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(1) Overview
The EU electricity and gas directives of 2009 acknowledge that energy poverty is a growing problem in
the Community. Therefore, the directives require that “Member States which are affected and which have not yet
done so should therefore develop national action plans or other appropriate frameworks to tackle energy
poverty”. The directives also impose to the Member States an obligation to “define the concept of vulnerable
customers which may refer to energy poverty and, inter alia, to the prohibition of disconnection of (electricity /
gas) to such customers in critical times”.
By placing the question of fuel poverty policies in the competence field of the Member States, the
directives allow a variety of approaches to the problem, depending on the specificities of each country and also
on how the problem is perceived in each national context. The aim of the present paper is to shed light on the
diversity of approaches that can be observed in Europe by comparing two countries with very different
approaches to energy poverty: France, which has developed mechanisms of protection of vulnerable energy
consumers for several years, and Germany, where the recognition of the problem of fuel poverty is relatively
recent.
(2) Methods
Relying on the policy debates and decisions in the two countries and on the literature in the field of fuel
poverty policymaking, we develop an analytical framework that examines two main aspects.
The first aspect addressed by our framework is the place of energy poverty in the context of the
reorganisation of the energy sectors of the two countries. We state that in both countries, the understanding of
energy poverty could be shaped by three elements. Firstly, the European directives of 2009, which impose some
obligation on the countries. However, France and Germany have not responded in the same way to the
requirements of the EU directives. Secondly, an increasing awareness and the mobilisation of policy actors
confronted with the problem of fuel poverty. Here again, we show that France and Germany differ in the
intensity of mobilization of these actors. Thirdly, the recent debates concerning the energy transition. We analyse
whether this energy transition is considered in each country as a threat or as an opportunity.
The second aspect that is addressed by our framework relates to the definition and implementation of
measures addressing the three causes of energy poverty: households’ incomes, energy prices and energy
efficiency. We highlight the specificities of each country in the fields of income support for the energy poor or
low income households, of mechanisms aiming at providing vulnerable consumers with lower energy prices and
protections (for example the rules regarding disconnections in case of non payment), and of energy efficiency
measures targeted at the low income or energy poor households.
(3) Results
Today, France has implemented a larger set of measures of energy poor households than Germany.
The differences between the two countries cannot be attributed to a lesser extent of poverty in Germany,
or to better performances in terms of energy efficiency of buildings. Therefore, there does not seem to be a
causal relation between the actual situation of each country in terms of energy poverty and the decision to
develop a set of policies aiming at reducing energy poverty.
Also the differences between the two countries are not simply a difference of timing: the underlying
logics of energy poverty policies are different as well. In France, the central state has traditionally maintained a
strong control over the electricity and gas sectors (for example through the regulation of tariffs), which has

facilitated the implementation of certain protections for the vulnerable customers (for example social tariffs). In
Germany, the existence of a strong system of social protection (for example income support for the energy
consumption of the low income households) can probably explain why the problem of energy poverty has been
ignored for a long time. With the recent discussions on the energy transition and the related question of its
financing, the topic of energy poverty has veritably entered the political debate.
(4) Conclusions
The analysis of France and Germany suggest that the conception of this kind of policies is strongly
related to the institutional specificities of each country, and that defining a “one fits all” energy poverty policy
for all European countries would probably be unfeasible. For example, in Germany, the energy sector is
subdivided among a high number of utilities, fostering a decentralized, bottom-up approach to dealing with fuel
poverty. In France, on the other hand, the energy sector is still highly concentrated and the state has strong
intervention powers. This explains why France is more prone to the implementation of nation-wide, top-down
policies such as social tariffs.
In both countries, the respective government’s decision to launch an energy transition has an impact on
the fuel poverty debate. In Germany, social equity considerations have traditionally not played a role when
judging the effectiveness of the energy market. It is only thanks to the energy transition and the related debate on
rising energy prices that fuel poverty has emerged as a topic of public interest. In France, which has been more
engaged in the fight against fuel poverty for some years already, the energy transition offers a platform for the
topic to come to the fore again.
Notwithstanding the specificities of each country’s approach, we claim that it is worthwhile to have a
look beyond national borders, to compare policy approaches and to learn from experiences gained in other
countries.
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