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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 ENERGY POVERTY AMID MULTIPLE CRISES

In 2019, over 35 million people were unable to afford to keep their homes warm. In 2020, this number had
already increased by one million amidst the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic and its negative
impacts on vulnerable EU residents. However, the number of EU residents that can be considered "energy
poor" is most likely much higher because there is no definition of what energy poverty entails, such as
being unable to cover basic housing costs or having inadequate comfort in the housing or work
environments.

The current situation in Ukraine, following the military invasion by the Russian Federation, is further
increasing the number of vulnerable households at risk of energy poverty in Europe, as the consequences
of the war have exacerbated the ongoing energy crisis and led to a rise in electricity prices. Thus, ensuring
availability of energy supply at affordable prices must be a priority in a fair and just transition.

Together with recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic, the response to the ongoing energy supply and price
crisis should be an occasion to develop measures to build a resilient energy system for Europe, achieving
the energy transition while securing sustainable living conditions for all.

It is with this in mind that the EESC, with the support of the French Presidency of the Council, organised a
conference on Tackling energy poverty at the heart of the ecological and energy transition on 21 April
2022. This was the follow-up event to the 2021 EESC conference on Energy poverty at the crossroads of
the European Pillar of Social Rights and the European Green Deal. This annual event aims at taking stock
of the state of play at EU, national and local level regarding energy poverty and developing
recommendations towards achieving a more affordable and sustainable energy future for the EU
population.

1.2 BUILDING A POLITICAL COALITION TO ADDRESS ENERGY POVERTY

In 2021, the first EESC conference on energy poverty called for the creation of a coalition to make energy
poverty a priority on the EU agenda, setting a specific target of zero energy poverty in the EU by 2030.

In light of the worrying circumstances created by the COVID-19 pandemic, the rise of energy prices and
the war in Ukraine, addressing energy poverty must, more than ever, be at the centre of a coordinated
effort among all actors. This requires a two-fold condition: a strong political will and a solid coalition
between all actors on the ground. Therefore, the EESC reiterates its will to create a coalition between
civil society organisations and political actors at national and European political levels.

Thanks to its members and network of organisations on the ground, the EESC could facilitate meetings
between stakeholders and decision makers at national and EU level, channelling good practices, strategies,
and perspectives from different countries, with the aim of accelerating action to tackle energy poverty.
The next presidencies of the Council, as well as the Energy Poverty and Vulnerable Consumer
Coordination Group established by the European Commission, should also be involved in such a coalition.
Exchanges could be organised biannually, along with the EESC conference giving the political impetus
needed for a coordinated approach.
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2. ENERGY POVERTY: RETROSPECTIVE OF A YEAR

In 2021, the EESC's conference on energy poverty came up with three main recommendations:

1. Establishing an overarching European strategy to protect the most vulnerable
2. Developing national plans and policies to eradicate energy poverty
3. Integrating and giving coherence to all funding and policy instruments at EU and national level

Since then, several sets of measures to tackle energy poverty have been implemented at EU, national,
regional and local level.

2.1 EUROPEAN IMPULSE FOR MORE ENERGY EFFICIENCY AS A WAY TO TACKLE ENERGY POVERTY

The EU is committed to tackling energy poverty and is paying specific attention to energy poverty issues
in its legislation. In 2020, the European Commission presented the Renovation Wave Strategy, which
aimed at increasing building renovation to help reduce energy consumption and optimise energy efficiency
to decrease emissions and to lower energy bills for the most vulnerable households.

Efforts stepped up in July 2021, when the Commission presented the Fit for 55 package, a set of proposals
to move towards achieving the environmental targets set out in the Green Deal. The Fit for 55 package
reinforces the already existing measures to tackle energy poverty, namely through a revised Energy
Efficiency Directive (EED) and the creation of the Social Climate Fund. Indeed, the revised EED includes
measures to boost renovation in a way that also benefits society in terms of addressing energy poverty
and strengthening consumer empowerment. These measures can be financed through the Social Climate
Fund, targeted to support the most vulnerable accessing more efficient and cleaner energy technologies.

However, numerous stakeholders consider that the proposals of the Fit for 55 package fall short of
sufficient measures to ensure a just transition for European low-income households and could even
potentially worsen energy poverty. Last year's EESC conference already concluded that the ambitious
climate targets that the EU has set itself would require the transition to speed up in a way that may
increase inequalities in Europe with regard to access to energy. Concerns had also been raised regarding
the possibility of the EU Emissions Trading System (ETS) being extended to buildings as this could result in
poor households facing increases in energy prices, rent increases and less affordable housing. More
specifically, some organisations, including the EESC, pointed out for instance that the ambitious targets
for district heating/cooling may contribute to an increase in energy poverty as numerous low-income
households live in social housing, which tends to be centrally managed (TEN/749). Finally, stakeholders
denounced the insufficient funding for implementing the measures, in particular within the Social Climate
Fund. Additional investment is fundamental, not only to allow vulnerable households to face the necessary
renovation costs for an energy efficient home, but also to improve transmission grid systems and to better
develop storage infrastructure (TEN/761).

In October 2021, the Commission also adopted a Communication on Tackling rising energy prices: a
toolbox for action and support to address the rising energy prices and to allow a coordinated approach to
protect those most at risk. The Communication took the form of a toolbox including immediate (e.g.
emergency income support, taxes and levies) and medium-term measures (e.g. storage, market
integration and energy communities) to support Member States' efforts to mitigate the impact of high
energy prices. The EESC strongly supported the toolbox, in particular the nature of the measures, focused
on the most vulnerable groups. Nonetheless, the EESC formulated recommendations to go further: it
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deemed it necessary to create incentives for society, financial support, especially for low-income
households and other vulnerable groups, and independent advice to switch from fossil fuels to renewables

(TEN/761).

More recently, in light of the ongoing war in Ukraine, the European Commission addressed energy poverty
in @ number of legal and policy documents, including the recent Communication REPowerEU: Joint
European Action for more affordable, secure and sustainable energy. In addition, the Versailles
Declaration, adopted in March 2022 during a meeting of Heads of State and Government, tackles the
reduction of the EU's energy dependencies. Indeed, rapidly moving to energy independence and
renewable energies can help tackle energy poverty, provided that appropriate support measures for low-
income and vulnerable households are included in the planning.

2.2 IMPLEMENTATION AT NATIONAL LEVEL AND EFFORTS AT LOCAL LEVEL

Following the creation of the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) to mitigate the economic and social
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, Member States have adopted actions and measures on energy
efficiency and investments as part of the National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs).

According to the Commission's report on the implementation of the RRF, the NRRPs include relevant
measures, reforms and investments to promote energy efficiency and greater deployment of renewable
energy for 41% of the total expenditure under the green pillar of the RRF (total cost of EUR 91.1 billion).
Some of these relevant investments also aim to address energy poverty as many plans target vulnerable
households for the energy renovation of buildings. Last year's EESC conference had recommended that
specific energy efficiency programmes should prioritise social housing and housing associations, low-
income tenants and low-income homeowners. Some NRRPs have included measures to this end. Several
Member States, such as Spain and Belgium, have included in their NRRP energy-efficient renovations of
private and social housing, which also help tackle energy poverty. In Greece, EUR 100 million from the RRF
grants have been assigned to the renovation of 50 000 lodgings of energy-poor households, leading to
energy savings of at least 30%.

Furthermore, a large part of investments within the NRRPs comprises measures aimed at developing
renewable energy and networks, which can support the involvement of the public in the ecological and
energy transition. For instance, some NRRPs (such as Lithuania's) support "private businesses, farmers
and renewable energy communities for the acquisition and installation of onshore solar and wind power
plants, together with storage installations"2. Nonetheless, not all NRRPs across the EU specifically address
or provide for targeted measures against energy poverty. More efforts are needed to encourage the less
committed Member States to step up their efforts with clear monitoring and evaluation frameworks.

At local level, efforts are ongoing to alleviate energy poverty and understand the needs of vulnerable
households. The European Energy Advisory Hub continues to provide technical assistance to local
governments and stakeholders. In addition, many successful projects are carried out with the aim of
alleviating energy poverty by working with actors on the ground, mainly within the framework of Horizon
2020. For instance, the Household Energy Advisors (HEA) of the ASSIST project provide advising and
training to vulnerable households to help them reduce their energy consumption. Another example is
the Renaissance project, which aims to deliver a community-driven replicable approach to implement

1Source: European Commission
2 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/com 2022 75 1 en.pdf
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new business models and technologies supporting clean production and shared distribution of energy
in local communities. Local authorities are also taking part in the effort to tackle energy poverty. For
instance, the Covenant of Mayors is developing indicators and a specific tool on energy poverty.

3. ENERGY POVERTY: NEW YEAR, NEXT STEPS

Energy poverty is a serious concern which has become even more pressing in the context of the
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, the rise of energy prices and Russia's invasion of Ukraine. It is a
fundamental equity problem requiring the implementation of structural solutions.

3.1 STEPPING UP EFFORTS AT EU LEVEL AND MAKING ENERGY POVERTY A PRIORITY

Tackling energy poverty must be made an absolute priority among EU policies and be at the heart of the
ecological and energy transition. The social dimension of the energy transition should be integrated in
all energy plans. To this end, it is crucial to develop and intensify dialogue between local, regional,
national and EU levels to create a multilevel governance that would improve the implementation of the
adopted measures. The various levels of governance should be connected so as to increase efficiency and
facilitate bottom-up approaches in initiatives. Therefore, all governance levels should collaborate with
actors on the ground, such as civil society organisations and the public.

The large-scale renovation of buildings in the European Union — private and social housing, public and
professional-use buildings —is now an absolute necessity, given the structural long-term underinvestment
in this area and the climate, environmental, economic and social consequences involved, as well as the
costs of failing to act.

The Renovation Wave Strategy should support the lowest-income groups, making sure that vulnerable
people have money to invest in energy efficiency, prioritising the worst performing buildings and, in doing
so, addressing housing exclusion. Building renovation is also a direct source of job creation at local level.
A substantial increase in EU funding, especially for actors on the ground, should be earmarked for
renovation of buildings and decentralised production of renewable energy, whose priority recipients
should be vulnerable households. To this end, sufficient funds need to be provided under the Social
Climate Fund in order to compensate for the extension of the Emission Trading Scheme. The Social Climate
Fund needs to go beyond compensation mechanisms and empower the population in the energy
transition. It must enable people, including the most vulnerable, to decarbonise their homes.

The Commission's toolbox of October 2021 should be continued for as long as necessary and Member
States should make rapid use of these instruments in order to mitigate the negative effects of price
increases on the most vulnerable groups.

The latest EU instruments, including the REPowerEU Plan, are key to ensure that the EU is taking full
control of its energy future, gaining autonomy and reducing dependence on external suppliers. Future EU
initiatives will need to go further in protecting and empowering people in the energy transition.
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3.2 ENHANCING ACTION AT NATIONAL AND LOCAL LEVEL

Addressing energy poverty requires greater efforts at national and local level.

At national level, engagement and responsibility of public authorities in the fight against energy poverty
should be further improved. With the main cause of energy poverty being high energy costs, inefficient
buildings and low incomes, the mission of national public, cooperative and social housing providers should
be even more explicit than ever.

Nonetheless, Member States have different situations as regards the severity of energy poverty in their
countries and are at different stages of their efforts to tackle this major societal issue. National and local
stakeholders have insisted on the need to have clear mapping to be able to identify vulnerable
households at risk of energy poverty and their needs. Therefore, efforts should go towards developing
reliable indicators at national level to be able to assess and compare the situation correctly. One possible
solution is to keep encouraging the establishment of energy poverty observatories in all Member States
in order to develop similar monitoring and reporting. In this way, common metrics and comprehensive
indicators can be developed that will facilitate targeted strategies, tailor-made measures and social
protection schemes addressed to the most vulnerable.

Moreover, Member States should be further encouraged to improve their National Recovery and
Resilience Plans by enhancing cross-references and links between measures, exploiting
complementarities with other EU funding sources and strengthening the reform components. At the
same time, Member States should be further encouraged to maximise synergies between their LTRS, their
NRRPs and other recovery measures, thus ensuring that NextGenerationEU provides both:

e immediate funding for deep and staged renovations, and
e phased funding, with a particular focus on the worst performing buildings and low-income
households who cannot afford upfront investment costs

At local and regional level, energy poverty should be mainstreamed in ongoing actions related to energy
efficiency, renewable energies and transport with a view to the impact on more vulnerable citizens.
When implementing energy poverty actions, it is important to consider not only technical performance,
but also social acceptance and awareness raising and monitor direct and indirect effects on vulnerable
people.

At local level, technical assistance and more accessible information on how to have access to funds should
be provided to the municipalities so that capacity can be built locally. Single one-stop shops providing
access to information and technical support are to be placed based on the idea of proximity to the public,
local communities and consumers. They would have the added advantage of making the energy transition
socially accepted by enlarging participation and involvement in decisions to be taken locally. In this regard,
the role of public authorities is crucial in providing technical assistance and information at local level to
empower municipalities.

To successfully reach vulnerable households, it is essential to reinforce action at local level. In this regard,
synergies should be further encouraged with existing initiatives such as the Energy Poverty Advisory
Hub, the Covenant of Mayors, Clean Energy for EU Islands and Coal Regions in Transition platforms, etc.
to provide direct support, online training and technical guidance and allow best practices to be shared
and outcomes and progress to be monitored.
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4. GOING FURTHER: EMPOWERING CITIZENS

As underlined in the conclusions of last year's EESC conference, the energy transition is not just a
technological matter - it is also a profoundly social and political challenge. In order to achieve a fair and
inclusive energy transition, EU citizens must be at the heart of this transformation. It demands the full
engagement of all actors, including the public, to make it socially acceptable. Therefore, encouraging new
ways of energy production with citizens and local communities as principal actors is a fundamental aspect
of the energy transition.

Decentralised energy production can help tackle energy poverty and support the most vulnerable
groups. It can help reduce energy bills and consumers' price dependency. Therefore, energy communities
and cooperatives should be encouraged to give people, including the most vulnerable, an active role in
producing clean energy for themselves. Indeed, community energy ownership plays a crucial role in
shifting power from fossil-fuel companies to consumers, who become prosumers, but also helps increase
energy justice between communities.

The development of energy community projects, however, still faces barriers. Civil society organisations
have mainly stressed the lack of financial means and political support, which can slow down the process
of establishing them. Targeted funding to set up energy communities would be very beneficial to
stakeholders; this funding could be part of the Social Climate Fund at European level. Moreover, energy
communities need more support and engagement of national government in order to benefit from a
specific legal framework that would enable their promotion and facilitate their development. At local
level, another challenge for energy communities regards their access to the energy grid systems which
can turn out to be complicated. Therefore, energy communities could use the support of local government
and municipalities to facilitate their connection to the grid. Finally, civil society organisations have pointed
out the need for more advice and contact points for those who wish to be involved in community energy.

5. INVOLVEMENT OF CIVIL SOCIETY IN THE FIGHT AGAINST ENERGY
POVERTY

Tackling energy poverty requires the active involvement of civil society organisations to facilitate
dialogue between citizens, consumers and decision-makers. As highlighted previously, thanks to their
expertise and networks on the ground, civil society organisations are best placed to help define, implement
and monitor energy poverty in Europe. Civil society organisations are also successful in reaching
vulnerable households and understanding their needs. Therefore, their role in providing assistance to the
most vulnerable should be reinforced.

Civil society organisations also help raise awareness, create synergies and partnerships and make
tangible policy proposals. Therefore, civil society organisations can play a key role in developing indicators
on energy poverty. In addition, the EESC, as a link between organisations on the ground and the EU
institutions, should be involved in the work of the Energy Poverty and Vulnerable Consumer Coordination
Group established by the European Commission.
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Consultation and joint development with the public, particularly the social partners and civil society
organisations, need to be strengthened from the planning stage onwards. At the same time, more
extensive coordination is necessary between objectives and planning at all levels, right up to local
deployment of the transition. For instance, the EESC called on the creation of tripartite "Just Transition
commissions" to allow regional authorities, social partners and civil society organisations to participate
in the implementation of the national and regional Just Transition plans (NAT/843).

6. RECOMMENDATIONS TO ACHIEVE A FAIR AND SOCIALLY JUST
TRANSITION

Fighting energy poverty must be Europe's priority and it should be placed at the heart of the ecological
and energy transition, which should be socially fair and just. To this aim, the 2022 EESC conference on
energy poverty came up with the following recommendations:

Tackling energy poverty as part of a coordinated and common effort

o Creating a coalition against energy poverty between civil society organisations and actors at national
and European political levels

o Developing common metrics and comprehensive indicators to facilitate targeted strategies, tailor-
made measures and social protection schemes addressed to the most vulnerable

Placing citizens at the heart of the ecological and energy transition

Creating incentives for consumers to shift from fossil fuels to renewables

Providing technical assistance and more accessible information to improve social acceptance
Encouraging decentralised production of energy and the creation of energy communities to give
people, including the most vulnerable, an active role in producing clean energy for themselves

0 0 0 <

v Largely increasing funding and investment, in particular the amount of funds within the Social
Climate Fund

o Increasing funding for the development of infrastructure and grids

o Going beyond compensation mechanisms and empowering people, including the most vulnerable, to
decarbonise their homes

o Investing in low-carbon or carbon-free energy sources

v Boosting the renovation of buildings, with a focus on the worst performing buildings and vulnerable
households

o Supporting lowest-income groups by making sure that the most vulnerable have the financial means

at their disposal to invest in energy efficiency

Prioritising the worst performing buildings and, in doing so, addressing housing exclusion

Implementing specific measures and support for the most vulnerable to benefit from unbiased

information on renovation possibilities and financing at local level

o O

Further developing national plans and policies for eradicating energy poverty

Improving the content of the National Recovery and Resilience Plans (NRRPs)

Maximising synergies between LTRS, NRRPs and other recovery measures

Creating a clear monitoring and reporting framework, e.g. with Energy Observatories in every Member
State

0 0 0 <
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Reinforcing the involvement of civil society organisations

Facilitating dialogue between the public, business, workers, consumers and decision makers
Engaging in defining, implementing and monitoring strategies for fighting energy poverty
Providing direct assistance to the most vulnerable in the short as well as in the long term

Ensuring that future initiatives at all levels will go further in protecting and empowering people in
the energy transition



