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Energy Poverty in Europe: Local Authorities as a Game Changer?

Energy poverty is recognised as a phenomenon
caused by the combination of at least three factors,
low incomes, bad quality housing and high energy
prices. Since the war in Ukraine, the surge in energy
prices has aggravated energy poverty across Europe
and beyond. During the winter 2022-23 42 million Eu-
ropeans declared their inability to heat their homes
properly’, compared to 37.4 million in 20182, before
the health and energy crises. The war in Ukraine
acted as a wake-up call for the EU. Although the EU
has been increasingly encouraging the Member
States (MS) to define, measure and address energy
poverty since the 2010s, no obligation has been im-
posed on the MS. However, a consensus was reached
in 2023, even among those reluctant Member States
who have always regarded energy poverty as a social
issue and as such, a topic outside the jurisdiction of
the EU. Article 2(52) of the directive on energy effi-
ciency (2023/955) was adopted on 13 September 2023,
introducing an EU-wide definition of energy poverty.
The Member States have two years to transpose it
into their national legislation. This means that na-
tional governments will have to define the problem,
develop indicators and measures to address the topic
in its multidimensional character. So far, its social di-
mension has been widely addressed at both national
and local levels. Up to now, local authorities have
been implementing the national policies or may also
have acted to compensate for the lack of national
public policies and played an active role in experi-
menting with new solutions. Local authorities have
always been at the forefront in the fight against en-
ergy poverty, mostly through (emergency) income
support measures to help households pay their bills.
But municipalities in countries where a legal defini-
tion of energy poverty has long been adopted, such
as in the UK (2000), France (2010) or Ireland (20m),
have gone further. Not only have they developed cu-
rative income support measures, but they also repre-
sent key actors in upgrading the housing sector and
in developing renewable energies that can be made
accessible to households3. Local authorities, together
with a large variety of local actors, have to implement
retrofitting programmes developed at national level,

such as the programme MaPrimeRenov’ in France?, or
ECO 4 in the UK> or Warmer Homes Schemes® in Ire-
land. And they often go beyond the national require-
ment thanks to innovative approaches such as the
city of Coventry implementing a Strategy Energy
Partnership to tackle energy poverty while investing
in its decarbonization pathway and linking it with
health issues’, or the 15 local authorities in France be-
coming “territoire zero exclusion énergétique®”
aiming at addressing energy poverty from a global
perspective. However, fighting energy poverty is not
an easy task for the local authorities. Are they in fact
empowered and equipped enough to meet the de-
mands of the other levels of governance and of the
local populations?

The legitimacy to act

In Europe, local authorities’ capacity for action is
part of a complex relationship with their national
government. Having been responsible for imple-
menting national policies, local authorities have ac-
quired the institutional and political legitimacy to
develop their own local policies, though constrained
by the limits and the amount of room for manoeuvre
granted by the national governments. It is up to the
local political decision makers to decide whether or
not to give impetus to local action on energy poverty,
depending on the national requirements but also on
their own political agenda, locally or even nationally,
and on the local identity of the territory. The legiti-
macy of local authorities is based as much on the in-
stitutional and democratic recognition of their ability
to take care of citizens’ needs (input legitimacy), as
on the trust that they enjoy locally, thanks to the pro-
vision of local goods and services (output legiti-
macy)®. Depending on the national governance
system, they can either just implement national pro-
grammes (governing by provision), or they can ben-
efit from enabling conditions set by the national
State, allowing them to adopt their own mechanisms
(governing through enabling and capacity building)
or they can also stimulate pilot projects, as such rep-
resenting fields of innovation and experimentation
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(self-governing)™. However, local action will also de-
pend on the strength and stability of the local collec-
tive initiatives and networks and their ability to ad-
just to the multidimensional character of energy pov-
erty. Since local authorities in Europe are responsible
for the social and housing sectors and can act on the
deployment of renewable energies in their territory,
they have the knowledge and the resources to act on
energy poverty. Nevertheless, not all local authori-
ties are empowered and well equipped to address en-
ergy poverty, especially in rural areas, because of a
lack of resources, a lack of awareness about energy
poverty and insufficient means for action.

Identifying the households and their needs

Even if all the above criteria are met, the next chal-
lenge they are confronted with is how to identify
those households in need. When there is no national
definition of energy poverty, there is no statistical
tool to measure energy poverty that can help target
households. Even where statistics are available, like
in France through the Observatoire National de la
précarité énergétique or in the UK, it is not easy to
grasp the scope and severity of energy poverty in
order to frame adequate interventions. Given its mul-
ti-dimensional nature, a single indicator is incapable
of capturing the complexity of energy poverty and
therefore may have the effect of directing public
policy towards inappropriate targets. Only com-
posite indicators can capture the scale and severity
of energy poverty. It leaves local authorities with the
obligation to collect data from different sources (in-
come taxes, energy certificates, bill arrears etc.) to
aggregate them so as to have a clear view of the
groups affected. However, collecting adequate data
is already a hurdle. Because of the diversity of the
sources, it is not easy to gain access to data. When it
is possible, some of the data are not available for
free. One approach would be to cross-reference data
from different local sources to draw an evi-
dence-based local diagnosis. However, local actors
may face data sharing issues and GDPR restrictions.
To overcome this, several suppliers in France and in
the UK, for example, sign agreements with local so-
cial services, energy advisory bodies, social media-
tion structures in order to share their data regarding
payment arrears so that the households struggling
to pay their bills can be identified and supported.
Proactive models aimed at reaching out to house-
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holds are developing everywhere, such as the initia-
tive Locaux-Moteurs in France.

Coordinating the actors for a global inclusive
action

The question that arises at local level concerns the
ability of local authorities and actors to tackle energy
risk in a global, decompartmentalised and collabora-
tive way. However, the cognitive representation of
“energy poverty”, the decision-making mechanisms,
the mobilisation of a network of local players and the
ability to articulate their relations with private en-
ergy companies all vary greatly from one place to an-
other. Each project therefore has a variable geom-
etry, depending on the capacity of local players to
formulate compromises, more or less formalised, be-
tween the needs of the population and the divergent
interests of the various players likely to be involved".
The number of stakeholders that can be involved
cover a large variety of organisations, from the en-
ergy suppliers, the different services of a local au-
thority, social services, housing providers, construc-
tion companies, doctors, support organisations etc.,
depending on the local political will as well as local
established and informal networks. Understanding
who is doing what, where the expertise is available
and what resources can be mobilized is essential to
avoid reinventing the wheel or placing all organisa-
tions in competition to access decreasing funding op-
portunities and to position the local government as
coordinator, ensuring that energy poverty can be ad-
dressed in its multiple dimensions.

Stabilising the funding

But if they want to be serious about energy poverty,
local authorities need resources and this can repre-
sent a first stumbling block. Indeed, financial re-
sources are necessary for their action, together with
human and material resources. However, everywhere
in Europe the welfare state is under pressure. Indeed,
the amount of funding available has been reduced, or
is not sustainable, or the eligibility criteria have be-
come stricter. Local authorities are therefore con-
fronted with an increased uncertainty regarding their
budget, and this in turn undermines the capacity of
all local actors to act. The UK is a good example of
this. British local governments are in debt. By 2024-
2025, £4 billion will be needed to restore local budgets
which have been plagued by requests for financial
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support since the start of the crises, while their re-
sources continue to shrink. Without an adequate re-
sponse from the government, many local authorities
are considering increasing the — rather unpopular -
“council tax” while cutting staff and services consid-
ered “non-essential” and selling off their assets.
British local authorities must continue to do more
with less. The Household Support Fund, introduced
in October 2021, which has distributed £820 million to
households in difficulty, was due to expire on 31
March 2024. Local authorities are calling for the
scheme to be extended, but the Tory government’s
failure to take a decision on the matter has left them
in a state of uncertainty®, a problem which the new
Labour government will have to tackle.

Room for local experimentation

The possible emergence of local experiments de-
pends on historical institutional systems which lead
to varying degrees of hybridisation between public,
private and non-public action. They are encouraged
by the co-production of inter-institutional projects®.
However, they are also dependent on local collective
action and the capacity of local actors to share a
common diagnosis of the state of energy poverty, to
pool their resources, to reconcile their respective in-
terests for the benefit of households in need and to
go beyond the traditional institutional barriers™. This
can be achieved through two main streams: imple-
menting broad and inclusive partnerships and devel-
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broad cooperation model is the city of London which,
in 2018, organised the London Fuel Poverty Partner-
ship that aims to bring together all the actors who
have the power to fight energy poverty in order to
better coordinate the action, to encourage coopera-
tion, to decompartmentalize the approach and de-
liver solutions adapted to local needs. Involving the
households in the co-design of measures makes this
kind of cooperation more inclusive, as can be illus-
trated by the renovation initiative of inhabitants of a
vulnerable neighbourhood in Madrid. The second el-
ement of the decompartmentalization process relies
on linking energy poverty with other fields of public
action, such as energy poverty and health, as seen in
Coventry, or energy poverty and access to renewable
energy, as in Aberdeen where the municipality de-
cided to invest in low carbon technologies in 100
council homes, based on solar panels, heat pumps
and battery systems to ensure carbon neutrality, im-
provement of comfort and energy cost reduction.

In some territories, local authorities can really be-
come game changers in the way energy poverty is
addressed. However, it may also widen the gap be-
tween different areas because the local formal and
informal action networks, the sustainability of the
resources and the political leadership vary largely
from one place to another.

2 https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/4a440cfo-bsfs-11ea-bb7a-o1aazsed7iai/language-en

3 https://enogrid.com/a-propos/
4 https://www.economie.gouv.fr/plan-de-relance/mesures/maprimerenov

5 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/design-of-the-energy-company-obligation-eco4-2022-2026

6 https://www.seai.ie/publications/SEAI-Retrofit-Full-Year-Report-2023.pdf

7 https://www.coventry.gov.uk/sep

8 https://stopexclusionenergetique.org/nos-projets-le-lab/territoire-zero-exclusion-energetique/

9 Scharpf F.-W., 1999, Governing in Europe: effective and democratic, Oxford University Press

10 Jollands N., Gasc E., Pasquier S.B., 2009, Innovation in Multi-Level Governance for Energy Efficiency: Sharing Experience with Multi-Level Governance to

Enhance Energy Efficiency; Information Paper; International Energy Agency: Paris, France

11 Palier B., Viossat L.-C., 2001, Politique sociales et mondialisation, Paris : edts Futuribles, novembre

12 https://www.local.gov.uk/about/news/prevent-poverty-risk-extending-vital-household-support-fund-say-councils

13 Vallade D., Richez-Battesti N., 2017, « ESS, territoire et régime de solidarité : I'innovation sociale comme levier pour une « ville solidaire » ? » in Revue

Management et Avenir, n°97, 105-127

14 Olson M., 1978, Logique de I’action collective, Presses universitaires de France.

Rédaction: Laurent Baechler et Aline Palige

Policy Paper / Note de recherche est publiée par le Centre international
de formation européenne, association dont le siege est 81, rue de France,
F-o6000-Nice.

© CIFE 2024, tous droits réservés pour tous pays.

www.cife.eu

Financé par ’Union européenne. Les points de vue et avis exprimés n‘engagent
toutefois que leur(s) auteur(s) et ne reflétent pas nécessairement ceux de
[’'Union européenne ou de I’Agence exécutive européenne pour I’éducation et
la culture (EACA). Ni I’Union européenne ni ’EACEA ne sauraient étre tenues
pour responsables.

Cofinancé par
I’'Union européenne



http://www.cife.eu
https://www.london.gov.uk/programmes-and-strategies/environment-and-climate-change/energy/london-fuel-poverty-partnership
https://www.london.gov.uk/programmes-and-strategies/environment-and-climate-change/energy/london-fuel-poverty-partnership
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KbtzIKxNcg0
https://www.coventry.gov.uk/coventry-marmot-city-1/coventry-marmot-city
https://www.scottishhousingnews.com/articles/aberdeen-city-council-invests-in-green-energy-technology-for-council-homes
https://www.eesc.europa.eu/fr/news-media/press-releases/precarite-energetique-42-millions-de-personnes-dans-lue-nont-pas-les-moyens-de-chauffer-correctement-leur-logement

