targeting (ADEME 2013). Finally, social tariffs are only applicable to gas and electricity, and unfairly 

favour households heated by gas as they benefit from two lump sums27, even though gas prices 

have increased by 50% in the last five years (Fondation Abbé Pierre 2014). Moreover, social tariffs 

inherently induce a double penalty effect with people just above the eligibility threshold being 

excluded for the tariff and having to contribute to its funding. 

                                           
24 Belgium offers social tariffs and does not otherwise offer regulated tariffs 
25 Due to the size of the market, Malta and Cyprus are exempt from restrictions on regulated tariffs 
26 15 -20% for CMU-C, 60% for ACS 
27 This is partly justified. In France, among people with gas heating, 42% are vulnerable. Still, most of vulnerable people use 
heating oil (1.7 million) (Cochez et al. 2015). A subsidy was created in 2005 for households using heating oil but was cancelled 
in 2009. People with gas central heating can benefit from both social tariffs for gas and electricity. 
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Table IV-1: Overview of some existing social tariff schemes in the EU 

Member 

State 

Fuels Description Coverage* Tariff level Funding 

Belgium 
-
Federal28 

Gas and 
Electricity 

Specific Social 
Tariff (TSS) for 
Gas and 

Electricity 

Protected consumers. 
402,500 electricity customers 
and 233,000 gas customers. 

Additional coverage by State 
level provisions. 

Calculated every 6 months by 
the federal regulator on the 
basis of the lowest production, 

transport and distribution cost 
on the market. 30% lower than 
market tariff. 

Funded by a federal contribution 
for electricity, and an additional 
tax for gas 

Cyprus Electricity Electricity 
Reduced Cost 

Tariff 

Vulnerable consumers (based 
on multiple criteria).  

In 2015, for a household 
consuming 500 kWh in a bi-

monthly period the discount is 
about 14 EUR/month. For a 
household that consumes 
1000kWh it is about 35 
EUR/month. Even with the 
social tariff, the cost of 
electricity for the vulnerable 

consumers is considerably 
higher than the EU average. 

The lost revenue from this tariff is 
recovered by the Electricity 

Authority of Cyprus (EAC) through 
a levy of €cents 0.136/kWh 
applied to all the electricity bills of 
all customers 

France Gas and 

Electricity 

Tariff for Primary 

Electricity Need 
(TPN); Special 
Solidarity gas 

Tariff (TSS). Set 
to be replaced 
by Energy 
Cheque 
measure. ** 

Households with an income 

giving entitlement to 
supplementary universal 
health cover. From the end of 

2013, extended to cover 
those with an annual 
reference fiscal income per 
unit lower than EUR 2,175. 
Household overage expected 
to increase from 1.9 million 

to 4.2 million, equivalent to 8 
million people. 

Tariff level dependent on 

household size and 
consumption. Average 
reduction in gas bill estimated 

at 100-156€/year for 630,000 
beneficiaries at the end of 
2013. For electricity, reduction 
amounts to 90€/year for 2.2 
million beneficiaries in 2014. 

Electricity social tariff is funded by 

energy consumers through a 
special contribution on electricity. 

Greece Electricity Social 
Residential Tariff 

(KOT) 

Applies to vulnerable social 
groups of consumers and 

particularly for persons with 
low income, families with 3 

Not subject to capacity 
charges. 

Compensation by the State for 
this Public Service Obligation. 

                                           
28

 There also provisions at State level with a broader criteria. 
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Member 

State 

Fuels Description Coverage* Tariff level Funding 

children, long-term 
unemployed, disabled people, 

as well as people on life 
support. At the end of 2014, 
522,760 consumers were 
under the social tariff, or 
9.8% of all residential 
customers (1.25 TWh of 

consumption). 

Portugal Gas and 
Electricity 

Three social 
tariffs - gas, 
electricity & plus 
a further 
discount known 

as Extraordinary 
Social Benefits 
for Energy 
Consumers, 
ASECE. 

Based on a range of social 
welfare criteria. ASECE is 
applied to all eligible to social 
tariffs. 

Discount calculated every year; 
in 2015-2016 it was 7.3% for 
gas. For electricity, it was 20% 
on the gross price of electricity 
supply. The ASECE discount 

was 13.8% of the total gas / 
electricity invoice. 

ST for gas cross subsidized by all 
gas consumers, in proportion to 
the energy consumed. For 
electricity, it is borne by electricity 
producers in proportion to the 

installed power in each centre 
electricity generation. ASECE costs 
are supported by the state. 

Romania Electricity Procedure 

regarding terms 
and conditions 
for granting the 
social tariff 
(31.08.2015) 

Vulnerable consumers with 

average monthly income per 
family member less than or 
equal to the minimum wage 
set by governmental decision 
have the right to apply for 
social tariff. About 1.03 

million of 8.56 households 
benefit from this social tariff. 

  

Spain Electricity Spanish Social 
Tariff 

Range of criteria for more 
vulnerable consumers. As of 
December of 2014, 2.47 
million customers have social 

bonus subsidies, and received 
3.94 TWh of electricity at the 
social tariff in 2014. 

25% discount from the 
voluntary tariff applicable by 
the utilities to small costumers 
('Precio Voluntario Pequeño 

Consumidor (PVPC)' applicable 
to low voltage connections, less 
than 10 kW). 

240 million euros/year, covered 
by the energy companies 
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 Evaluation of possible legislative options for the adoption of IV.C.

social tariffs in Member States 

 Introduction to the compared options IV.C.1.

In most Member States offering social tariffs, the general objective of the measure is to ensure that 

vulnerable consumers have some form of financial stability and/or cost-burden alleviation for their 

energy bills. The objective of this section is to provide an illustration of the cost and benefits of each 

of the options as compared with a free market (with no regulated prices of any kind or social tariff). 

The calculations provided are for illustrative purposes only and the final amount of targeted 

electricity (or other fuel), benefiting households and level of subsidies can be varied depending on 

the preferences of the implementing authority. The Member States selected for the analysis include 

those that already offer regulated tariffs. Three measure designs are investigated, which explore the 

effects of targeting a regulated price or subsidise consumption to the general population or 

specifically to vulnerable consumers:  

1. Option ST1 – Social tariff as a reduced tariff provided to eligible consumers 

2. Option ST2 – Subsidised electricity consumption provided to all households 

3. Option ST3 – Subsidised heating consumption provided to vulnerable consumers or all 

households 

These options are described in the next subsections, and potential pros and cons of the different 

options are assessed. When possible, costs and benefits of these options were quantified. When data 

was missing, only qualitative aspects were reported. 

 Option ST1 – Targeted price regulation for vulnerable consumers in the form of IV.C.1.

social tariffs 

Table IV-2 highlights the pros and cons of this option. This measure would imply allowing regulated 

prices (e.g., in the form of social tariffs) targeted at specific groups of vulnerable consumers. This 

would also contribute to ensuring universal access to affordable energy services as required under 

UN-backed Sustainable Development Goals (UN 2015) given the trend of increasing household 

energy prices in Europe. While this option would provide a certain price security to households, the 

administrative burden on Member States and energy companies to identify indigent households 

increases. The targets would need to be clearly defined and identification of potential beneficiaries 

will need to be operational. This example focuses on electricity, but could also be relevant for gas or 

another energy type. 
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Table IV-2: Overview of Option ST1 – social tariff 

Measure Description 
and 
rationale 

Pros Cons 

Social tariff Targeted price 
regulation for 
vulnerable 
consumers in 
the form of 
social tariffs. 

 Allowing price regulation only for 
a clearly defined group of 
vulnerable consumer would 
ensure that it is used as a 
targeted and transitional means 
of achieving the objective of 

consumer protection. 
 Benefits linked to price 

deregulation outside of the social 
tariff regime: more consumer 
choice in terms of supplier and 

energy service providers, better 
services, increased consumer 

satisfaction 

 Identification of vulnerable 
customers is difficult 

 Qualifying households aligned to 
a specific definition (definition 
also needs to be operational in 
identifying and targeting 

appropriate households)29 
 New legislation required 
 Administrative burden on public 

administration 
 Administrative burden on energy 

companies/service providers 

Member States 
with regulated 
tariffs 

16 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus30, Denmark, France, Greece, Hungary, Italy, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta31, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Spain 

Member States 
implementing 

social tariffs 

7 Belgium, Cyprus, France, Greece, Portugal, Romania, Spain 

 

Option ST1 offers, in this example, a tariff priced 20% less that the market price of electricity and 

the costs of implementing this measure would need to be financed, either by other customer groups 

or from the government budget or another third party. If appropriate targeting of this measure is 

implemented, this would ensure that particularly vulnerable consumers would benefit from a more 

affordable electricity supply. An overview of the costs and benefits is provided in Table IV-3. 

Table IV-3: Option ST1 – Social tariff cost and benefits 

Measure Costs Benefits 

Social tariff  Depending on the financing model (the 
options presented are cost-neutral to 
government), those on the regular tariff 
will see an increase in their electricity 

tariff by 1-15% 
 

 Vulnerable households save 20% on their 
annual electricity bills 

 

                                           
29 Some households in need might not qualify through the definition emplyed and therefore pay a double penalty in that they 
do not benefit from the subsidy and also have to pay for the subsidy for other households 
30 Price regulation in Cyprus is economically justified due to natural monopoly 
31 Malta has exemptions from market opening and customer eligibility provisions of the Third Package 
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 Costs Option ST1 - Targeted price regulation for vulnerable consumers in the form IV.C.1.i

of social tariffs 

The social tariff can apply to electricity and/or gas (or any other fuel). The focus in this report is on 

electricity. Figure IV-1 illustrates the average annual electricity consumption and the related average 

expenditure on electricity per household for Member States with regulated tariffs. The wide variety 

of level of average consumption and the electricity prices in each Member State means a broad 

range of consumption for the average household. The variety could also be due to the Member State 

specific fuel mix used and the role of electricity to meet household energy needs. For example, 

households in Malta rely almost solely on electricity to meet their energy needs, such that the 

average consumption for electricity is rather high when comparing to another Member State, but 

that also the electricity price is higher than average, so that the expenditure is also higher. From 

these average consumption and expenditure values, we can calculate the costs of providing a social 

tariff to qualifying vulnerable consumers. 

 

Figure IV-1: Average annual household electricity consumption and expenditure (2014) 

Implementing a social tariff is possible to cover all vulnerable consumers (or any other defined 

group of households). In this example, the social tariff offered is 20% less than the regular 

electricity and gas prices (which is shown as the average 2014 nominal price without taxes and 

levies) to vulnerable consumers defined as the share of the population unable to keep warm (EU-

SILC 2014). These values are for illustrative purposes only and the final amount of subsidy and 

targeted households can be varied depending on the preferences of the implementer. The following 

evaluation explores what the tariff prices would be in comparison to the original base tariff (without 

taxes and levies) for a social tariff financed either: 
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1. by only non-vulnerable households, 

2. by all households and  

3. by all electricity customers (including industry, commercial sectors, all households including 

vulnerable households).32   

The final tariff would still vary for vulnerable (qualifying households) and other household customers 

as the base price for the regular tariff and the social tariff remains the same in each instance. Of 

course, the social tariffs can also be financed in part or in whole through the government budgets 

and this option should be explored in addition (i.e., financial transfers). 

The tariff and financing options assessed are therefore as follows: 

Table IV-4: Overview of tariff and financing models for Option ST1 

OPTION ST1 
Regular Tariff to all 

households 
Social Tariff to vulnerable 

consumers 

1. Financing across all non-
vulnerable households 

Option ST1 – 1a Option ST1 – 1b 

2. Financing across all 
households 

Option ST1 – 2a Option ST1 – 2b 

3. Financing across all 
electricity consumers 

Option ST1 – 3a Option ST1 – 3b 

 

The graphs below show the costs or savings (net benefits) of the intorduction of a tariff, with 

savings arising for households recieving the social tariff and costs for those paying for the tariff 

measure. Note that in this example, the tariff is cost-neutral, with the costs of the tariff always 

being fully covered by a broader group of consumers. An alternative model could also see the 

government budget covering some or all of the costs to supply a social tariff to qualifying 

households. The costs to finance the social tariff in Option ST1 will see an increase in the electricity 

bills for non-vulnerable households from 1-14% depending on the local electricity prices, share of 

vulnerable consumers and average electricity consumption in each Member State. The highest 

increase in electricity bills is seen in Member States where the share of vulnerable consumers is the 

highest (BG, GR, CY, PT). In option ST1-1, vulnerable consumers benefit from the full reduction the 

social tariff offers as only non-vulnerable households cross-subsidise the tariff. When vulnerable 

households also pay a share for the subsidy (option ST1-2), the benefit is less pronounced, but the 

financial burden on non-vulnerable households is also reduced. Financing the measure across all 

electricity consumers (option ST1-3) reduces the impact on non-vulnerable households and also 

increases the benefits to vulnerable households. The summary can be seen in Table IV-5 as well as 

Figure IV-2 and Figure IV-3 below. 

                                           
32 Such a levy only on industrial customers would not be desirable as this would make industry less competitive.  
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Table IV-5: Comparison of differences in tariffs to vulnerable and non-vulnerable households for Option ST1 
and financing models 

  Option ST1 1 Option ST1 2 Option ST1 3  

  

a) Non-

vulnerable 
Households 
(regular 
tariff) 

b) 
Vulnerable 
Households 
(social tariff) 

a) Non-

vulnerable 
Households 
(regular 
tariff) 

b) 
Vulnerable 
Households 
(social tariff) 

a) Non-

vulnerable 
Households 
(regular 
tariff) 

b) 
Vulnerable 
Households 
(social tariff) 

BG 14% -20% 8% -10% 3% -16% 

CY 8% -20% 6% -13% 2% -18% 

DK 1% -20% 1% -19% 0% -20% 

ES 2% -20% 2% -17% 1% -19% 

FR 1% -20% 1% -19% 0% -19% 

GR 10% -20% 7% -12% 2% -17% 

HR 2% -20% 2% -18% 1% -19% 

HU 3% -20% 2% -17% 1% -19% 

IT 4% -20% 4% -16% 1% -19% 

LT 7% -20% 5% -13% 2% -18% 

LV 4% -20% 3% -16% 1% -19% 

MT 6% -20% 4% -14% 1% -18% 

PL 2% -20% 2% -18% 0% -19% 

PT 8% -20% 6% -13% 1% -18% 

RO 3% -20% 2% -17% 1% -19% 

 

 

Figure IV-2: Comparison of annual costs to each non-vulnerable household to finance Option ST1 
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Figure IV-3: Comparison of annual savings to each vulnerable household profiting from Option ST1 

Financing the option across all households (b) does not give as much benefit to vulnerable 

households, but financing via non-vulnerable households alone (a) could add an additional cost 

burden to some households, particularly those just out of bounds for qualifying for the tariff 

themselves. Financing the measure across all customers (c), including industry gives vulnerable 

households almost the same benefit as in (a) without the hefty cost burden to non-vulnerable 

households, but the impact on industrial customers would need to be assessed in terms of reducing 

their competitiveness. 

 Option ST2 – Subsidised consumption  IV.C.2.

This option subsidises a certain amount of electricity consumption for all households. The main 

challenge of this option concerns the calculation of the correct thresholds. Allowing regulated prices 

up to certain rather low energy consumption threshold may miss out some vulnerable consumers 

who may consume rather more energy per household, as they may spend more time in their homes 

(due to unemployment, invalidity, home work), live in inefficient dwellings or require to be 

connected to medical equipment. As a consequence they may exceed the defined thresholds. On the 

other hand and contrary to the desired effect, ordinary consumers of sufficient wealth but low 

consumption, e.g., due to a lifestyle with a relatively limited use of appliances may profit from such 

thresholds. The same might apply to secondary homes inhabited only temporarily by wealthier 

consumers. This was seen to be the effect in Croatia when a subsidy was introduced based on 

electricity consumption (See Box 4 below). 
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Box 4: Adverse subsidy implementation: Ordinance on reducing the impact of the 

increase in electricity prices, Croatia 

During the second part of the last decade, Croatian consumers experienced a rise in electricity 

prices. In response, the Government adopted an Ordinance on reducing the impact of rise in 

electricity prices, implemented from July 1, 2008 until June 30, 2011. In the scheme, the 

Government compensated households for the increase in electricity prices by covering a portion or 

the entire price increase.  

 For households consuming less than 2,000 kWh of electricity annually, the Government 

compensated for the entire cost increase, which means that they not experience an 

increase in electricity bills;  

 For consumers consuming between 2,001-2,500 kWh annually, households were covered 

for only 5% of the increase in electricity costs;  

 For those consuming between 2501-3000 kWh annually, 10% of the increase in electricity 
costs was covered. 

No ex-ante or ex-post analysis was officially performed to determine the success of this measure. 

Nevertheless, based on the electricity consumption data of Croatian households, one can deduce 

that the proposed measure did not have the desired outcome. In particular, the measures helped 

affluent rather than socially vulnerable customers. Lower income households tend to consume 

much more electric energy due to a range of factors such as: larger households, less efficient 

appliances, lower quality of dwellings resulting in higher energy needs and greater reliance on 

electricity for heating. In the end, the proposed measures helped small affluent households (e.g. 

young professionals), and owners of country houses, or very small business owners (craftsman 

who run their businesses as individuals and not as legal persons). 

 

Maintaining regulated prices for large parts of consumption through high thresholds may prevent the 

development of market-based demand response and other flexibility options, as price-based 

incentives cannot be created through price regulation schemes as effectively as by the market. As a 

comparison to the targeted tariff in option ST1, this option looks at a regulated subsidisation of 

consumption to all household consumers in order to avoid the administrative burden of identifying 

the appropriate beneficiaries. For illustrative purposes, this option looks at electricity consumption 

only and applies a regulated price below a consumption threshold (regulated price for the first 30% 

of electricity consumed at a reduced rate of 20% less than the average regular price) to all 

households. However, as Table IV-6 also describes, this blanket administration of the subsidy would 

also mean that households would benefit that do not require assistance, thus diluting the financial 

ability to provide sufficient assistance to truly indigent households. 
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Table IV-6: Overview of Option ST2 – subsidised consumption 

 Measure 
Description 
and rationale 

Pros Cons 

Subsidised 

Consumption 

Regulated 

price below a 
consumption 
threshold 
(regulated 
price for the 
first 30% of 
electricity 

consumed at a 
reduced rate 
of 20% less 
than the 

average 
regular price) 
to all 

households 

 If the consumption threshold 

is defined below current 
levels used by MS to apply 
price regulation, this option 
would reduce the scope of 
price regulation therefore 
limiting its impact on the 
market. 

 Blanket approach means less 
effort required to identify 
needy households 

 Benefits linked to price 

deregulation (expected to be 
more limited compared to 
option 1 due to maintained 

price regulation for consumer 
groups defined according to 
consumption 
levels/subscribed power) : 
more consumer choice in 
terms of supplier and energy 

service providers, better 
services, increased consumer 
satisfaction, switching rates 

 Using a consumption threshold 

as main criterion for eligibility 
to regulated prices would not 
serve the objective of 
consumer protection, as 
consumer vulnerability is not 
directly correlated to 
consumption levels.  

 It would be difficult to take 
into account social and 
economic particularities in MS 
in setting up a consumption 

threshold at EU level. 
 Blanket approach dilutes the 

funds across all households 

meaning needy households 
benefit less 

 Blanket approach means 
households who do not need 
assistance benefit from 
financial assistance 

Member States 
with regulated 

tariffs 

16 
Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Denmark, France, Greece, Hungary, Italy, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia, Spain 

Member States 
implementing 
social tariffs 

7 Belgium, Cyprus, France, Greece, Portugal, Romania, Spain 

 

The cost of this measure includes putting a price regulation in place in contravention of the 

objectives of the liberalised market. However, as Table IV-7 highlights, the benefits may include 

assistance for the transition phase of deregulating the market and ease of administering the 

measure due to the blanket approach. Furthermore, if the threshold is lower than actual 

consumption, then the impact on the market may be limited. 
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Table IV-7: Option ST2 – Subsidised consumption cost and benefits 

Measure Costs Benefits 

Regulated price 
below a 
consumption 
threshold 
(regulated price 
for the first 30% 

of kWh 
consumed) to all 
households.  

· Costs vary depending on the threshold 
defined and the beneficiaries included 
 
 

· Benefits linked to price deregulation (expected 
to be more limited compared to option 1 due to 
maintained price regulation for consumer 
groups defined according to consumption 
levels/subscribed power)  
 more consumer choice in terms of supplier and 

energy service providers, better services, 
increased consumer satisfaction, switching rates 
· If the consumption threshold is defined below 
current levels used by MS to apply price 
regulation, this option would reduce the scope 
of price regulation therefore limiting its impact 

on the market. 

· Blanket approach means less effort required to 
identify needy households 

 Costs Option ST2 - Regulated price below a consumption threshold (regulated IV.C.2.i

price for the first X number of kWh consumed) to all households. 

As an example, this option provides the first 30% of electricity consumed at a reduced rate of 20% 

less than the average regular electricity price to all households. This level was selected based on the 

current implementation of various social tariff schemes across Member States, which point towards 

a reduction in the overall annual bill of 10-30%, however this scheme applies to all households 

rather than vulnerable households only. These values are for illustrative purposes only and the final 

amount can be varied depending on the preferences of the implementer. The financing options 

considered can be spread across all households or across all electricity consumers. 

Table IV-8: Financing models for Option ST2 

OPTION ST2 
Social Tariff for first 30% of consumption, 
reduced by 20%, then Regular Tariff to all 
households (after regulated consumption) 

1. Financing across all households Option ST2 – 1 

2. Financing across all electricity consumers Option ST2 – 2 

 

In this option because the electricity consumption is subsidised for all households for the first 30% 

and all households have the same tariff after this consumption on average, the final annual bill will 

be the same. The average final bill would be lower in households consuming less than the average 

amount and more in households consuming more than the average. Therefore, this option does not 

necessarily contribute to reducing the cost burden of lower income households. While this option 

might incentivise the consumption of less energy overall, it could also penalise lower income 

households who use more electricity than the average due to insufficient building insulation, lower 

energy efficient appliances or higher than average people per household. Figure IV-4 below 

compares the average annual consumption of electricity per HH (kWh) (blue squares) and the costs 

for the subsidised electricity with the cost to consume electricity beyond the reduced amount.  
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Figure IV-4: Costs per MWh for implementation of Option ST2 

In particular, this graph shows that while the average cost per MWh for the subsidised MWh is lower 

than the original price, the price for the MWh consumed after the subsidised limit is much higher 

(although not as high as were this financed by households only as in option ST-1). This option, as it 

is financed by all customer groups, would also need to be assessed as to whether there was an 

impact on the competitiveness of industry. 

 Option ST3 - Subsidised space heating consumption IV.C.3.

This option provides a subsidisation specifically targeted to cover the required space heating costs. A 

number of Member States have been selected to show the possible costs of different social tariffs 

schemes aiming at lowering the expenditure of the households during the heating season. This 

sample calculation was only performed for Bulgaria and Belgium. These Member States were 

selected for the analysis as a good understanding of the energy requirements based on detailed 

information regarding the heating requirements of the housing stock are available and each of these 

Member States represents two opposing sides of the energy poverty index presented in Table II-2. 

Targeting the subsidisation to a specific use ensures households are able to afford winter heating 

costs as current social tariff schemes are typically not sufficient to supply households with affordable 

winter heating costs, but may also lead to rebound effects as households may currently be 

underconsuming, and would also require appropriate targeting as shown in Table IV-9. 
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Table IV-9: Option ST3 – Subsidised heating consumption cost and benefits 

Measure 
Description 
and 
rationale 

Pros Cons 

Subsidised 
heating 
consumption 

Subsidy to 
cover actual 
heating costs 
ensures 
households 
are able to 

afford winter 
heating costs 
(on the basis 
of their 
estimated 

heating 
demand) 

 ensures households are able to 
afford winter heating costs as 
current social tariff schemes are 
typically not sufficient to 
supply households with 
affordable winter heating costs 

 may lead to rebound effects as 
the coverage of the social tariff 
measure depends on the 
available funding (public / 
private) 

 it may require the identification 

of appropriate eligibility criteria 

 Costs Option ST3 – Subsidised heating consumption IV.C.3.i

Quantitative analyses are undertaken on the basis of a bottom-up approach and few key 

assumptions (particular to each selected Member State): 

 Heating energy needs by type of building (classified by period of construction and size). 

 Distribution of eligible customers across the building typologies. 

 Energy prices (natural gas price has been used as a proxy to estimate the economic burden). 

 Share of energy bill (for space heating) covered by the measure. 

 Other details of the measure (thresholds) 

Two types of measures are considered: a targeted price regulation for vulnerable consumers only in 

the form of social tariff, and a regulated price below a consumption thresholds for all the customers. 

For each type of measure, two sub-cases are analysed making use of a “what-if” approach with the 

aim to quantitatively explore the magnitude of the total cost of a social tariff scheme. Values are 

compared with the expenditure on social protection. These schemes are described in Table IV-10. 
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Table IV-10: Different schemes and assumptions for Option ST3 

OPTION ST3 Description 

Option ST3 – 1a 
Targeted price regulation for vulnerable consumers only; Social tariff equivalent to 
50% of the market price 

Option ST3 – 1b 

Targeted price regulation for vulnerable consumers only. This includes a step-wise 
price curve where the higher the expected consumption per dwelling (for space heating), 
the higher is the share of the expenditure covered by the subsidy); Social tariff 
equivalent to 30% of the market price for dwelling with a theoretical consumption  

greater than 150 kWh/m2, and 10% of the price for dwelling with a theoretical 
consumption  greater than 115 kWh/m2 

Option ST3 – 2a 
Regulated price regulation to all residential consumers; Regulated price (reduction 
equivalent to 30% of the market price) 

Option ST3 – 2b 

Regulated price regulation to all residential consumers. This includes a step-wise 

price curve where the higher the expected consumption per dwelling (for space heating), 
the higher is the share of the expenditure covered by the subsidy); Regulated price 

(reduction equivalent to 50% of the market price for dwelling with a theoretical 
consumption  greater than 150 kWh/m2, 30% of the price for dwelling with a theoretical 
consumption  greater than 115 kWh/m2, and 10% of the price for the remaining 
dwelling stock - modern constructions) 

 Bulgaria IV.C.3.ii

Bulgaria is one of the Member States with the highest number of vulnerable consumers (EUROSTAT 

2014a), total pop inability to keep warm). Most of the main factors determining the level of energy 

poverty (low income, high energy prices and poor quality buildings, cold winter) are present in 

Bulgaria and there is evidence that many consumers (around 40% of the households, 1.12 millions) 

are vulnerable (Pye et al. 2015)33. 

The fraction of dwellings with a central heating system (including collective, individual and district 

heating) is only 56.1%, well below the percentage of Western European Member States34. The use of 

room heating system is then widespread even in urban areas. The natural gas price for domestic 

consumers in Bulgaria has been increasing in recent years (around 0.05 Euro/kWh in 2014)35 while 

the electricity price remains constant and is still one of the lowest across Member States. 

Based on the data of heating energy needs (as shown in Table VII-9 in the appendix), the cost (per 

household) of different supporting mechanisms (coverage of 10%, 30%, 50%, 60% of the heating 

bill) are calculated and reported in the figures below. For example, for a multi apartment house built 

in in the period 1960-1980, the estmate of the expenditure for space heating is of 392 Euro/year 

(196*2). The average salary per month in Bulgaria is lower than 500 Euro per month, thus any 

heating cost above 40-50 Euro per month would make the family susceptible to energy poverty.  

Making use of the simple calculations presented above and of some assumptions, four different 

schemes are designed as shown in Table IV-10, and the corresponding costs estimated. The main 

goal is to provide a range of the costs for different coverage of the measures. 

Option ST3-1a 

 Only space heating consumption is taken into consideration. 

 1.12 million of vulnerable customers (around 40% of the total number of dwellings). 

                                           
33

 Refer to the Bulgaria Member State report in the appendix 
34

 ENTRANZE database (http://www.entranze.eu/) 
35

 Eurostat (online data codes: nrg_pc_204, nrg_pc_205, nrg_pc_202 and nrg_pc_203) 
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 Equal distribution of the vunerable consumers across the 10 building typologies identified. 

 Social tariff equivalent to 50% of the market price. 

The cost of such a scheme would be of 397.7 Meuro/year, equivalent to 2.5% of the current 

expenditure on social protection in Bulgaria. 

Option ST3-1b 

 Only space heating consumption is taken into consideration. 

 1.12 million of vulnerable customers (around 40% of the total number of dwellings). 

 Equal distribution of the vunerable consumers across 8 building typologies (the most 

recent single house and multiapartment constructions are not considered). 

 Social tariff equivalent to 30% of the market price for dwelling with a theoretical 

consumption  greater than 150 kWh/m2, and 10% of the price for dwelling with a 

theoretical consumption  greater than 115 kWh/m2. 

This design of the scheme is different from the first one as it introduces some thresholds dependent 

on the heating needs of the different dwellings. The cost of such a scheme would be of 140.2 

Meuro/year, equivalent to 0.9% of the current expenditure on social protection in Bulgaria. 

Option ST3-2a 

 Only space heating consumption is taken into consideration. 

 2.76 million households (all households). 

 Equal distribution of customers across the 10 building typologies identified. 

 Regulated price (reduction equivalent to 30% of the market price). 

With option ST3-2a, a flat regulated price is assigned to all the customers, without using any specific 

eligibility criteria. It aims to quantify the cost of a possible scheme in case of lack of 

data/info/knowledge required to determine proper eligibility criteria. The cost of such a scheme 

would be of 589.2 Meuro/year, equivalent to 3.68% of the current expenditure on social protection 

in Bulgaria. 

Option ST3-2b 

 Only space heating consumption is taken into consideration 

 2.76 million households (all households). 

 Equal distribution of customers across the 10 building typologies identified. 

 Regulated price (reduction equivalent to 50% of the market price for dwelling with a 

theoretical consumption  greater than 150 kWh/m2, 30% of the price for dwelling with a 

theoretical consumption  greater than 115 kWh/m2, and 10% of the price for the 

remaining dwelling stock - modern constructions). 

Option ST3-2b introduces some thresholds dependent on the heating needs of the different 

dwellings and makes use of a step-wise function for the regulated price. The cost of such a scheme 

would be of 635.5 Meuro/year, equivalent to 4.1% of the current expenditure on social protection in 

Bulgaria. 

More in general, by assuming that the difference between the gas price for industry (with no VAT) 

and the gas price in the household provides a proxy of the surplus or maximum level of revenues of 

the gas seller (supplier), it is clear that all the four schemes would require heavy financial support 

by a public institution as the margin of the supplier is supposed to be pretty low (max 15% of the 

household gas price) while all the designed measures assume higher level of price support schemes. 
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 Belgium  IV.C.3.iii

Using the same approach as in the case of Bulgaria, Table VII-8 in the appendix depicts Belgium’s 

building stock characteristics. Based on the data of heating energy needs, cost (per household) of 

different supporting mechanisms (coverage of 10%, 30%, 50%, 60% of the heating bill) are 

calculated and reported in the figures below. For example, for a multi apartment house built in in 

the period 1971-1990, the estmate of the expenditure for space heating is 533 Euro/year (266*2). 

As in the case of Bulgaria, four different schemes are designed, and the corresponding costs 

estimated, giving a range of possible coverage expendiutres.  

Option ST3-1a 

 Only space heating consumption is taken into consideration. 

 0.64 million of vulnerable customers (5.6% of total populatin) 

 Equal distribution of the vunerable consumers across 8 building typologies identified. 

 Social tariff equivalent to 50% of the market price. 

The cost of such a scheme would be of 381.1 Meuro/year, equivalent to 0.37% of the current 

expenditure on social protection in Belgium. 

Option ST3-1b 

 Only space heating consumption is taken into consideration. 

 0.64 million of vulnerable customers (5.6% of total populatin) 

 Equal distribution of the vunerable consumers across 5 building typologies.  

 Social tariff equivalent to 30% of the market price for dwelling with a theoretical 

consumption  greater than 150 kWh/m2, and 10% of the price for dwelling with a 

theoretical consumption  greater than 115 kWh/m2. 

The cost of such a scheme would be 88.2 Meuro/year, equivalent to 0.09% of the current 

expenditure on social protection in Belgium. 

Option ST3-2a 

 Only space heating consumption is taken into consideration. 

 4.65 million of households (all households). 

 Equal distribution of customers across the 8 building typologies identified. 

 Regulated price (reduction equivalent to 30% of the market price). 

The cost of such a scheme would be of 1,673.6 Meuro/year, equivalent to 1.62% of the current 

expenditure on social protection in Belgium. 

Option ST3-2b 

 Only space heating consumption is taken into consideration 

 4.65 million of households (all households). 

 Equal distribution of customers across the 8 building typologies identified. 

 Regulated price (reduction equivalent to 50% of the market price for dwelling with the 

construction dating before 1945, 30% of the price for dwelling with the construction 

dating between 1945 and 1990, and 10% of the price for the remaining dwelling stock - 

modern constructions). 

This fourth option introduces some thresholds dependent on the construction period which serves as 

a proxy for energy needs. The cost of such a scheme would be of 1,790.5 Meuro/year, equivalent to 

1.74% of the current expenditure on social protection in Belgium. 
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 Summary of social tariff options IV.D.

When comparing the outcome for vulnerable consumers between implementing option ST1 and ST2, 

we see that option ST1 finances 100% of the total consumption while option ST2 only finances 30% 

of the total consumption for vulnerable consumers. On average in option ST1, the vulnerable 

consumers will benefit, while the non-vulnerable households will neutralise the costs (depending on 

the financing model, but these households always pay an additional cost). Table IV-11 compares the 

amount of electricity that each option would subsidise in relation to the total electricity consumption 

for all households. Option ST1 subsidises only vulnerable households (and therefore 100% of 

vulnerable households consumption) while option ST2 subsidises all households (and therefore 

covers only 30% of vulnerable household consumption). In the case of Bulgaria where there is a 

high number of vulnerable households, option ST1 provides more subsidised electricity targeted 

towards vulnerable households only, while option ST2 provides all households with less. This shows 

the dilution of the subsidy.  

Table IV-11: Comparison of residential TWh subsidised in comparison to total residential TWh consumed 
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BG 41% 1.1 2.8 10.6 4.3 6.3 4.3 100% 1.3 1.9 30% 

CY 28% 0.1 0.3 1.4 0.4 1.0 0.4 100% 0.1 0.3 30% 

DK 3% 0.1 2.4 10.1 0.3 9.8 0.3 100% 0.1 2.9 30% 

ES 11% 2.0 18.3 70.7 7.8 62.8 7.8 100% 2.4 18.8 30% 

FR 6% 1.7 28.7 149.4 8.8 140.6 8.8 100% 2.6 42.2 30% 

GR 33% 1.4 4.3 17.2 5.6 11.5 5.6 100% 1.7 3.5 30% 

HR 10% 0.1 1.5 5.6 0.5 5.1 0.5 100% 0.2 1.5 30% 

HU 12% 0.5 4.1 10.4 1.2 9.2 1.2 100% 0.4 2.8 30% 

IT 18% 4.6 25.8 64.3 11.6 52.7 11.6 100% 3.5 15.8 30% 

LT 27% 0.3 1.3 2.7 0.7 1.9 0.7 100% 0.2 0.6 30% 

LV 17% 0.1 0.8 1.7 0.3 1.5 0.3 100% 0.1 0.4 30% 

MT 22% 0.0 0.2 0.6 0.1 0.5 0.1 100% 0.0 0.1 30% 

PL 9% 1.3 13.9 28.0 2.5 25.5 2.5 100% 0.8 7.6 30% 

PT 28% 1.1 4.1 11.9 3.4 8.6 3.4 100% 1.0 2.6 30% 

RO 12% 0.9 7.5 11.9 1.5 10.4 1.5 100% 0.4 3.1 30% 

SK 6% 0.1 1.8 4.9 0.3 4.6 0.3 100% 0.1 1.4 30% 

EU-16 
Totals 

13% 15.6 117.8 401.5 49.4 352.1 49.4 100% 14.8 120.4 30% 
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Options ST3 offers an insight into the required subsidy to provide a household with a meaningful 

amount of energy to cover the annual heating costs. These values are compared with the required 

costs if this were considered as an expenditure within the social protection expenditure budget. 

Given the various climatic requirements (which dictate the heating requirements) as well as the 

overall number of vulnerable consumers, as shown in Table IV-12, this could vary from 0.4%-2.5% 

of the total social protection expenditure. 

Table IV-12: Summary of option ST3 for selected Member States (2014) 

Option/ 
Scenario Description Bulgaria Belgium 

Option ST3-1 - Targeted price regulation for vulnerable consumers in the form of social tariffs 

  mio. Vulnerable consumers 1.12 0.64 

  Total annual social protection expenditure (Meuro/year) 16,000 103,149 

ST3-1a 

Scenario: Social tariff equivalent to 50% of the market price 

  Number of building typologies (equal distributionof vulnerable 
consumers) 10 8 

Annual required heating costs (Meuro/year) 398 381 

Share of heating costs in social protection expenditure 2.5% 0.4% 

ST3-1b 

Scenario: Social tariff equivalent to 30% of the market price for 

dwelling with a theoretical consumption  greater than 150 
kWh/m2, and 10% of the price for dwelling with a theoretical 
consumption  greater than 115 kWh/m2 

  Number of building typologies (equal distribution of vulnerable 
consumers) 8 5 

Annual required heating costs 140 88 

Share of heating costs in social protection expenditure 0.9% 0.1% 

Option ST3-2: Regulated price below a consumption threshold to all households 

  mio. Customers 2.76 1.82 

ST3-2a 

Scenario: Regulated price (reduction equivalent to 30% of the 
market price) 

  Number of building typologies (equal distributionof vulnerable 
consumers) 10 8 

Annual required heating costs (Meuro/year) 589 654 

Share of heating costs in social protection expenditure 3.7% 0.6% 

ST3-2b 

Scenario: Regulated price (reduction equivalent to 50% of the 

market price for dwelling with a theoretical consumption  greater 
than 150 kWh/m2, 30% of the price for dwelling with a 
theoretical consumption  greater than 115 kWh/m2, and 10% of 
the price for the remaining dwelling stock - modern 

constructions) 

  Number of building typologies (equal distributionof vulnerable 

consumers) 10 8 

Annual required heating costs 653 699 

Share of heating costs in social protection expenditure 4.1% 0.7% 
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 CONCLUSION V.

 Overview of options evaluated and impact on Member States V.A.

This report reviewed different options to ensure affordability of and access to electricity (and gas) 

supply for vulnerable consumers through the evaluation of different disconnection safeguards and 

social tariffs as part of the impact assessment for the European Commission’s proposal for a Clean 

Energy Package (European Commission 2016d, 2016b). These options are summarised in Table V-1 

below: 

Table V-1: Summary of options evaluated 

Measure Rationale Description 

Disconnection 
safeguards 

Option DS1 - Prescribed 
minimum disconnection 
notice period 

Ensures 
households 
(especially 

vulnerable) 
remain 
connected to 
an energy 
supply 

All customers will receive a disconnection notice 
at a minimum of at least two months (or 40 
working days) before disconnection from the first 
unpaid bill. 

Option DS2 - Prior to 
issuing a disconnection 
notice, consumer 
should receive 

information on the 
sources of support and 
to be offered the 
possibility to delay 
payments or 
restructure their debts 

Prior to issuing a disconnection notice, consumers 
should: 

1. receive information on the sources of support, 
and 

2. be offered the possibility to delay payments or 
restructure their debt. 

Option DS3 - 

Prohibition of 
disconnections for 
vulnerable consumers 
in winter 

Winter ban on disconnections for vulnerable 

consumers for a period of four months (suggested 
November to February, but can change depending 
on local climatic conditions)  

Social tariffs Option ST1 – Social 
tariff 

Financial 

relief to 
(targeted) 
households 
in regulated 
markets 

Targeted price regulation for vulnerable 

consumers in the form of social tariffs 
accompanying  the transition towards market 
tariffs only 

Option ST2 – 
Subsidised consumption 

Regulated price below a consumption threshold 
(regulated price for the first 30% of electricity 

consumed at a reduced rate of 20% less than the 
average regular price) to all households 

Option ST3 – 
Subsidised heating 
consumption 

Subsidy to cover actual heating costs ensures 
households are able to afford winter heating costs 
(on the basis of their estimated heating demand) 

Table V-2 summarises the Member States that have not already implemented the options assessed 

in this report. The social tariff options reflect only those Member States currently offering regulated 

tariffs and social tariffs and are only recommended as a transitionary measure as these Member 

States move away from regulated tariffs. 



Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

64 
 

 

Table V-2: Member States not already implementing assessed options 

 Options Disconnection Safeguards Social Tariffs 

Member 

States DS1 

DS2 - debt 

management 

DS2 - customer 

enagement DS3 

Regulated 

tariffs 

Existing social 

tariff 

AT x     x     

BE           x 

BG x x x x x   

CY x   x x x x 

CZ x   x x     

DE x     x     

DK x x   x x   

EE x x x       

ES       x x x 

FR x       x x 

FI   x x       

GR   x x x x x 

HR   x x x x   

HU     x   x   

IE x           

IT x     x x   

LT x x x x x   

LU x     x     

LV   x x x x   

MT x   x x x   

NL     x       

PL x     x x   

PT x x   x x x 

RO   x   x x x 

SE x     x     

SK   x   x x   

SI x   x x     

UK             

TOTAL 17 11 13 20 16 7 

 

Ultimately, the considered measures have informed an amendment in the legislation requiring 

Member States to give consumers “adequate information on alternatives to disconnection sufficiently 

in advance before the planned disconnection. These alternatives may refer to sources of support to 

avoid disconnection, alternative payment plans, debt management advice or disconnection 

moratorium and should not constitute an extra cost to customers”  (European Commission 2016d). 

These options were considered in the impact assessment as mandatory inclusion to maximise the 

protection of vulnerable consumers in the internal energy market, but could not be made binding as 

they were considered too costly to implement at the EU level. The rationale was that this may lead 

to market distortions where adverse conditions for entry to market for new players are created and 

may increase costs to consumers. While it is acknowledged that the implementation of these 

measures would safeguard against disconnections, this would require new legislation and carry 

administrative costs for some Member States. Given the current market situation, the burden of 

implementing these measures may also fall to the energy supply companies, who would need to 

recover costs from their entire customer base by increasing prices. Nonetheless, while these 
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recommendations could not be legislated at the EU level, it was recommended that Member States 

individually explore the applicability of these measures in their own approach towards providing 

protection to vulnerable consumers while ensuring synergies to national social services (European 

Commission 2016a). 
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 Recommendations V.B.

The following recommendations provided input for the European Commission’s impact assessment 

for the development of the Clean Energy Package as well as for Member States when revising 

legislation or implementing measures to provide adequate protection to vulnerable consumers in the 

energy sector.  

Recommendation 1. Increase recognition for energy poverty within the overall approach 

to addressing poverty. 

This recommendation called for recognition for an addressing the cross-cutting nature of energy 

poverty in policy. The proposals for the revision of the electricity Directive have included energy 

policy in addition to social policy, there is more scope for addressing the issues facing vulnerable 

consumers and households experiencing energy poverty across both policy arenas. 

In general, more recognition for the contribution of energy as a central component towards 

alleviating poverty should be given.  As outlined in Section II, energy needs are, in the majority, 

currently addressed in the social spheres of government across different levels of government (EU to 

Member States to local government). However, the energy requirements of households are a cross-

cutting issue involving different parts of government, at least including energy, social and consumer 

policy. Currently, the responsibility to address the general issues of vulnerable consumers is most 

often tasked to the social sector on the European level and in the majority of Member States. This 

complicates the issue if specifically looking at how vulnerable consumers in the energy sector are 

addressed, because the social sphere does not hold full jurisdiction, and social welfare budgets often 

do not allocate sufficient funds to cover energy costs to vulnerable consumers. Yet as discussed in 

Sections II.B through II.E, by specifically considering energy as a distinct component of 

vulnerability, the adverse impacts on health associated with an inadequate supply of energy, can be 

targeted.  

Social departments have a clear advantage in having the data and access to serve vulnerable 

consumers in receipt of welfare payments, and may therefore be best placed to provide short-term 

financial assistance. However, they have limited technical ability to best address the energy specific 

component of energy poverty required to address the underlying, techno-economic and structural 

causes of energy poverty. 

Energy policy at the same time is responsible for ensuring supply via a competitive market, but has 

limited jurisdiction (or social competency) outside of their mandate to assist vulnerable consumers. 

Also, energy supply and energy efficiency are often split between different ministries. An example 

from the City of Krefeld in Germany (see Box 2) shows the negative side-effects on the 

competitiveness of a local electricity utility. Here, the primary electricity supplier is also the supplier 

of last resort and therefore has the responsibility to provide a supply to all consumers, but at the 

same time does not have the mandate (or the budget) to ensure that vulnerable consumers are able 

to pay their bills; this is tasked to the national government through the social ministries. However, 

since energy supply companies also have a large share of non-paying customers, the city utility 

must work together with social service agencies to ensure that adequate debt management 

assistance is provided. The costs of non-payment (and the additional services provided to non-

paying customers) must be carried by the other customers thereby impinging on their ability to 
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provide a competitive business. This can be compounded when paying consumers switch to another 

supplier who can offer lower rates because they are responsible for fewer non-paying consumers. 

European consumer policy, while tasked to protect vulnerable consumers and having incorporated 

energy as one of their five key pillars of action, has not the specific mandate to influence social or 

energy policy in Member States. 

We recommended that the European Commission set the example by being more precise in 

acknowledging the cross-cutting nature of energy across not only the social sphere, but also other 

relevant jurisdictions by including relevant ministries, departments and service agencies as 

responsible stakeholders in strategy documents and work programmes. This has since been 

reflected in the proposal for amendments of the Directives for the common rules of the internal 

energy market for electricity where energy policy has been added in addition to social policy as an 

arena for implementing support for vulnerable consumers (European Commission 2016d). The 

Commission’s Vulnerable Consumer Working Group is one avenue to propagate an integrated 

approach to addressing the protection of vulnerable consumers in the energy sector. This cohesive 

approach should be replicated on the Member State level through guidance from the Commission. 

If the responsibility for energy poverty remains in the social sector, the significance of the role of 

energy in poverty alleviation should be recognised and appropriately budgeted for in social 

protection expenditure. The costs of energy, as a central element of basic living needs, should be 

adjusted annually to account for increasing prices and living conditions (See also Recommendation 

2). This will require coordination between the different government departments as energy-related 

matters are usually regulated through different laws. (See also Recommendation 6).  

Energy poverty is a policy challenge – a new frontier for cross-jurisdictional collaboration, which 

needs an overarching body to fully incorporate the competencies of the relevant spheres of 

government. Ideally, this could be resolved through the formation of a body (could also be a multi-

agent body) with the mandate and budget to specifically oversee and implement coordinated efforts 

across the relevant areas of policy. 

Recommendation 2. Ensure financial transfers are adequate to meet the energy-related 

needs of vulnerable households 

The Commission should urge Member States to ensure that financial transfers are adequate to meet 

the energy-related needs of vulnerable households through required reporting to monitor the market 

(e.g., ACER’s annual Market Monitoring Report). This will also require defining the framework around 

support for vulnerable consumers during extreme weather events (cold or hot). 

As identified in Section II.A, financial transfers (or welfare payments) offer important short-term 

financial relief to (vulnerable) households to meet living costs, sometimes explicitly categorising 

energy. Although energy is not always specifically categorised, the majority of Member States have 

mechanisms such as welfare payments to assist those in need of financial assistance for home 

energy bills or fuel allowances, which are often distributed through the social welfare system. 

Financial transfers are an important foundation towards alleviating overall poverty. Spending 

targeting energy-related aspects of poverty should also form a part of this foundation as the benefits 

safeguard a particular basic need for vulnerable consumers – sometimes at very crucial times, i.e., 

winter. Yet with limited social funding available, there is a need to explore the most efficient ways to 
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ensure an improvement in the energy welfare of households in terms of maintaining an affordable 

supply. 

Specifically, our review in Section II.D highlighted that there is an evident absence of measures to 

assist vulnerable consumers in times of extreme weather events. All but one of the financial 

transfers examined provides for extreme or one off weather events. Results of climate modelling 

show that, with global warming, Europe will face a progressive and strong increase in overall climate 

hazards. While the incidents of extreme ‘cold waves’ may decrease the opposite is true for heat 

waves which may show a progressive and highly significant increase in frequency all over Europe. 

This review highlights the lack of adequate payments for vulnerable consumers whose difficulty may 

be amplified by extreme weather events such as heat waves.  

We recommend that the Commission encourages all Member States to assess the suitability of 

existing measures to assist vulnerable consumers in unexpected times of extreme weather (cold and 

hot events). Currently, the Commission has no official meteorological definition of cold and extreme 

cold. To assist Member States, we recommend that the Commission develop an appropriate 

definition of extreme weather and temperatures. 

At a minimum, financial assistance administered through social policy should be adjusted to ensure 

energy subsidies/payments are sufficient to cover the required energy needs for the beneficiaries 

taking into consideration energy price increases and the effect these have on affordability. As 

described in Box 2, this would help ensure that the competitiveness of (especially the primary) 

energy supply companies is not hindered, better coordination for the direct payment of energy bills 

from social services to the energy supply companies should be arranged. 

Recommendation 3. Guidance on disconnection safeguards for Member States should 

include a combination of extended notification period, complementary measures and a 

winter moratorium for vulnerable households 

The Commission should provide guidance on the implementation of disconnection safeguards and 

procedures. This report recommends a minimum notice period in conjunction with the use of 

complementary measures such as debt management and customer engagement. Furthermore, a 

winter moratorium should be in place for vulnerable consumers during the winter. Due to variation 

across Member States, it is recommended that Member States evaluate the appropriate framework 

required to implement these crucial actions to protect vulnerable consumers. 

Electricity disconnection procedures vary significantly across Member States. This is partly due to 

the differences in economic situations, but can also be attributable to major differences in measures 

adopted to protect consumers from disconnection. This report suggests to harmonise - or set 

minimum standards - for disconnection procedures across Member States, to ensure adequate 

disconnection safeguards to vulnerable consumers. 

Disconnection procedures and safeguards can be used together to protect consumers. The 

procedures determine the process through which a consumer is disconnected (e.g., the minimum 

amount of days and notices), while the safeguards provide additional protection during certain 

periods (e.g., winter) or for certain target groups (e.g., vulnerable consumers). This means acute 

and preventive support for households threatened with a disconnection. 
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Establishing a 40 working days minimum notice period before disconnection would mean 18 Member 

States would need to amend their disconnection procedure as they currently have no minimum 

notice period or one that is shorter. This report found that based on cost considerations only 

(therefore not including costs associated with health and social benefits) for electricity and gas, it is 

not cost effective to disconnect within 15 to 40 working days from the unpaid bill for any of the 

considered Member States. 

This report also suggests standards for complementary disconnection safeguards, such as the 

provision of information and debt management prior to carrying out a disconnection, particularly for 

vulnerable consumers. This includes assisting households with more access to information, with 

support from helplines and advice centres and ensuring these are known to consumers as well as 

equipped to help particularly vulnerable consumers with their distinctive situations. The majority of 

customers only react when they are threatened with a disconnection notice from the energy 

supplier, so it would be useful to have a system in place so relevant stakeholders are able to react 

more rapidly to customer needs. Increased customer engagement has the potential of significant 

impact but at a low cost. However, the roles and responsibilities of the stakeholders also need to be 

clearly defined. Whether the social services, energy supplier, regulator or national point of contact or 

some other entity is responsible for ensuring households have access to the information. The 

example provided in Box 2 showed that a cooperation between some of these entities have proven 

useful. Debt management procedures prove more costly, but have substantial longer-term effects as 

they address the underlying causes of non-payment. Also here, it should be made clear the 

advantages and disadvantages of taking action for the relevant stakeholders. For both cases there 

are multiple benefits, including decreased disconnections, increased customer awareness and 

reduced debt burdens. 

This report also evaluates the effect of a ban on disconnections for vulnerable consumers over the 

four months in winter. The costs to non-paying customers for this measure is the highest among 

those Member States with the largest number of vulnerable consumers but would potentially result 

in considerable benefits, including diminishing excess winter mortality as a result of households 

being able to maintain an energy connection during extreme cold periods. This option, unlike the 

other disconnection safeguards, would specifically target vulnerable consumers and therefore it 

would be incumbent on the Commission to ensure that a more robust understanding/definition of 

eligible consumers is put in place across Member States. 

Recommendation 4. Improve targeting and design of social tariffs towards vulnerable 

consumers. 

Member States employing social tariffs should ensure appropriate targeting of the measure by 

actively working to improve the data required to implement it sufficiently (e.g., recipients, energy 

consumption patterns, building stock characteristics). The Commission can support by facilitating an 

information and experience exchange on implementation and outcomes of measures as well as 

facilitating the collection of relevant data. 

While a social tariff is undoubtedly an effective financial instrument to support beneficiaries in 

lowering the expenditure on energy, it is probably the most complicated measure to design among 

the other measures assessed (disconnection safeguards, social tariffs and financial transfers) to 

protect vulnerable consumers due to the potential negative impacts on the actual consumption of 

energy, on the energy markets, and on the overall cost of the measure. 
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Disconnection safeguards act “ex-post” (after the problem is observed) which means that among all 

the eligible customers (generally determined by socio-economic conditions of the households 

including income, wealth, labour force participation and demographic composition), only those who 

are in arrears benefit from the measure. 

Financial transfers act “ex-ante” (before the problem is observed) but are generally applied without 

energy as a specific objective, and typically seek to address overall poverty. Therefore, eligibility 

criteria are purely determined by socio-economic conditions of the households, the relevant 

information needed to assess these interventions is generally available (Equivalent Economic 

Conditions Indicator) and the cost of the measure is easy to estimate (in advance). 

When it comes to the social tariffs, the complexity is more evident. First of all, social tariffs act “ex-

ante” as the level of actual consumption is unknown when the value of (social) tariffs are 

determined, so that the overall cost of the measure is hard to estimate (in advance). Low prices 

may lead to rebound effects (no rebound effects are likely to be observed with other measures) as 

consumption can increase (even above the level of comfort) making the cost of the measure higher 

than the expected. Moreover, the definition of proper eligibility criteria is fundamental (more than in 

the other cases): thresholds (step-wise tariffs) should be conditional on household size, type, and 

geographical area in order to allocate the funds in a rational way, and require updates over time 

given the frequent changes of market prices. 

The social tariff measure, by its nature and design, would require a good knowledge of the energy-

related behaviour of the households and a capacity to monitor the indicators and to adjust the 

decisions quickly. Therefore, it is necessary to develop and maintain the required database and for 

each relevant Member State to explore the costs and benefits of the application of specific tariff 

designs through a selection tool (See also Recommendation 5).   

Recommendation 5. Improvement of data monitoring and development of an assessment 

tool to provide guidance on selection of applicable measures. 

This report provides a preliminary evaluation on how certain measures could be structured, and 

could perform, in different Member State. Each Member State should consider how the proposed 

(and other) measures to address energy poverty could be used in conjunction to achieve the best 

results at the local level through the development and application of an assessment tool. 

Furthermore, a satisfactory level of necessary data should be monitored so the scale and drivers of 

energy poverty can be better analysed and the corrective measures can be better implemented as 

already recognised (European Commission 2016c). Furthermore, there is a need for more stringent 

data reporting by Member States to ACER on, e.g.,: 

 Number of electricity and gas customer disconnections (by share of customers and absolute 

number) 

 Duration of the disconnection (to assess the severity of the customer experience) 

 Reason for the disconnection (currently only able to assume 100% as non-payment) 

 Type of customer disconnected (e.g., qualified as vulnerable?) 

Member States often have some voluntary measures in place already and these should be harnessed 

and rolled out nationally. To assist Member States with assessing which measures or combinations 

of measures would be most relevant to their situation (economic, number of vulnerable consumers, 
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type of issues), the development of guidelines or an assessment tool could assist with the decision 

making. 

The Commission could also annex guidelines (for example, in a dedicated vulnerable consumers 

strategy document, or through the work programme for the EU Observatory on Energy Poverty, or 

through the required reporting by ACER) for Member States on how to proceed in the event of 

vulnerable consumers facing disconnections or difficulty paying and should include: 

 How to define and identify the target beneficiary (i.e., vulnerable consumer). 

 A disconnection procedure checklist/guidelines detailing a list of minimum action to be taken 

before proceeding with a disconnection and should include the minimum notification period; 

clear information on where to get help; information about debt restructuring options and who 

to contact; offers for debt management counselling; registration with a vulnerable consumer 

database (in order to benefit from targeted assistance and information. This database might 

also be a way for interministerial data exchange). 

 Only then would the energy company be allowed to refer the consumer to some central 

agency (such as the DSO) to order the disconnection or for further processing with social 

services or some other agency responsible for assisting vulnerable consumers. 

To assess how these measures might work in each Member State, an assessment tool should be 

developed at the EU level with examples based on existing measures. The tool should be able to 

estimate the impact of different measures, such as the social tariffs, stronger direct financial 

assistance and/or disconnection safeguards. This tool should be based on the collection of existing 

measures and should allow for the design of alternative schemes in order to assess the impact (such 

as the number of recipients or financing options). The tool developed to explore option ST3 in 

Section IV.C.3 could also be expanded upon. 

Recommendation 6. Coordination between government departments and service agencies 
should be fostered. 

The European Commission could foster a better coordination between not only Member States, but 

between the various relevant ministries, departments and service agencies such that funding for EU 

projects is structured around a framework to improve the implementation of measures. The projects 

could mandate the necessary coordination across government levels, and the relevant departments 

to facilitate working together, to better assist vulnerable consumers in the energy sector. 

The difficulty of a coordinated effort becomes more evident at the implementation level. Households 

need to refer to the social welfare department for assistance, who may not have access to energy 

benefits or the ability to access data regarding energy, so given their limited jurisdiction, limited 

assistance can be provided. The Commission should officially recognize this in their own policy 

statements, which could then be better recognised at the Member State level and in the 

implementation of measures. 

Due to the jurisdictional boundaries and limited legal ability for governments and service agencies to 

exchange data (for instance on vulnerable consumers), it can be difficult to foster a coordinated 

effort. However, examples of voluntary collaboration have been found to exist (such as the industry 

initiatives described in Box 1 and Box 2). These voluntary types of partnerships on the ground have 

proved invaluable to improving the circumstances for customers in debt and those facing energy 

supply disconnection. This means that likely more is being done on the local level to support 

vulnerable consumers and implies that there is a greater diversity of measures that could be 
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implemented to a larger number of beneficiaries. It does also highlight, however, the additional 

effort required to ensure that data is collected and reported which reflects that actual situation (See 

also Recommendation 5). 

A brief orientation for the implementation of these recommendations on the EU and Member State 

level is provided in Table V-3 and Table V-4. 

Table V-3: Study recommendations and their operationalisation: EU level 

Target Vehicle Recommendation 

European 
Commission, 
DG ENER, 

DG JUST 

  

Recommendation 1. Increase recognition for 

energy poverty within the overall approach to 

addressing poverty: 

Stakeholder 

Dialogue/Communication/Gu
idance document/ VCWG / 
EU Observatory on Energy 
Poverty 

  Lead by example by acknowledging the cross-cutting nature 

of energy poverty and encourage an integrated approach 
(social, energy (including energy efficiency) and consumer 
policy at Member State level. The proposals for the revision of 

the electricity Directive have expanded the responsible policy 
arena to include social and energy policy.

VCWG 

  Ensure continued and expanded participation of relevant 

stakeholders in the Vulnerable Consumers Working Group 
(VCWG) and ensure knowledge is transferred to relevant 
Member State constituents

Development of a regulation 
to make permanent the EU 
Observatory on Energy 
Poverty as this overarching 
budget (similar to the 

regulation utilised to 
establish ACER). 

  Work towards the establishment of an overarching body with 

the mandate and budget to oversee and implement 
coordinated efforts across relevant areas of policy

European 
Commission, 
DG ENER 

  

Recommendation 2. Ensure financial transfers are 

adequate to meet the energy-related needs of 

vulnerable households 

EU Observatory on Energy 
Poverty 

  Facilitate a knowledge-base for Member States to draw on 

when calculating adequate energy-related payments to 

vulnerable consumers (e.g., relationship between energy 
prices, income levels, energy needs)

  Provide a database of payment types, amounts and purposes 

for easy comparison of experiences between Member States 
(learning exchange)

Review of the functioning of 
ACER/EU Observatory on 
Energy Poverty 

  Give a stronger mandate to ACER/EU Observatory on Energy 

Poverty to require NRAs to report on financial transfers to 
vulnerable consumers for energy-related assistance.

Joint Research Centre's 
climate modelling work 

  Provide a definition of extreme weather (cold and hot) to 

guide Member States as to when vulnerable consumers would 

need additional assistance
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Target Vehicle Recommendation 

European 
Commission, 
VCWG 

Stakeholder 

Dialogue/Communication/Gu
idance document/ VCWG / 
EU Observatory on Energy 
Poverty 

Recommendation 3. Guidance on disconnection 

safeguards for Member States should include a 

combination of extended notification period, 

complementary measures and a winter 

moratorium for vulnerable households 

  Give guidance to Member States on an appropriate minimum 

notification period as a useful disconnection safeguard and 
encourage them to implement it

  Provide an experience exchange platform for Member States 

to compare costs, implementation design and results for 
complementary measures (debt management and customer 

engagement) - possibly in the form of case studies  and/or a 
comparison tool

  Give guidance to Member States on the costs and benefits of 

a winter energy moratorium in the form of case studies, 
experience exchange and/or a comparison tool

European 
Commission, 
DG ENER 

Stakeholder 

Dialogue/Communication/Gu
idance document/ VCWG / 
EU Observatory on Energy 
Poverty 

Recommendation 4. Improve targeting and design 

of social tariffs towards vulnerable consumers 

  Facilitate a platform for experience exchange on the 

implementation designs and outcomes (e.g., harnessing 
database hosted by Commission's EU Observatory on Energy 
Poverty and Housing Stock Observatory)

    

Recommendation 5. Improvement of data 

monitoring and development of an assessment 

tool to provide guidance on selection of applicable 

measures: 

ACER   

  A common reporting format developed by the Commission 

would provide guidance for the Member States to monitor 
necessary data.

European 
Commission, 
DG ENER 

VCWG working document / 
EU Observatory on Energy 
Poverty 

  Annex guidelines on best practice experience on 

disconnection procedures and vulnerable consumers

European 
Commission, 
DG ENER 

  
  Development of an assessment tool to assess transferability 

and implementation of measures in Member States

European 
Commission 

European Union-funded 
projects and funding 

Recommendation 6. Coordination between 

government departments and service agencies 

should be fostered: 

  Require the participation of energy, social and consumer 

department/ministries when funding projects relating to 

energy and household consumers

  Provide funding to existing cross-jurisdictional initiatives to 

roll out nationally or transfer knowledge to other Member 
States
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Table V-4: Study recommendations: Member State or sub-national level 

Recommendation 

Recommendation 2. Ensure financial transfers are adequate to meet the energy-related 

needs of vulnerable households 

  Member States to actively ensure welfare payments are updated regularly to account for increases in living 

expenses for energy and report on these annually to, for example, ACER's Market Monitoring Report

Recommendation 3. Guidance on disconnection safeguards for Member States should 

include a combination of extended notification period, complementary measures and a 

winter moratorium for vulnerable households 

  Member States to actively explore measures to assist vulnerable consumers with avoiding disconnections by 

harnessing the platform provided through the EU Observatory on Energy Poverty

Recommendation 5. Improvement of data monitoring and development of an assessment 

tool to provide guidance on selection of applicable measures: 

  Member States to actively explore which measures could be applied to their circumstances and to participate 

in EU efforts to collate relevant data

Recommendation 6. Coordination between government departments and service 

agencies should be fostered: 

  Member States should implement a national vulnerable consumers working group or energy poverty task 

force to coordinate and inform relevant stakeholders
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Member State Overview 

Table VII-1: Overview of electricity and gas customers, disconnections and prepaid meters 

  
MS/ 

unit 

Total 
electricity 
customers 

Total gas 

customers 

Total 
electricity 
disconnections 

Total gas 

disconnections 

Total 
prepaid 
meters 

Share of 
electricity 

customers 
disconnected 

Share of gas 
customers 
disconnected 

Share of 
electricity 

prepaid 
meters 

Mio. Mio. No. customers No. customers 
No. 

customers 

% total 

customers 

% total 

customers 

% total 

customers 

AT 4.4 1.3 39644 6355 1732 0.9% 0.5% 0.1% 

BE 4.3 2.2 8599 2221 128912 0.2% 0.1% 5.8% 

BG 4.3 0.1 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

CY 0.4 N/A 23876 0 N/A 5.5% N/A N/A 

CZ 5.1 2.6 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

DE 46.8 12.5 350896 45812 4626 0.8% 0.4% 0.0% 

DK 2.8 0.4 27500 3793 N/A 1.0% N/A N/A 

EE 0.5 0.0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

ES 28.0 7.5 643456 67894 N/A 2.3% 0.9% N/A 

FI 3.2 0.0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

FR 31.4 10.6 313830 106210 N/A 1.0% 1.0% N/A 

GR 5.7 0.3 187328 5186 N/A 3.3% 1.7% N/A 

HR 2.2 0.6 13157 N/A N/A 0.6% N/A N/A 

HU 5.0 3.2 31730 45381 N/A 0.6% 1.4% N/A 

IE 2.0 0.6 7288 3775 25890 0.4% 0.6% 4.0% 

IT 29.6 20.1 1183983 421311 N/A 4.0% 2.1% N/A 

LT 1.5 0.6 2748 N/A N/A 0.2% N/A N/A 

LV 1.0 0.4 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

LU 0.2 0.1 686 N/A N/A 0.3% N/A N/A 

MT 0.2 N/A 2327 0 N/A 1.0% N/A N/A 

NL 6.9 6.2 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

PL 15.3 6.9 305496 48078 106740 2.0% 0.7% 1.6% 

PT 6.0 1.4 337603 54782 N/A 5.6% 4.0% N/A 

RO 8.6 3.2 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

SE 4.6 0.0 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

SK 2.2 1.4 30275 2853 N/A 1.4% 0.2% N/A 

SI 0.8 0.1 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A 

UK 27.6 21.0 212 38 3361665 0.0% 0.0% 16.0% 

S
o

u
r
c
e
s
 

ACER MMR 

2015 

ACER MMR 

2015 
ACER MMR 2015 ACER MMR 2015 

ACER 

MMR 

2015 

ACER MMR 

2015 

ACER MMR 

2015 

ACER MMR 

2015 

N/A = not available/not applicable 

  



Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

83 
 

 

Overview of financial transfers across Member States 

Table VII-2: Assessment of financial transfers across Member States 

Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

Austria Electricity 
Electricity 
Assistance Fund 

Electricity 

Support available for 

400-500 households 
per year 

Unable to pay electricity bill, paying in 
installments is not an option, and power is going 

to be cut; requires an energy consultation and 
the implementation of any possible energy 
efficiency measures (also financially supported) 

Austria 
Energy 
bills 

Viennese Energy 
Support 

Financial support for energy 
debts; energy consultations 
and financing of energy 
measures (e.g., energy 
efficient appliances) 

Support for heating 
and electricity in 
terms of the 
provision of minimum 
living standards 

Recipients of social welfare grants, low income 
pensioners and recipients of the "Mobilpass" are 
eligible for support 

Belgium Electricity Free Electricity electricity 

Some social services 

can decide, on their 
own funds, to create 
support measures for 

energy carriers other 
than electricity, gas 
and fuel oil. The 
CPAS of Charleroi for 

instance allocates a 
lump sum that can 
cover either 100% or 
less of the expenses, 
with a maximum of 
three times 

500L/year. 

Any person (tenant or owner) who is having 
trouble paying their energy bills can apply. Aid 
can come in the form of a financial transfer / 
payment of bills and/or as measures preventing 

future inability to pay bills (education, energy 
efficiency measures,  monitoring or 
maintenance) 

Belgium 
Gas and 
Electricity 

Gas and 
Electricity 
Energy Fund 

gas and electricity 

100 kWh free 

electricity per 
household + 100 
kWh per member of 
the household 

Flemish 

Belgium General 
Ad hoc support 
mechanisms for 
energy carriers 

Some social services can 
decide, on their own funds, to 
create support measures for 

Amount and type of 
support is 
determined by the 

Specific socio-economic groups 



Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

84 
 

 

Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

other than 

electricity, gas 
and fuel oil 

energy carriers other than 

electricity, gas and fuel oil. 
The CPAS of Charleroi for 
instance allocates a lump sum 
that can cover either 100% or 
less of the expenses, with a 

maximum of three times 
500L/year. Beneficiaries are 

limited to low-income 
households. 

policies of the local 

CPAS 

Belgium Heating 

Social Heating 
Fund (Sociaal 
Verwarmingsfon
ds / Fonds Social 

Chauffage)  

oil heating (oil, paraffin oil, 

bulk propane gas) 

Amount of allowance 
per liter of fuel oil 
purchased is 

dependent on price 
per liter listed on the 
invoice and ranges 
from 14 cents to 20 
cents per liter, with 

maximum amount of 
grant ranging from 

210 euros to 300 
euros per price 
category 

Category 1: Individuals receiving sickness or 

disability welfare that meets a means test based 
on maximum gross annual taxable household 
income. Category 2: individuals with limited 
income. Category 3: individuals with 
overindebtedness . Category 3 has allowance 

paid directly to fuel supplier, categories 1 and 2 
allowance is paid in cash or through deposit to 

account. 

Bulgaria Heating 

на целева 
помощ за 
отопление / 
Targeted 
Assistance for 
Heating 

winter heating (Nov 1 2016 - 
March 31 2017) 

Changes each year 
based on energy 
costs. 2015- 72.20 

lev per month for five 
months of winter = 
361 lev (approx 180 
euro) 

Recipients of Social Assistance 

Croatia General 
Guaranteed 
Minimal Support 

(GMS) 

General 

Up to 50% of the 

GMS for the 
household. In 
extreme cases where 
children would need 
to be separated from 
their families 
otherwise, then the 

Individuals or households are entitled to one 

time support (once a year) to be provided by the 
central government in case of temporary 
financial difficulties which prevent them from 
meeting their basic living needs.  
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

full amount of the 

GMS may be 
provided. 

Croatia General 
Housing cost 
support 

 rent, utility charges, 

electricity, gas, heating, water, 
drainage and other housing 
costs 

Government 
calculates a set basis, 
and 

individuals/household

s with an income 
below the income 
threshold calculated 
for their household 
constituency (based 
on minimum wage) 

are provided with the 
difference between 
the basis and their 
income. In 2014, the 
basis was HRK 800 

per month for an 
single individual 

Recipients of the GMS 

Croatia General 
One time 
support 

any outstanding costs 

Government 
calculates a set basis, 
and 
individuals/household
s with an income 
below the income 

threshold calculated 
for their household 
constituency (based 
on minimum wage) 
are provided with the 

difference between 

the basis and their 
income. In 2014, the 
basis was HRK 800 
per month for an 
single individual 

Recipients of the GMS relying on wood for heat 



Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

86 
 

 

Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

Croatia Heating Firewood cost Firewood for heat 

Support to provide 

enough firewood to 
sufficiently heat the 
home, as determined 
by the local authority 

Income below the set basis 

Cyprus RES 

PV Installations 

with net 
metering 

PV installations with net 

metering 

900 euros/kW 

installed, up to 3kW 

(~50% of system 
costs) 

Vulnerable consumers 

Czech 
Republic 

General 
State support - 
housing 
allowance 

housing 
depends on income 
and housing costs 

if 30% (35% in Prague) of household income is 
insufficient to cover housing costs 

Czech 
Republic 

General 
Assistance in 
material need 

living allowance, housing 
subsidy, extraordinary 

immediate assistance 

housing supplement 
is calculated so that 
after paying justified 
housing costs 
(including rent, 
energy costs, 

services, etc), the 
person or family has 
enough income to 
support basic 
subsistence 

based on income and household costs 

Denmark Heating 

Heating 

allowance for 
pensioners 

Heating 

A Heating allowance 
is granted to cover 
the payment of a 
share (1/4 to ¾) of 
the pensioners’ 
heating expenses if 
these exceed a 

certain ceiling. The 
heating allowance is 
gradually reduced if 
the pensioner’s total 
supplementary 
incomes exceed DKK 
18,500 (singles) or 

36,600 (non singles). 

Renters or owners who are retired or were 
receiving a disability pension before 1 Jan 2003. 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

Estonia General 
Subsistence 
allowance 

living allowance 

for people living 

alone: 130 
euros/month; for 
families: 130 
euros/month for the 
first person, 104 

euros/month for each 
additional person, 

with an extra 15 
euros per minor 

Low income 

Finland 
Energy 
bills 

Social assistance 

(income 
security) 

Heating and electricity covered 

Depends on expenses 
and income of each 
household 

Last resort for people whose expenses are 
greater than their income even after the 
dispensation of other forms of welfare support. 

In addition to basic social assistance, additional 
social assistance is available to cover housing 
expenses, including rent, maintenance, water, 
heating, electricity, and insurance. 

Finland 
Energy 

bills 

Housing 

allowance for 
conscripts 

Expected to cover heating, 

electricity, and gas bills 

Amount depends on 

income of conscript 

and 
spouse/household 

Conscripts- those serving armed or unarmed 

military or alternative service and for their 

spouse and children 

Finland General 
General Housing 
Allowance 

Heating is included 

Amount depends on 
type of housing (ie 
rental, owner-
occupied, etc), 

number of adult and 
children occupants, 
municipality of 
household, and 
monthly income 
before taxes. 

Calculated as 80% of 
difference between 
reasonable housing 
costs and basic 
deductible, so 
maximum would be 
80% of housing 

Low income households 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

costs. Average per 

household in July 
2016- 328.26 
euro/month 

Finland General 

Housing 

allowance for 

pensioners 

Heating is included 

85% of reasonable 
housing costs; 

average per recipient 

in June 2016 was 
225.38 euro/month 

Low income pensioners 

Finland General 
Housing 
supplement for 
students 

Heating is included 
  Eligible students 

France Electricity 

Tariff for Primary 

Electricity Need 
(TPN) - « Tarif 
de première 
nécessité 

électrique »  

Electricity 

Up to 140 euro/year, 
depending on 
household 
composition and type 
of power. In 2014, 
the average recipient 

received 90 euro / 
year (ONPE, 2014, p. 
27) 

Since 2012, it is automatically applied to 
beneficiaries of Complementary Medical and 
Health support mechanisms [12]. Beneficiaries 
are individuals eligible (because of their 
incomes) to these mechanisms,  broadened in 
2012[13] to households under a certain income 

threshold.[14]   

France 
Energy 
bills 

Cheque Energie 

All types of energy bills (not 
just electricity and gas). Can 
also be exchanged and saved 
towards building energy 
efficiency upgrades by a 

certified professional 

Depends on fiscal 
income and number 

of household 
members (ex: - 
Single person with 
fiscal income of 6000 
€ --> 96 € /year; 
Couple without 
children with fiscal 

income of 8000 € --> 
190 € / year; Couple 
with two children 
with fiscal income of 
10 000 € --> 227 €) 

Determined from previous years' tax returns 
based on income and number of household 

members. Currently being piloted in 4 localities, 
starting May 2016, as a replacement for the TSS 
and TPN, with the same eligibility criteria of 
those support structures. 

France 
Energy 
bills 

Energy support 

measures 
granted at local 

energy bills 

  The payment of energy bills and rents still leads 

the cited difficulties (96% and 61% of CCAS 
citing difficulties daily). Mostly provided to 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

level people not eligible for FSL 

France Gas   

Special 
Solidarity gas 
Tariff (TSS) - 
« Tarif spécial de 

solidarité pour le 
gaz »  

Gas 

Up to 156 euro/year 
per household, 
depending on 
household 
composition and gas 

consumption. The 
average reduction of 
gas bill is estimated 
between 100-156 
EUR/year (ONPE, 
2014, p. 27) 
(Chancel, Quel 

bouclier social-
énergétique?, 2013, 
p. 7) 

Since 2008, the TSS offers a rebate on gas 
subscription. Since 2012, it is automatically 
applied to beneficiaries of Complementary 
Medical and Health support mechanisms. 
Beneficiaries are individuals eligible (because of 

their incomes) to these mechanisms, broadened 
in 2012 to households under a certain income 
threshold.[17] Unlike the TPN, it can be 
proposed by all suppliers. 

France 
Gas and 
Electricity 

Solidarity 
Housing Fund 
(FSL) 

Gas and electricity 

  Provides support towards unpaid electricity or 
gas bills for people experiencing acute 

temporary financial problems related to housing, 
including gas, electricity, water, rent, bills, etc. 
Recipients can be the tenant and subtenant, the 
homeowner, the person accommodated free of 
charge, the resident sheltered housing . 
Qualifying conditions: The FSL takes into 
account all the resources of all persons in the 

home, except the following resources: housing 
subsidies, school year allowance (ARS), 
education allowance for disabled children 
(AEEH). 

France 
Gas and 
Electricity 

Financial support 

from Secours 
catholique NGO.  

gas and electricity 

  Last resort grants for unpaid energy bills (to 

avoid disconnection) represent 16% of the 

financial support delivered to low-income 
households by Secours catholique (36% goes to 
food support, 10% to rents).   

France General 
“Forfait charges” 
(lump sum for 

rental expenses) 

As part of the housing 
assistance allowance, covers 

the costs of part of the heating 

  
Part of the Personal Housing Assistance (APL) 
allocated under specific conditions of resources, 

it aims to cover part of heating and electricity 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

and electricity expenses expenses, regardless of the real energy 

consumption. It amounts to 760€/year for a 
three people household. Targeted group: 
beneficiaries of PHA. 

Germany 
Energy 
bills 

Energy bills paid 

through general 
social grants 

"reasonable" heating costs are 
paid; electricity, warm water 

and gas for cooking are to be 
paid by the social welfare 
recipient from the overall 
monthly allocation 

Each household 
receives approx. 34€ 

per month to cover 

electricity needs.  

Recipients of social grants (unemployed, part-
time workers, asylum seekers, chronically ill, 

underaged persons, etc.) also receive an 

allotment for their energy bills in the basic 
income grant. This is usually around 8% of the 
total monthly lump-sum, depending on the 
family constellation. 

Greece General 

Payment plans 

for vulnerable 
customers 

energy bill support 
    

Greece RES 

The tax 
deduction 
scheme, set by 
L.3522/2006 

domestic renewable energy 
systems 

20% tax deduction 
per household, up to 
700 euros 

Installation of a domestic renewable energy 
system 

Hungary 
Gas/ 
Heating 

Household 
maintenance 

support 
programme 
(laka´sfenntarta
´si 
ta´mogata´s) 

Gas and district heating Under revision 

Policies have generally been short-lived / 
changing- pre 2007, direct subsidies available 
for any household using gas or district heating. 
Post 2007, had to meet eligibility criteria based 
on energy consumption, household size, and 

income. These two separate policies were then 
rolled into a more general policy in 2011 
targeting general household maintenance 
support. Since then, second wave of policy 
regulations leaning towards re-nationalization of 
energy/utilities have yielded short term relief for 
low income households but may threaten long 

term energy efficiency improvements 

Ireland 
Gas/ 
Electricity 

Household 
Benefits Package 
(Electricity and 
Natural Gas 

Allowance) 

electricity or natural gas or 
bottled gas (must choose one) 

35 euros/month You are aged 70 or over. OR are between 66 
and 70 and are getting one of the following: 
State Pension (contributory or non-
contributory); Widow's, Widower's or Surviving 
Civil Partner's (contributory) Pension; Deserted 

Wife's Benefit or Allowance; Garda Widow's 
Pension; or an equivalent Social Security 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

Pension/Benefit from a country covered by EU 

Regulations or from a country with which Ireland 
has a Bilateral Social Security Agreement. OR 
are under 66 and are getting one of the 
following: Disability Allowance, Invalidity 
Pension, Blind Pension, Incapacity Supplement 

or Workmen's Compensation with Disablement 
Pension (for at least 12 months), or an 

equivalent Social Security Pension/Benefit from 
a country covered by EU Regulations or from a 
country with which Ireland has a Bilateral Social 
Security Agreement. OR you are caring ofr a 
person who is getting Constant Attendance 
Allowance. OR you are aged between 66 and 70 
and satisfy a means test.  

Ireland Heating 
Fuel Allowance / 
National Fuel 

Scheme 

heat 

22.50 euros/week 
from October through 
March (26 weeks), 

max. one recipient 
per household 

Recipients of a non-contributory payment: State 
Pension (Contributory) or State Pension (Non-
Contributory); Widow's, Widower's or Surviving 

Civil Partner's (Contributory) Pension or 
Widow's, Widower's or Surviving Civil Partner's 

(Non-Contributory) Pension; Incapacity 
Supplement; Blind Pension; Invalidity Pension; 
Disability Allowance; Deserted Wife's Benefit or 
Allowance; One-Parent Family Payment; 
Guardian's Payment (Contributory) or Guardian's 
Payment (Non-Contributory); Farm Assist; Pre-
Retirement Allowance; Prisoner's Wife's 

Allowance; Basic Supplementary Welfare 
Allowance for 391 days (15 months); 
Jobseeker's Allowance (JA) for 391days (15 
months); Disabled Person's Rehabilitation 

Allowance; Infectious Diseases Maintenance 
Allowance; 
Jobseeker's Transitional payment; Social 

Security Pension from an EE/EEA country or a 
country with whom Ireland has a bilateral social 
security agreement (provided there is an 
equivalent Irish payment); or if you are taking 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

part in an employment or educational scheme 

and are entitled to keep your secondary benefits 
and meet several other requirements including 
satisfying a means test. 

Ireland Heating 

Heating 
Supplement - 

Supplementary 

Welfare 
Allowance 
Scheme 

  

  For individuals either living alone or with a 
qualified adult or child who has excpetional 

heating needs due to a health condition or 

medical need. 

Italy 
Gas and 
Electricity 

Energy Bonus 

(Bonus Energia): 
Electricity Bonus 
(Bonus Elettrico) 
and Gas Bonus 
(Bonus Gas) 

Electricity and gas 

Base amount based 
on family size 

(Ranging from 80 
euro/year to 153 
euro/year). 
Additional support for 
domestic hot water, 
cooking, heating 

based on family size 

and climate zone, 
ranging from 31 
euro/year to 274 
euro/year. Additional 
support available for 
people in physical 
distress based on 

required energy 
needs in excess of 
standard amount 
(ranges from 175 
euro/year to 628 

euro/year). 

Vulnerable people with an ISEE lower than a 
threshold 

Latvia General 

Guaranteed 

Minimum 
Income 

living allowance 

Difference between 
household income 
and guaranteed 
minimum income of 
49.80 euros/month, 
up to 128.60 

Low income 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

euros/month 

Latvia General 
Housing 
Allowance 

rent, utilities, fuel 
depends on costs and 
income 

Low income 

Lithuania Heating 

Compensation 
for heating and 

hot and drinking 
water 

Heating, hot water 

Depends on 
household size, 

income, property 

value 

A family (persons living together) or a single 
resident shall pay for the heating of the 

accommodation not more than 20 percent of the 

difference between the received income and the 
SSI provided to a family (persons living 
together) or a single person. 
Compensation covers the part of the cost of 
drinking water exceeding 2 per cent of the 
income gained by a family (persons living 

together) or a single resident. 
Compensation covers the part of the cost of hot 
water exceeding 5 per cent of the income gained 
by a family (persons living together) or a single 
resident. Additionally, Single residents and 
families (persons living together) are entitled to 

compensations for the costs of house heating, 
hot and drinking water if the single resident or 
at least one of the persons living together works 
or does not work because they are: full-time 
students (no longer than until they reache the 
age of 24), pensioners or individuals above 
retirement age or disabled, nursing a disabled or 

sick member, registered with the local office of 
Lithuanian labour exchangeor another member 
state employment service as unemployed and 
receiving unemployment benefit, taking care of 
a child under the age of 3 years or under the 

age of 8 years, if a child does not have 
opportunity to attend pre-school educational 

institution, etc.  

Lithuania Heating Municipalities Heating, hot water 

Depends on 
household size, 
income, property 
value 

municipalities may, in accordance with their own 
procedure, allocate cash social assistance from 
the municipal budgetary resources in other 
cases not provided for by the Law (to award 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

onetime benefit or social benefit; to compensate 

dwelling maintenance expenses that are not 
specified in the Law; to compensate expenses 
for heating larger useful floor than the ration 
fixed by the Law; to cover dwelling 
indebtedness, etc. 

Luxem-
bourg 

Heating 

National 
Solidarity Fund - 
Heating 
Allowance 

Heat. Though the National 

Solidarity Fund also provides a 
guaranteed minimum income 
and compensation for 
increased living expenses. 

  

Low income households 

Malta 
Energy 
bills 

Energy Benefit Electricity, LPG, water 

Subsidies to 

qualifying households 
in the amount of 
30% of electricity 
consumption up to 
75E per year and 
upto 30E per year for 

LPG (40E per year for 

the elderly) in the 
form of a credit on 
the bill. Households 
qualifying on 
humanitarian 
grounds are eligible 
for 80% of electricity 

costs in the form of a 
credit on the bill, as 
well as a subsidy 
towards the rent of 
an electricity meter 

of up to 65 euro/year 

for a single phase 
meter or up to 195 
euro/year for a 3-
phase meter, and a 
subsidy of up to 59 
euro/year to rent a 

People in receipt of Social Assistance, Special 

Unemployment Benefit, Age Pension, or Carer's 
Pension; People in reciept of a Children's 
Allowance, Supplementary Allowance, or a 
pension in respect of Disability, that also 
qualifies through a means test; or a person 
qualifying on "humanitarian grounds" 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

water meter 

Netherla
nds 

General 

Housing 

Allowance 
(huurtoeslag) 

rent 

depends on rent, 
income, and 
household 
composition 

low income. There are also special funds for 
extraordinary situations (ie disabilities, 
extremely low income, etc) where additional 
funds are available towards housing 

Netherla
nds 

General 
Housing 
Allowance - 
Service Costs 

cleaning common areas, 

energy (electricity) costs of 
common areas, caretaker 
charge, cost of service and 
recreation areas 

depends on costs and 

income 

low income, shared living space 

Poland General 

Social Assistance 

- Temporary or 
Permanent 
Allowance 

general living allowance 

difference between 

household income 
and guaranteed 
minimum income of 
148.44 euros/month 
for an individual or 
120.35 euro/month 

for each member of a 

family 

temporary allowance is based purely on income 

deficit, permanent allowance granted based on 
income deficit in a situation where it is unlikely 
to be able to be changed, such as due to old age 
or disability 

Poland General 
Social Assistance 
- Purposeful 

Benefit 

food, medicines and 
treatment, fuel, clothing, 
essential household items, 
minor renovations and repairs 
in the apartment, as well as 
funeral expenses 

depends on the 
financial situation 

homelessness or lack of any income; to cover 
expenses due to losses from a random event; to 
cover expenses due to losses from a natural 
disaster; in particularly challenging situations; 

and even in particularly challenging situations 
when the household's income exceeds the 
minimum income 

Romania Heating 

Social Aid - 
Guaranteed 

Minimum 
Income - Article 
22 

District heating or wood, coal, 

natural gas, or oil 

500 lei / month for 
households using 

district heating, 250 
lei / month for 

households using 
wood, coal, natural 
gas, or oil, for 5 
months (Nov 1 to 
Mar 31) 

Households receiving general social aid are 
eligible for this heat supplement through the 

winter months in addition to their usual support  

Romania Heating 
Aid for heating 
(Ajutorul pentru 

Heating- wood, coal, "fossil 
fuel", gas; electricity for 

Depends on social 
reference number 

ISR social reference number and monthly 
income 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

incalzirea 

locuintei) - GEO 
70/2011 and GD 
920/2011 

households that do not have 

another form of heating 
system in place or were 
disconnected from heat/gas 
for financial reasons 

(ISR) and monthly 

income of family 
members. Up to 262 
lei (59 euro) per 
month for 5 months 
(Nov 1 to Mar 31) 

Slovakia General 
Assistance in 
material need - 
housing benefit 

Housing support 

55.80 euro/month for 

one person 
household, 89.20 
euro/month for 
households with 
multiple people or if 
it is a rental 

apartment with 
multiple tenants 

must meet income requirements 

Slovakia General 
Assistance in 
material need - 
one-time benefit 

General material needs, 
including heat/fuel 

varies by municipality 
and needs 

must meet income / expense requirements- 
varies by municipality 

Slovenia General 
Financial social 
assistance 

General social welfare 

varies by household 
makeup and income; 
2016 basic minimum 
income is 288.81 
euro/person/month; 
weighting factors for 
different 

circumstances 
determine amount 
received 

income requirements, with details of amounts 
based on disability, household makeup, age, etc 

Slovenia General 
Extraordinary 

social assistance 

Outstanding need; general 

social welfare 

varies by household 
makeup and income; 

same base as 
financial social 
assistance 

income requirements- extreme need 

Slovenia General Subsidy for rent Rent support 
depends on income 
and cost of 
accommodation 

income requirements 

Spain Electricity 
Social bonus for 
electricity 

electricity   
to qualify households must meet one of the 
follwing criterion: be low voltage consumers 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

(less than 1 kV with contracted demand lower 

than or equal to 3 kW; a large family; a family 
where all members are unemployed; a pensioner 
older than 60 years with a min. level pension. 

Sweden General 
Housing support 

for families 
General housing support 

depends on income, 
cost of 

accommodation, size 

of house, number of 
children 

for families with children; must meet income 
requirement and rent/mortgage requirement 

Sweden General 
Housing support 
for young people 

General housing support  
depends on income 
and cost of 
accommodation 

Under 29 and meet certain income and 
rent/mortgage requirements 

Sweden General 

Housing 
allowance (for 
recruits 
undergoing 
military training 
or serving in the 

armed forces) 

General housing support 

  for families with someone training for military 
service or serving in the armed forces 

Sweden General 
Housing support 
for disabilities 

General housing support 

Single: 4650 kronor / 
month; 
married/cohabitating: 
2325 kronor/month 

Must receive activity or sickness compensation. 
You can also get housing allowance if you 
receive a pension or invalidity benefit from 
another EEA country or Switzerland. 

have a low income and costs for the dwelling. 

United 
Kingdom 

Electricity 
Warm Home 
Discount 
Scheme 

electricity 

One-off payment of 
140 gbp paid directly 
to electricity bill 
between Cctober and 
April 

Recipients of the Guarantee Credit element of 
Pension Credit; or if you're on a low income or 
receive means-tested benefits; or if you use 
prepay or pay-as-you-go meters 

United 

Kingdom 
Heating 

Cold Weather 

Payment 
heat 

25 gbp for each 7 

day period of very 
cold weather 
between Nov 1 and 
Mar 31 

Households in receipt of one of the following: 

pension credit, income support, income-based 
jobseeker's allowance, income-related 
employment and support allowance, or universal 
credit 

United 
Kingdom 

Heating 
Winter Fuel 
Payment 

heat 
100-300 gbp, tax-
free 

Born on or before May 5, 1953 (this is for the 
2016-2017 heating season; date changes each 
year) 
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Member 
State 

Category 
Policy/ 
program name 

Energy type and/or service 
demand covered by 
financial transfers 
(electricity, gas, heat) 

Amount Eligibility Criteria 

United 
Kingdom 

RES 
Domestic 
Renewable Heat 
Incentive (RHI) 

renewable heat 

7 years of support, 

with amount based 
on amount of 
renewable heat made 
by your heating 
system 

biomass boilers, solar water heating, certain 

heat pumps installed in existing homes 
(generally not including new builds) 

United 
Kingdom 

RES Feed-in tariffs self-generated electricity 

depends on size of 

system, technology 
installed, when 
system was installed, 
and energy efficiency 
of home 

domestically generated electricity 
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Disconnection procedures and time frames by Member State 

Table VII-3: Disconnection procedures and time frames36 

Member 
State 

Description Working 

days to 
final 
disconnec
tion 
notice 
(legal 

point of 
view) 

How many working days 

does it at least take to 
disconnect a final 
household customer 
from the grid because of 
non-payment in your 
country? (legal point of 
view) 

AT 

Once, the customer has been warned by registered 
letter (14 days prior of the first potential day of 

disconnection), the law does not foresee another 
notice about disconnection. 

10 20 

BE 

After the expiry date of the bill the supplier has to 
send him a letter giving 15 days notice, a second 
letter giving 15 days notice again. After that the 

supplier can stop the contract after 60 days so the 
client can try to find a new supplier. 90 days have 
passed at that time. If the consumer does not find a 
supplier, the grid operator takes over the supply. If 
the customer does not pay his bill either, the grid 
operator also sends him 2 letters. If he does not 
respond, he gets a prepayment meter. If he refuses a 

prepayment meter, the grid operator can ask the local 
advisory committee of the home town of the consumer 
if the person can be disconnected. This also takes 
some time!   "1) 40 days at least (15 days as from the 

refusal of prepayment meter) 2) practical view 
depends on the DSO"  CWAPE. The whole procedure 
described in legislation takes at least 200 calendar 

days (~ 143 working days) before a household can be 
disconnected due to non-payment.  

143 200 

BG   3 10 

CY 
it depends from the case and the amount of the dept 
as well as the number of unpaid bills 

15 7 

CZ There is "long-term non-payment" period..   7 

DE 

at least 4 weeks after the customer has received a 
payment reminder and a warning of disconnection. the 
warning can be combined with the reminder (section 
19 par. 2 StromGVV). the supplier is obliged to 
announce the disconnection again three working days 

before the disconnection is conducted.   

3 30 

DK 
In Denmark, the electricity can only be cut off after 
two reminders. 

0   

EE Notification in writing and subsequent disconnection 15 15 

                                           
36 CEER National Indicators Database 2015 
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Member 
State 

Description Working 
days to 

final 
disconnec
tion 
notice 
(legal 
point of 
view) 

How many working days 
does it at least take to 

disconnect a final 
household customer 
from the grid because of 
non-payment in your 
country? (legal point of 
view) 

ES 

Protection from Disconnection [RD 1434/2002]: 

Aiming at preventing disconnections for some 
categories of services. Public lighting (Public 
administration), supply of water for human 
consumption, institutions related to National Defense, 
security, firefighters, police, prisons, transport of 

public service and facilities devoted to safety or 
aircraft, health centres, or both particular and 

hospitals, funeral services. [1] Protection from 
disconnection of electricity and natural gas are 
thought for public services only. The extension to the 
vulnerable individual consumers is one of the 
recommendation of the EPEE Project. [2] 

44 44 

FI 

1) from 5 weeks to 4 months from the due date (+ 
possible 7 days to post delivery.) According to 

paragraph 103 of the Electricity Market Act earliest 
possible disconnection date is  5 weeks from the due 
date . However, if the customer is in vulnerable 
situation the disconnection from the grid may happen 
no earlier than 2 months from the due date. During 
the winter. FROM THE NATIONAL REPORT: Not 
regulated. Pursuant paragraph 103 of the Electricity 

Market Act before interrupting the supply of electricity, 

the customer must be sent a written notification of the 
default on payment or of the breach of contract, and a 
separate warning of cutting the supply of electricity, 
which is sent at the earliest two weeks after sending 
the notification. The time period between the "last 
warning" to the actual disconnection is not regulated. 

However, the supply of electricity may be cut at the 
earliest five weeks after the payment has fallen due or 
after the user of electricity has been informed of some 
other breach of contract for the first time,and the 
breach of contract has not been rectified in time 
before cutting the supply of electricity.  

45 45 

FR   20 35 

GR 

A notice for disconnection is given at least 52 working 
days (for monthly billing)  or 78 working days (for bi-

monthly billing). After the expiry of the time limit set, 
the suppliers ask from HEDNO (Greece’s DNO) to 
proceed to disconnection. HEDNO has to proceed to  
disconnection without any further notice. at least 78 
working days (answer based on Dominant Supplier 
who provides bi-monthly bills), plus a maxmum of 10 
working days for the DNO to proceed to disconnection. 

10 52 
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Member 
State 

Description Working 
days to 

final 
disconnec
tion 
notice 
(legal 
point of 
view) 

How many working days 
does it at least take to 

disconnect a final 
household customer 
from the grid because of 
non-payment in your 
country? (legal point of 
view) 

HR   15 60 

HU   40 40 

IE 

Notification of arrears (in writing and other formats), 

information on  options to make payment and enter a 
payment plan, or where appropriate how to arrange to 

have a pre-payment meter (for free) or budget 
controller installed. No legal requirement. 

10 10 

IT 

The number of days depends on the means of 
communication. Generally speaking, the supplier must 
inform the customer by sending him a letter: the 
customer has to pay by the 20th day calculated from 

the day when the supplier has sent the letter. If the 
customer ignores this new deadline and he doesn't 
pay, the supplier may submit a disconnection request 
to the DSO, after the following period of 3 working 
days, in order to disconnect the customer. If a smart 
meter has been installed, the period for disconnection 
is longer: in fact, before the disconnection, for a 
fortnight (15 days) the power is reduced (15%) 

20 30 

LT Notification in writing and subsequent disconnection 15 15 

LV 

Electricity : If the consumer misses a payment, the 
electricity company have to send a warning after 
(minimum) 10 days. If the bill still is not paid the 
electricity provider can disconnect the consumer after 
another 20 days. If disconnected, the system operator 
is obliged to restore power within five days after it has 
received full payment.  

Natural Gas: If payments for natural gas is not made 
within 20 days after the billing period, and if the 

household user has not paid the advance (if any has 
been set), the system operator is entitled to stop gas 
supply to the household user and giving the user at 
least five days in advance. the supply must be re-
activated within 5 days from the bill payment. 

20 30 

LU 

In case of non-payment, the supplier must the default 

to the consumers twice. After the second notice, the 
supplier can only proceed to disconnection after the 

expiration of a 15 days delay. Disconnection must be 
notified to social services after the second reminder. If 
local services chose to take care of the payment, the 
customer is not disconnected but the supplier can 
install a prepayment meter until the debt is completely 
reimbursed. These meters are automatically 

20 40 
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Member 
State 

Description Working 
days to 

final 
disconnec
tion 
notice 
(legal 
point of 
view) 

How many working days 
does it at least take to 

disconnect a final 
household customer 
from the grid because of 
non-payment in your 
country? (legal point of 
view) 

reconnected to the grid and must be fed by the 
consumers themselves. 

MT 

The final notice gives households 7 days to pay their 
bills after which the supply may be disconnected if bills 
remain outstanding. Household may reach an 

agreement to pay by installments to avoid 
disconnection. 

7 14 

NL 

(Legal) The 'end-of-supply' procedure takes at least 20 
workingdays. But this process starts only after the 
supplier in question has send a reminder for the non-

payment and after the supplier has send a second 
notification, or has started the procedure to collect the 
debts through a third party. So, in practice this usually 
takes up to 60 working days until disconnection 
actually takes place.  

20 60 

PL Notification in writing and subsequent disconnection 10 30 

PT 
20 days for all customers; 15 working days for 
vulnerable customers. Corresponds to the notice of 
possible disconnection. 

15 15 

RO   5 45 

SE 
Two reminders, and communication with social 
services before disconnection. 

15 25 

SK   10 20 

SI at least 15 days for notice about disconnection 15 15 

UK   45 80 
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Input data for disconnection safeguards calculations 

Table VII-4: Input data and sources for disconnection safeguard calculations 

                                                                                                               
Member 

State 

Average household expenditure by quintile Hourly 
Earnings 

(Technicians 
and associate 

professionals)  

Quintile 1 Quintile 3 

Electricity Gas Electricity Gas 

AT 530 186 755 270 31 

BE 648 459 851 523 33 

BG 276 7 311 12 3 

CY 443 132 999 121 21 

CZ 512 315 493 332 10 

DE 508 242 837 463 30 

DK 708 154 1092 326 38 

EE 188 23 311 26 7 

ES 507 185 708 265 21 

FI 394 0 840 0 28 

FR 678 288 853 361 29 

GR 397 53 517 66 17 

HR 0 0 0 0 13 

HU 213 162 325 348 6 

IE 592 264 868 400 30 

IT 500 482 542 705 26 

LT 254 92 223 96 5 

LU 582 441 1000 711 43 

LV 243 85 237 87 5 

MT 298 45 523 37 12 

NL 762 962 957 1227 29 

PL 237 104 343 183 9 

PT 462 347 545 373 15 

RO 135 106 237 181 4 

SE 550 0 1051 0 32 

SI 517 127 694 199 13 

SK 298 339 516 490 8 

UK 629 591 760 762 26 

Source  

EU 

Commission, 
private data 

EU 

Commission, 
private data 

EU 

Commission, 
private data 

EU 

Commission, 
private data 

Eurostat: 
Structure of 
Earnings 

Survey; Wages 

are adjusted to 
2010 + Non-
wage Labour 
Costs + 25% 
Overhead  
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Input data for social tariffs calculations for option ST1 and ST2 

Table VII-3: Input data and sources for social tariff calculations (ST1 and ST2) 

  unit BG CY DK ES FR GR HR HU IT LT LV MT PL PT RO SK Source 

Total number 
of 
Households Mio. 

1.5 4.6 20.1 4.8 5.2 7.1 3.1 2.5 4.4 3.1 4.8 0.6 3.1 9.2 3.6 2.8 

Eurostat 
2014, total 
households 

Total number 

of vulnerable 
customers 
(or another 
operational 
number) Mio. 

5.7 14.9 8.2 14.5 7.7 9.5 8.1 7.4 12.0 7.1 6.9 10.4 8.8 10.3 7.3 9.8 

Eurostat, total 
pop inability 
to keep warm 
2014 

total 
electricity 
consumption 
- all 
households TWh 

1150.7 1480.4 1286.5 1156.4 1561.1 1185.8 1113.6 756.6 748.1 607.6 629.7 1279.9 602.9 880.6 477.0 804.5 

Eurostat, 
2014, Final 
domestic 
energy 
consumption, 
electrical 
energy 

average 
electricity 
price ct/kWh 

27.7 4.0 30.6 226.9 415.3 49.5 14.8 34.7 281.5 9.2 6.6 2.0 125.9 45.2 41.9 24.2 

Eurostat, 
2014, Average 
prices excl all 
taxes and 
levies - based 
on average 
consumption 

average 

electricity 
tariff taxes 
and levies ct/kWh 

      2.5 2.2 0.5                 1.0   

Eurostat, 
2014, Average 
taxes and 

levies based 
on average 
consumption 

Option ST1 
social tariff 
price 
(regular 
price, less 
20%) ct/kWh 

      37.0 0.2 23.7                     
Assumption 

Option ST2 - 
amount of 
electricity 
consumption 
subsidised 
(30%) 

kWh/ 
HH*a 

27.5 0.0 32.7 275.2 379.1 28.9 23.5 81.2 589.7 24.0 12.6 0.0 155.9 40.4 108.9 43.9 
Assumption 
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  unit BG CY DK ES FR GR HR HU IT LT LV MT PL PT RO SK Source 

total 
electricity 
consumption 
- all 
customers TWh 

0.5 0.0 6.6 35.9 125.6 2.7 5.1 27.0 176.3 1.4 1.2 0.0 36.6 3.0 25.3 12.1 

Eurostat, 
2014, Final 
energy 
consumption, 
electrical 
energy 

Total 
customers 
already 
qualifying for 
ST Mio. 

0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.0 INSIGHT_E 
2016 review 

Current 
expenditure 
on ST 

Bn. € 
annually 

1.5 4.6 20.1 4.8 5.2 7.1 3.1 2.5 4.4 3.1 4.8 0.6 3.1 9.2 3.6 2.8 

INSIGHT_E 
2016 review; 
own 
calculations 

total gas 
consumption 
- all 
customers TWh 

5.7 14.9 8.2 14.5 7.7 9.5 8.1 7.4 12.0 7.1 6.9 10.4 8.8 10.3 7.3 9.8 

Eurostat, 
2014, Gross 
inland 
consumption, 
natural gas 

total gas 
consumption 
- all 
households TWh 

1150.7 1480.4 1286.5 1156.4 1561.1 1185.8 1113.6 756.6 748.1 607.6 629.7 1279.9 602.9 880.6 477.0 804.5 

Eurostat, 
2014, Final 
Energy 
consumption, 
gas 

average gas 
price ct/kWh 

27.7 4.0 30.6 226.9 415.3 49.5 14.8 34.7 281.5 9.2 6.6 2.0 125.9 45.2 41.9 24.2 

Eurostat, 
2014, Average 
prices excl all 
taxes and 

levies - based 
on average 
consumption 
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Summary of costs and benefits for social tariff calculations for ST1 and ST2 

Table VII-5: Annual costs and savings per household for each financing model and social tariff option ST1 and ST2 

Option ST1 

    BG CY DK ES FR GR HR HU IT LT LV MT PL PT RO SK 

1-1a Cost per HH 37 70 3 17 6 46 8 6 16 13 7 31 4 30 4 4 

  Savings per HH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1 -1b Cost per HH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Savings per HH -55 -184 -88 -137 -100 -94 -75 -47 -75 -36 -36 -111 -44 -75 -29 -66 

1-2a Cost per HH 22 51 3 15 6 31 7 5 13 10 6 24 4 21 4 4 

  Savings per HH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1 -2b Cost per HH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Savings per HH -33 -133 -85 -122 -94 -63 -68 -41 -61 -26 -30 -86 -40 -54 -25 -62 

1-3a Cost per HH 14 25 1 5 2 16 3 2 4 4 2 10 1 8 1 1 

  Savings per HH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1 -3b Cost per HH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

  Savings per HH -47 -166 -87 -133 -98 -83 -72 -45 -72 -33 -34 -103 -43 -70 -28 -65 

Option ST2 

    BG CY DK ES FR GR HR HU IT LT LV MT PL PT RO SK 

  

Average kWh 

consumed per 

HH 

3836 4935 4288 3855 5204 3953 3712 2522 2494 2025 2099 4266 2010 2935 1590 2682 

1-1 

Cost per MWh 

(subsidised 

amount) 61 162 89 155 83 103 88 80 131 77 74 113 96 112 79 107 

  

Cost per MWh 

(rest) 72 190 105 182 98 121 103 94 153 91 87 132 112 131 93 126 
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Table VII-6: Summary of results - Option ST1 

    unit BG CY DK ES FR GR HR HU IT LT LV MT PL PT RO SK 

  Cost of social tariff Bn. € 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Financing 
social tariff 
across all 

non-
vulnerable 
households 

Annual cost per HH €/HH*a 37 70 3 17 6 46 8 6 16 13 7 31 4 30 4 4 

€/MWh Levy €/MWh 10 14 1 5 1 12 2 2 7 6 3 7 2 10 3 2 

New Tariff €/MWh 82 201 103 186 97 131 103 95 157 95 89 137 112 139 93 125 

  ct/kWh 8 20 10 19 10 13 10 9 16 10 9 14 11 14 9 12 

Increase in price % 14% 8% 1% 2% 1% 10% 2% 3% 4% 7% 4% 6% 2% 8% 3% 1% 

Financing 
social tariff 
across all 

households 
(incl. 

vulnerable 
HHs) 

Annual cost per HH €/HH*a 22 51 3 16 6 31 7 5 13 10 6 24 4 21 4 4 

€/MWh Levy €/MWh 6 10 1 4 1 8 2 2 5 5 3 6 2 7 2 2 

New Tariff 1 - non-
vulnerable HHs €/MWh 78 197 103 186 97 127 103 95 156 94 89 135 112 136 93 125 

  ct/kWh 8 20 10 19 10 13 10 9 16 9 9 14 11 14 9 12 

Increase in price % 8% 6% 1% 2% 1% 7% 2% 2% 4% 5% 3% 4% 2% 6% 2% 1% 

New Tariff 2 - vulnerable 
HHs €/MWh 63 159 83 149 78 103 83 76 126 76 71 109 90 110 75 100 

  ct/kWh 6 16 8 15 8 10 8 8 13 8 7 11 9 11 7 10 

Increase in price % 10% 7% 1% 3% 1% 8% 2% 3% 4% 7% 4% 6% 2% 7% 3% 2% 

Distribution of 
costs across 
all electricity 

customers 
(incl. 

industry, all 
households, 

all other 
sectors and 
vulnerable 

households) 

€/MWh Levy €/MWh 2 4 0 1 0 3 1 1 1 1 1 2 0 2 1 0 

New Tariff 1 - non-
vulnerable HHs €/MWh 74 190 103 183 96 122 102 93 152 90 86 131 111 130 91 123 

  ct/kWh 7 19 10 18 10 12 10 9 15 9 9 13 11 13 9 12 

Increase in price % 3% 2% 0% 1% 0% 2% 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 1% 0% 1% 1% 0% 

New Tariff 2 - vulnerable 
HHs €/MWh 60 153 82 146 77 98 81 75 122 72 69 106 89 105 73 99 

  ct/kWh 6 15 8 15 8 10 8 7 12 7 7 11 9 10 7 10 

Increase in price % 4% 2% 0% 1% 1% 3% 1% 1% 1% 2% 1% 2% 1% 2% 1% 0% 

Revenue from HHs 

Mio. 

EURO 722 256 1033 12627 14216 1956 562 947 9393 227 146 80 3041 1468 1059 600 

Amount financed through 
other customer groups 

Mio. 
EURO 38 9 4 196 108 88 7 16 268 9 4 3 43 64 19 6 

 



Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

108 
 

 

Table VII-7: Summary of results - Option ST2 - comparison of average annual electricity costs  before and 
after the introduction of a regulated tariff for a share of electricity 

    kWh/HH*a 0 500 1000 1500 2000 2500 3000 3500 4000 4500 5000 5500 6000 

BG €/HH*a before 0 36 72 108 144 179 215 251 287 323 359 395 431 

  €/HH*a after 0 31 61 97 135 173 211 250 288 326 364 402 440 

CY €/HH*a before 0 93 186 280 373 466 559 653 746 839 932 1025 1119 

  €/HH*a after 0 81 162 244 345 446 547 649 750 851 952 1053 1155 

DK €/HH*a before 0 47 94 141 188 235 282 329 376 423 470 517 564 

  €/HH*a after 0 40 80 129 179 229 279 329 379 429 479 529 579 

ES €/HH*a before 0 51 102 154 205 256 307 358 410 461 512 563 614 

  €/HH*a after 0 44 89 138 194 249 305 361 416 472 527 583 638 

FR €/HH*a before 0 48 96 144 192 240 288 335 383 431 479 527 575 

  €/HH*a after 0 42 83 125 176 228 280 332 384 436 488 540 592 

GR €/HH*a before 0 60 119 179 238 298 357 417 476 536 595 655 714 

  €/HH*a after 0 52 103 163 228 292 357 422 486 551 616 680 745 

HR €/HH*a before 0 50 101 151 202 252 303 353 403 454 504 555 605 

  €/HH*a after 0 44 88 140 195 249 304 359 414 468 523 578 633 

HU €/HH*a before 0 46 92 139 185 231 277 323 370 416 462 508 554 

  €/HH*a after 0 40 85 135 185 236 286 336 386 436 486 537 587 

IT €/HH*a before 0 75 150 226 301 376 451 526 601 677 752 827 902 

  €/HH*a after 0 65 139 220 302 384 465 547 629 710 792 873 955 

LT €/HH*a before 0 44 89 133 178 222 266 311 355 400 444 488 533 

  €/HH*a after 0 39 85 133 181 229 278 326 374 422 470 519 567 

MT €/HH*a before 0 65 130 194 259 324 389 454 519 583 648 713 778 

  €/HH*a after 0 56 113 175 245 316 386 457 527 597 668 738 809 

PL €/HH*a before 0 55 110 165 220 276 331 386 441 496 551 606 661 

  €/HH*a after 0 48 105 165 225 285 345 404 464 524 584 644 703 

PT €/HH*a before 0 64 128 193 257 321 385 450 514 578 642 706 771 

  €/HH*a after 0 56 115 185 254 324 394 464 533 603 673 742 812 

RO €/HH*a before 0 45 91 136 182 227 272 318 363 409 454 499 545 

  €/HH*a after 0 40 89 138 188 237 286 336 385 434 484 533 582 

SK €/HH*a before 0 62 123 185 246 308 369 431 492 554 615 677 738 

  €/HH*a after 0 53 112 179 246 312 379 446 513 580 646 713 780 
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Heating characteristics for selected Member States 

Belgium 

Table VII-8: Building stock and heating characteristics - Belgium 

 

  

 

BE - Belgium

[ - ] [mq] [kWh/(mq y)] [mq] [kWh/(mq y)]

2006-2011 

(taken as 

reference)

Year 

(Construction)

1033 111.9

229 101.5 2151 79.7

1971-1990 203 123.0

1946-1970 200 145.2 2108 160.7

[ - ] [ - ]

237 147.0 1056 132.5…1945

Reference 

floor area 

Heating 

energy need

SFH - Single Family House MFH - Multi Family House

Building Building
Reference 

floor area 

Heating 

energy need
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Bulgaria 

Table VII-9: Building stock and heating characteristics - Bulgaria 

 

BG - Bulgaria

[ - ] [mq] [kWh/(mq y)] [mq] [kWh/(mq y)]

112.1

1960-1998 194 133.0 492 128.4

1999-2008 

(taken as 

reference)

383 62.9 286

181.2

1930-1959 145 147.8 850 119.1

1919-1929 98 168.3 190

…1918 105 174.3 767 146.7

Heating 

energy need

SFH - Single Family House MFH - Multi Family House
Year 

(Construction)
Building

Reference 

floor area 

Heating 

energy need
Building

Reference 

floor area 

[ - ] [ - ]



Policy Report 

December 2016 8 
 

111/ 
 

 

  

 


