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Energy Poverty Context 

According to the EU Energy Poverty Observatory (EPOV), (2020), energy poverty affects 
almost 50 million people in the European Union and on average 7.3% of the EU population 
reported that they were unable to keep their homes adequately warm and on average 6.6% 
of the EU Population were unable to pay their utility bills on time due to financial difficulties 
in 2018.  The scale of the problem and the severe health impacts caused by energy poverty 
are widely recognised. 
 
The impact of COVID 19 on the level of energy poverty in the EU has yet to be calculated but 
will put even more pressure on already energy poor homes who will be spending even more 
time in their homes due to lockdowns and will push some low paid workers into energy 
poverty for the first time as they are now working from home.  In addition, we have yet to 
see the long-term jobs losses that will result in the full withdrawal of COVID 19 supports to 
employees and businesses.      
 
European Energy Network (EnR) (2019) outline 3 main components of energy poverty: 

1. Low household income 
2. High and increasing energy prices 
3. Inefficient energy performance of buildings 

 
European Commission (2020) advised that buildings in the EU are responsible for 40% of our 
energy consumption and 36% of greenhouse gas emissions and 75% of the EU building stock 
is not energy efficient.      
 
Research by COMBI (2018) found that excess cold weather deaths were 323,475 on average  
annually between 1996-2014 in the EU-28 and 70,000 on average annually could be attributed 
to indoor cold exposure.  Their research found there is a mismatch between those who can 
afford energy efficiency retrofits and those who need and would benefit from them most. 
  

Empower 
Project Partner 
Country 

Average Annual Excess Cold 
Weather Deaths between 1996-
2014 

Average Annual Excess Cold 
Weather Deaths attributed to 
indoor cold exposure between 
1996-2014 

Slovenia 1,060 380 

Portugal 10,855 5,373 

Ireland 2,597 519 

Italy 37,931 11,379 

France 33,912 11,402 

Sweden 5,999 965 

Poland 20,792 6,238 

Spain 27,706 9,879 
Sources: Eurostat 2017 and COMBI (2018)  
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The European Commission (2021) recommendation on Energy Efficiency First: from principals 
to practice – Regulatory Framework recognises the role of energy efficiency in addressing 
other objectives including the reduction of energy poverty which continues to be a problem 
in many countries.   

 

In July 2021 the European Commission adopted the “fit for 55” package, a set of legislative 
proposals to meet the new EU objective of a minimum 55% reduction in greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2030. The fit for 55 package includes regulation establishing a new Social Climate 
Fund to help vulnerable households to meet the costs of the green energy transition with a 
fund of over €72 billion over the 2025-2032 period which will need to be matched by 
equivalent social climate funding from Member States. 
 
The purpose of the Interreg Europe EMPOWER 5th Call is to share good practices on energy 
monitoring and smart technology for the identification and reduction of energy poverty and 
the associated behaviour change initiatives required to identify and reduce energy poverty 
with a view to using this knowledge to support improvements in each of our policy 
instruments.    
 
The final text of the Interreg Europe Cooperation Programme 2021-2027, (2021) under a 
greener, climate neutral and resilient Europe advises that regional and interregional 
cooperation could support the development of stakeholder networks, the transfer of 
knowledge, and good practices that could help to address energy poverty. 
 
Following the Interreg Europe EMPOWER 5th Call we might consider how we can build our 
capacity to continue to transfer knowledge and build stakeholder networks that could benefit 
from the dissemination of the findings from the EMPOWER 5th Call.    
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Energy Poverty Definition 

Energy Poverty is not easily captured by a single indicator and there is no one commonly 
agreed definition of energy poverty across the European Union according to EPOV (2020).  
According to Dunphy (2020) as outlined by (Bouzarovski, 2014) energy poverty is predicated 
on a combination of high energy costs, low incomes, poor energy efficient buildings and 
individual consumption levels.  Therefore, you need information on individual’s income, 
energy consumption and energy efficiency of households to accurately assess energy poverty 
and income support alone will not address the issue and you need also to address the energy 
efficiency of households.   
 
The European Commission Joint Research Centre policy report on energy poverty (2019) 
outline that there is terminology uncertainty between the differences between energy 
poverty (most common term used in the EU) and fuel poverty and this is aggravated by the 
lack of a common definition.   For the purposes of this report, we will use the terminology of 
energy poverty.   
 
The European Commission (2021) recommendation on Energy Efficiency First: from principles 
to practice – define energy poverty as a state of deprivation of basic energy service, which is 
an energy-related manifestation of general poverty and which has been shown to hold the 
risk of increased morbidity or event mortality. 
 
According to the European Energy Network (2019) the lack of an agreed definition on energy 
poverty could be leading to controversial results and a lack of comparability between 
countries and they recommend introducing an official harmonised definition of energy 
poverty at EU level. 
 
As seen below there are only 3 EMPOWER project partner Countries with an official or 
proposed National definition of energy poverty with the remainder EMPOWER project 
partners Countries with no official or proposed National definition of energy poverty but with 
varying definitions for energy vulnerable customers or households.     
 

EMPOWER 
Project 
Partner 
Country 

Definition of Energy Poverty Status 

Slovenia Social support is provided to energy vulnerable households 
through a minimum income to households/individuals 
without an income or an income below the official level. 

No official 
National 
definition of 
energy poverty 

Portugal An energy vulnerable person is defined in the energy sector 
law and corresponds to that of economically vulnerable 
customers which correspond to people receiving certain 
social welfare subsidies (social security system) with some 
contract limitations (e.g., contracted power). These 
customers have access to a social tariff. 

No official 
National 
definition of 
energy poverty 
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Ireland Energy poverty is a situation whereby a household is unable 
to attain an acceptable level of energy services (including 
heating, lighting, etc.) in the home due to an inability to 
meet these requirements at an affordable cost.  
Metric: Spends more than 10% of its disposable income on 
energy services in the home 

Official 
National 
definition 

Italy Energy Poverty Definition/metric: A family is vulnerable 
when more than 5% of household income is spent on 
electricity and 10% on gas. 

Unofficial 
definition 
proposed by 
regulator 

France Definition according to article 11 of the “Grenelle II” law 
from 12 July 2010 : Is considered in a situation of energy 
poverty “a person who encounters in his/her 
accommodation particular difficulties to have enough 
energy supply to satisfy his/her elementary needs, this 
being due to the inadequacy of resources or housing 
conditions.”  
Metric: A quantitative threshold is missing. 

As a result of 
no quantitative 
threshold, the 
definition is 
not sufficiently 
operational. 

Sweden Vulnerable customers are defined as persons who 
permanently lack the ability to pay for the electricity or 
natural gas that is transferred or delivered to them for non-
commercial purposes. 

No official 
National 
definition of 
energy poverty 

Poland  Energy law states that vulnerable customers of electricity 
are a person who is eligible to housing allowance (income 
support) because the level of its income is lower than a 
certain degree. That means that the concept of vulnerable 
customers is based on poverty. 

No official 
National 
definition of 
energy poverty 

Spain The concept of vulnerable costumers has only been defined 
so far for electricity customers. Vulnerable customers 
should fulfil at least one of the following criteria: a large 
family or a family where all members are unemployed; be 
low voltage consumers (less than 1 kV) with contracted 
demand lower than or equal to 3 kW; or a pensioner older 
than 60 years with a minimum level pension. Vulnerable 
customers’ electricity tariffs are reduced by means of a 
“social bonus”, which sets their tariffs at the July 2009 level. 

No official 
National 
definition of 
energy poverty 

Source: Energy Poverty Handbook (2016)  

For the purposes of this report, we will use the EPOV (2020) 4 primary indicators of energy 

poverty.  

1. Ability to keep home adequately warm – based on self-reported thermal discomfort 
2. Arrears on utility bills in the last 12 months – based on households’ self-reports 
3. Energy expenditure to income is above twice the national median  
4. Energy expenditure to income is below half the national median – (Hidden Energy 

Poverty) 
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According to EPOV (2020) indicators 3 and 4 above is where there is an over proportionate 
financial burden on households versus their disposable income  or where there is an 
underconsumption of basic energy services due to lack of financial means. 
  

 
Source: EPOV (2020) – Share of energy poor population in European Countries in 2016 according to Inability to keep home adequately 
warm 

 

 
Source: EPOV (2020) – Share of energy poor population in European Countries in 2016 according to arrear on utility bills in the last 12 
months 
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Source: EPOV (2020) - Share of energy poor households in the EU 28 in 2010 according to energy expenditure above twice the national 
median – No figures supplied by Italy for this measure – may be an indication an over proportionate financial burden on households versus 
their disposable income and may be an indication of hidden energy poverty 

 

 
Source: EPOV (2020) – Share of energy poor households in the EU 28 in 2010 according to energy expenditure below half the national median 
– may capture under consumption of energy due to lack of financial means and may be an indication of hidden energy poverty 
 

According to EPOV (2021) this analysis may highlight real problems or may be explained by 
some countries including energy costs as part of rent payments or properties may be much 
more energy efficiency relative to other European countries and therefore requires a 
knowledge of the underlying distributions and thresholds which is outside the remit of this 
report. 
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These indicators can be supported by other information to understand better energy poverty 
including – demographic factors (households with vulnerable members or who are 
predominately female who require a higher ambient temperature), differential energy prices, 
income levels, heating system (solid fuel, oil, gas), building efficiency and tenure (ownership, 
long leasehold, or short rental)  
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Section 3: Energy Poverty State of Play in EMPOWER 5th 

Call Project Partners Countries   
 

 

 

 

(Source: All Information provided in this section of the report is taken from EPOV member state reports 

(2020)) 
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PP1 – Slovenia 
 
Slovenia is lower than the EU average for most 
energy poverty indicators apart from 12.5% of 
the population that was unable to pay their 
utility bills on time which is significantly higher 
than the EU average of 6.6%.  However, over 
the past number of years this has reduced from 
a high of 20.3% in 2014 and may be because of 
energy efficiency measures, the use of 
renewable energy and improved heating 
systems since 2014.   
 
While high share of energy expenditure at 
13.9% is below the EU average, further analysis 
shows that the poorest quintile spends 12% of 
their  income on energy compared to an EU 
average of 7% in this quintile. 
   
Slovenia at 8.9% has a lower number of households than the EU average that spend a low 
share of their income on energy expenditure however these households may be restricting 
their energy spending below what is necessary to meet their needs.  Overall, energy poverty 
in Slovenia is highest in the social housing sector and private tenants’ sector in 2017 and the 
most vulnerable live-in apartments. 
 

Policies & National Measures in Slovenia to Address Energy Poverty 

 
(Source: All Information provided in this section of the report is taken from EPOV member state reports (2020)) 
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PP2 – Portugal 
 
Portugal is lower than the EU average on most 
energy poverty indicators. However, 19.4% of 
the population advised they were unable to keep 
their homes adequately warm which is notably 
higher than the EU average of 7.3%.  However, 
over the past number of years this has reduced 
from a high of 42% in 2007 and the most 
significant decreases were between 2007 and 
2009 following the introduction of a new social 
tariff aimed at providing financial assistance to 
vulnerable households. 
 
Only 4.5% of the population had arrears on 
utility bills which you would expect to be higher 
given the above.  This difference may be 
explained by the high share of wood fuel used 
for heating purposes that are not included in utility bills. 
 
Also, Portugal at 6.8% has a lower number of households than the EU average that spend a 
low share of their income on energy expenditure, however these households may be 
restricting their energy spending below what is necessary to meet their needs.   
 
Overall, energy poverty in Portugal is highest in the social housing sector and private tenants’ 
sector in 2017 and the most vulnerable live in urban areas. 
 

Policies & National Measures in Portugal to Address Energy Poverty 

(Source: All Information provided in this section of the report is taken from EPOV member state reports (2020)) 
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PP3 – Ireland 
 

Ireland is higher that the EU average on most 
energy poverty indicators. 4.4% of the 
population advise that are unable to keep their 
homes adequately warm this is below the EU 
average of 7.3%.  However, arrears on utility 
bills are 8.6% and given many homes use oil and 
solid fuel and this is paid up front and not 
through a utility bill indicates that there is likely 
an underestimate of the extent of energy 
poverty. 
 
The levels of people able to keep their home 
warm and who had arrears on utility bills has 
decreased from highs of 10% and 18.2% in 2014 
respectively which may be attributed to the 
financial crisis leading to a general increase in 
poverty in Ireland.  
 
Ireland is higher than the EU on the high share of energy expenditure in income at 17.6% 
which may indicate an over proportionate burden on households and may indicate poor 
energy efficiency of buildings.  Ireland is also above the EU on the low absolute energy 
expenditure which could be an indication of under consumption and hidden energy poverty.   
 
Overall, energy poverty in Ireland is highest in the social housing sector and private tenants’ 
sector in 2017 and the most vulnerable live-in apartments. 
 
Policies & National Measures in Ireland to Address Energy Poverty 
 

 
(Source: All Information provided in this section of the report is taken from EPOV member state reports (2020)) 
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PP4 – Italy 
 
In Italy no data was available for share of 
energy expenditure to income.  Italy is 
lower on 2 of the remaining energy poverty 
indicators but is nearly double the EU 
average on the inability to keep home 
adequately warm indicator at 14.1%.  This 
indicator increased sharply between 2010 
and 2012 from 11.6% to 21.3% due to the 
financial crisis and an increase in the price 
per unit for electricity and gas so it has been 
falling since 2012. 
 
Energy poverty in Italy is highest in the 
private tenant sector at 26.5% for inability 
to keep homes warm and 10.5% for arrears 
in utility bills.  The next most vulnerable 
sector is the social housing sector also at 
21.4% for inability to keep home warm and 8.3% for arrears in utility bills. 
 
Overall, energy poverty in Italy is spread across all type of density and is spread evenly across 
all dwelling types and is highest in the social housing sector in 2017. 
 
Policies & National Measures in Italy to Address Energy Poverty 
 

 
(Source: All Information provided in this section of the report is taken from EPOV member state reports (2020)) 
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PP5 – France 
France is lower than the EU on 3 or the 4 energy 
poverty indicators.  In France the percentage of 
households that were unable to keep the home 
adequately warm was consistent at 5% since 
2006 with a notable increase in 2009 explained 
by the financial crisis.  Progressive policies 
introduced following the financial crisis have 
lowered the level back to 5%. In France there is a 
lower share of energy expenditure of income 
than the EU average, however there are a lot of 
policy instruments to assist the poorest to 
combat energy poverty but the next quintile who 
mainly live-in semi-detached houses have high 
energy expenditure in income given the mild 
climate due to overall poor energy efficiency rate 
of the building stock.  
 
France has a higher rate of households with a low absolute energy expenditure at 19.5% than 
the EU average of 14.6% which may indicate these households may be restricting their  energy 
consumption below what is required to meet their needs. Overall, energy poverty in France 
is highest in the social housing sector and private tenants’ sector in 2017 and the most 
vulnerable live-in apartments. 
Policies & National Measures in France to Address Energy Poverty 

 

 
(Source: All Information provided in this section of the report is taken from EPOV member state reports (2020)) 
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PP6 – Sweden 
 
Sweden is lower than the EU average on 
population-based indicators inability to keep 
homes warm and arrears on utility bills. This 
would indicate that the levels of energy poverty 
in Sweden are notably low. 
 
However, the expenditure-based indicators in 
Sweden are significantly higher than the EU 
average.  The likely reason is that in Sweden 
energy costs are usually but not always included 
in rental costs which lowers the median share of 
energy expenditure for these calculations.  In 
such a situation the expenditure-based 
indicators will not appropriately reflect energy 
poverty. 
 
Where energy poverty exists in Sweden it is more 
likely in urban areas which may be reflective of 
the higher costs of living in urban areas and the relatively high proportion of poor populations 
living in cities.  Apartment dwellings are the most vulnerable to energy poverty.  
 
Policies & National Measures in Sweden to Address Energy Poverty 
 

 
(Source: All Information provided in this section of the report is taken from EPOV member state reports (2020)) 
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PP7  - Poland 
 
Poland is lower than the EU average on most of 
the energy poverty indicators.  In Poland the 
percentage of households unable to keep their 
homes adequately warm decreased from 34% in 
2005 to 5.1% in 2018 and even the financial 
crisis and relatively cold winters do not seem to 
have a large effect on the reported indicators.  
 
Poland’s performance in the expenditure-based 
indicators is higher than the EU average.  In 
particular 19.5% of households spend a lower 
share of their income on energy expenditure.  
These households either live in homes with high 
efficiency standards or restrict their energy 
spending below what is necessary to meet their 
needs.    
 
Overall energy poverty in Poland is highest in the social housing sector and the most 
vulnerable live-in apartments or detached type dwellings mainly in urban areas and 
towns/suburbs.  
 
Policies & National Measures in Poland to Address Energy Poverty 
 

 
(Source: All Information provided in this section of the report is taken from EPOV member state reports (2020)) 
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PP9 – Spain 
 
Spain has a lower performance than the EU 
average on the population-reported 
indicators. The percentage of the population 
who were unable to heat their homes 
adequately  increased from 5.9% in 2008 to 
11.1% in 2014 due to the financial crisis and 
has since decreased to 9.1% but is not yet 
back to the lower level in 2008.  
 
Spain has a higher performance than the EU 
average on the expenditure-based indicators.  
However, at 13% Spain has a low number of 
households that spend an unusually low share 
of their income on energy.  These households 
might restrict their energy spending below 
what is necessary to meet their needs. 
 
Overall, in Spain energy poverty is highest in 
the social housing sector and are most likely to live in apartments and be in rural areas. 
 

Policies & National Measures in Spain to Address Energy Poverty 
 

 
(Source: All Information provided in this section of the report is taken from EPOV member state reports (2020)) 
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