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1. Foreword from the Minister
The Energy White Paper “Ireland’s Transition to a Low Carbon 
Energy Future,”1 which I published in December 2015, put 
the interests of citizens at the heart of policymaking and said 
that energy efficiency will be central to Ireland’s transition to a 
low-carbon economy. It also committed us to publish this new 
strategy on combating energy poverty.

This strategy will contribute to the transition to a low carbon 
energy system by improving Ireland’s energy efficiency while also 
improving the living standards and conditions of some of our 
most vulnerable citizens. It will also bring much wider benefits 
to our society by helping to tackle problems of health, wellbeing 
and social inclusion and their associated impacts. By addressing 

energy poverty, the Government is both helping people to rise out of poverty and reducing 
strains on our already-burdened health services. Furthermore, we are cutting the nation’s 
spend on imported fossil fuels while promoting the domestic jobs that are created when our 
homes are made more energy efficient.

The ability to heat and power your home adequately should not be considered a luxury, 
nor should it be beyond the reach of any of our citizens. I am proud to be a member of the 
first Irish Government to take targeted action on energy poverty. On taking office in 2011, we 
inherited the most challenging economic circumstances of any recent administration, including 
rising energy bills and falling incomes as households struggled to deal with unemployment and 
other effects of the economic collapse.

As part of our response, we published the first ever national strategy to tackle energy poverty 
in 2011. Since then, more than €2 billion has been spent to support the incomes of people 
who find themselves in energy poverty. We have improved the energy efficiency of 140,000 
homes in energy poverty through targeted interventions. And we have placed new legal 
obligations on energy suppliers to ensure that they assist customers in energy poverty.

The measures set out in this new strategy build on the progress and experience of the last 
four years to lift more people out of energy poverty. It expands the reach of existing schemes 
and will develop and pilot new programmes and even more effective ways to focus energy 
efficiency efforts on those most at risk of energy poverty. It also puts in place the structures 
and, more importantly, the accountability to ensure that the challenge is effectively addressed 
at every appropriate level of Government and public service.

New research undertaken to inform this strategy highlights that up to 28%2 of households 
in Ireland could be in energy poverty. This is similar to the proportion of our people who live 
in basic deprivation, confirming other research that strongly links the inability of households 
to afford adequate heat and power with more general experience of poverty.

1 DCENR 2015 “Ireland’s Transition to a Low Carbon Energy Future 2015-2030”.
2 Using an objective measure of energy poverty, detailed in a separately published annex.
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This confirms the importance of wider Government economic and social policy in addressing 
energy poverty. We are contributing significantly to the alleviation of energy poverty with policies 
such as job creation and employment activation, increases in child benefit, fuel allowance 
and the pensioners’ Christmas bonus, the higher minimum wage and the restoration of 
employment regulation orders.

This strengthening of our economy and its mechanisms of social support must continue 
to be complemented by energy policies that adequately support those who have difficulty 
heating and lighting their homes. We know that improving the energy efficiency of a home 
can permanently reduce a household’s energy bills. This leaves the people in that home less 
vulnerable to increases in energy costs or decreases in income. It also brings enormous 
benefits to the economy as a whole. The International Energy Agency calls this effect the 
multiple benefits of energy efficiency.3

One of the new initiatives in this strategy will see my Department working with the HSE and 
the Department of Health to launch a major new pilot project that targets people in energy 
poverty who suffer from acute health conditions that may be exacerbated by living in an 
energy inefficient home. This scheme will provide clear evidence of the multiple benefits 
that energy efficiency can deliver.

The experience we have gained since the publication of the first affordable energy strategy 
has been invaluable in helping us to understand the nature of the problem and how best to 
tackle it. This new strategy has also benefitted richly from the excellent response to our 2015 
public consultation, invaluable analysis from Ireland’s research community, and informed 
contributions from NGOs, charities and industry.

This strategy does not promise to solve energy poverty over the next three years. But I believe 
the new measurements, methodologies and programmes it contains can put us on a clear 
pathway towards achieving that goal.

Alex White T.D. 
Minister for Communications, Energy & Natural Resources

3 IEA, “Capturing the Multiple Benefits of Energy Efficiency”, 2014. 
http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/Captur_the_MultiplBenef_ofEnergyEficiency.pdf
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2. Executive Summary
This strategy sets out the actions that will be taken over the next three years to alleviate the 
burden of energy poverty on the most vulnerable in society. The strategy focuses on a small 
number of high impact actions that will make a real difference to the lives of those in energy 
poverty. It establishes new governance structures that better integrate action on energy 
poverty with decision making across Government and provide independent, expert advice 
to Government on energy poverty matters.

The new strategy maintains the objective set out in the first Government strategy on affordable 
energy, published in 2011, that everyone should be able to afford to adequately heat and 
power their home. It also reflects the progress made in understanding the nature of energy 
poverty in Ireland, along with the views received from a stakeholder consultation exercise on 
energy poverty conducted in February 2015.

Recent research4 by the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) has found that energy 
poverty in Ireland is strongly correlated with basic deprivation, suggesting that energy poverty 
is primarily a function of inadequate resources to cover living costs rather than simply an 
energy issue. This research, and other responses received through the public consultation 
in 2015, have shaped the direction of this strategy and reinforce the critical importance of 
continuing the programme of general economic recovery and social support.

Other research by the Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice5 demonstrates the critical 
role played by energy efficiency. The Vincentian Partnership found that improving the Building 
Energy Rating (BER) of a home from E1 to B2 can lead to energy savings of €2,524 a year on a 
typical energy bill. This permanent reduction in household energy needs can, in turn, help to 
shield a household against future decreases in income or increases in energy costs.

The creation of a new €20 million pilot scheme is central to the new strategy. This scheme will 
provide a real world demonstration of the benefits of energy efficiency and will be rolled out 
progressively over the next three years by DCENR in conjunction with SEAI and the HSE. The 
scheme will target deep energy efficiency interventions at people in energy poverty who are 
suffering from acute health conditions and living in poorly insulated homes.

The aim of the scheme is to gather evidence on the multiple benefits of energy efficiency. It 
will quantify reductions in energy bills, track the impact of the energy efficiency improvements 
on participants health and wellbeing and the wider benefits to Ireland’s health system. DCENR 
has been working with the Department of Health, the HSE and SEAI to create this new scheme, 
which is planned to start in March 2016. A robust, independent evaluation of the outcomes of 
this pilot will be incorporated into the scheme.

4 Is Fuel Poverty in Ireland a Distinct Type of Deprivation? – Dorothy Watson & Bertrand Maitre – 
https://www.esri.ie/pubs/JACB201504.pdf

5 Minimum Household Energy Need, 2015, http://www.budgeting.ie/images/stories/Publications/Papers/VPSJ_2014_Technical_Paper_-_
Minimum_Household_Energy_Need.pdf
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This strategy also focuses on energy poverty in the rented sector. People living in rented 
accommodation are twice as likely to live in a home that is E, F or G rated on the Building 
Energy Rating (BER) scale. Split incentives, whereby tenants are responsible for the energy 
bills while landlords are responsible for investment in the property, along with the short term 
nature of many tenancies in Ireland, limit energy efficiency activity in the rental sector.

We cannot change this overnight, but this strategy includes an action to assess the feasibility 
of the establishment of minimum energy efficiency standards for all rented properties from 
an appropriate date. This would entail one of the biggest changes to the Irish rental market in 
the history of the State and, given its far-reaching consequences, a public consultation will be 
launched that will review the evidence gathered on the impact of this measure. We are acutely 
aware of the need to balance improving the energy efficiency of rented properties against the 
supply and price of properties for rent. The consultation will consider what supports might be 
necessary to help landlords to improve the energy efficiency of their properties.

This action will be complemented by a new pilot initiative, to be developed during 2016, to allow 
landlords participating in the local authority-led Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) schemes 
to receive free energy efficiency upgrades, alongside the recently announced enhanced tax 
credits. We will also support housing association tenants by extending eligibility for the current 
Better Energy Warmer Homes Scheme to anyone living in a housing association home.

The strategy recognises that energy efficiency improvements alone may not be sufficient to lift 
a household out of deprivation. This means that energy efficiency measures must continue to 
be complemented by the income supports provided by the Department of Social Protection.

It also means that the portion of energy costs that DCENR can control, i.e. those related to the 
delivery of Government policy on climate change and security of supply, need to be minimised 
as far as possible. This will involve ensuring that the energy market works for consumers, and 
that the distributional impact of policy decisions, which have an effect on energy costs, are 
assessed.

In the short term, the best method of lowering energy costs is to switch energy supplier. 
However, there is mounting evidence that there are a number of barriers preventing people 
in energy poverty from switching. The recent Energy Policy White Paper made a commitment 
that the Commission for Energy Regulation (CER) will ensure that competitive markets are 
delivering for all consumers, including those in, or at risk of, energy poverty, and consult on 
the promotion of active consumer engagement. This work will include examination of the 
structural factors that underpin consumer disengagement and will outline remedial solutions.

The Cabinet Committee on Social Policy and Public Service Reform will lead and co-ordinate 
Government activity on combating energy poverty. Ministers with responsibilities for energy 
poverty issues will be required to make annual reports to the Committee, which will be 
published, and an annual stakeholder debate will be convened.

Finally, a new expert Advisory Group on energy poverty will be formed to ensure that 
Government policy keeps abreast of the latest research both domestically and internationally. 
This group will also propose an appropriate energy poverty measurement and tracking 
methodology for Ireland.
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Overall, the actions outlined in this strategy reflect an appropriate balance between building 
on the significant initiatives already underway to combat energy poverty, and complementing 
them with measures that can address the gaps identified through the extensive public 
consultation process and significantly improve the data available to policy makers.

Summary of New Actions
 ■ The strategy commits the Government to a number of new actions. This is not an 

exhaustive list of measures on energy poverty but rather represents the most impactful 
new measures that will be implemented over the next three years.

 ■ DCENR will provide €20m in funding under the Government’s multi-annual Capital Plan 
for a new three year pilot energy efficiency scheme that will combat energy poverty by 
targeting those suffering from acute health conditions, living in poorly insulated homes;

 ■ DCENR will expand the eligibility criteria for existing energy efficiency schemes to capture 
more people suffering basic deprivation, as it is likely that these people are also in energy 
poverty;

 ■ DCENR working with DECLG, will undertake a public consultation on the implementation 
of minimum energy efficiency standards for rental accommodation;

 ■ SEAI will pilot innovative community-led approaches to addressing energy poverty 
through the Better Energy Communities Scheme. €20m is being provided by DCENR for 
this programme in 2016;

 ■ The CER will ensure that competitive energy markets are working for all consumers, 
including those in, or at risk of, energy poverty. This will involve an examination by the CER 
of the structural factors that underpin consumer disengagement and outline remedial 
solutions;

 ■ DCENR will establish an independently chaired, Energy Poverty Advisory Group. This 
group will recommend a new national methodology for measuring and tracking energy 
poverty and advise the Minister on energy poverty matters;

 ■ Annual updates on energy poverty by the relevant Ministers will be presented to the 
Cabinet Committee on Social Policy and Public Service Reform. Based on these reports, 
the Minister for Communications, Energy & Natural Resources will publish an annual 
update and an annual stakeholder forum will be held to review and debate it and other 
energy poverty issues;

 ■ New energy policy measures developed by DCENR will be evidence-based and will 
consider the distributional impacts of these policies. Policy decisions will be taken after 
we have identified which groups and individuals are likely to bear the costs that arise from 
those decisions.
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3. Introduction
This section explains how and why this strategy was developed, the wider policy context 
surrounding energy poverty issues, and provides an overview of this strategy.

What	is	Energy	Poverty	and	is	Action	Required?
DCENR has previously defined energy poverty as an inability to heat or power a home to an 
adequate degree. The 2015 consultation paper on affordable energy notes that energy poverty 
is a function of three factors: a person’s income, the cost of energy and the energy efficiency 
of their home. It is quantified in Ireland using what is known as the expenditure method of 
measuring energy poverty, whereby a household that spends more than 10% of their income 
on energy is considered to be in energy poverty.

Energy poverty is a policy concern for Government for two key reasons. Firstly, there is a duty 
of care that we owe as a society to the more vulnerable sections of the community. An inability 
to keep one’s home adequately heated is an indicator that a household could be classified as 
part of the more vulnerable sections of the community. Light, heat and power are a fundamental 
requirement to participate in modern society and a pre-requisite for social inclusion.

As well as this general duty of care on behalf of the Government, there is a growing body of 
evidence that points to the specific debilitating consequences of energy poverty, not just on 
individuals, but on society as a whole. Energy poverty has links to excess winter mortality, to 
increased rates of cardiovascular and respiratory diseases and increasingly, to overall states 
of mental health and wellbeing.

Ireland has some of the highest incidences in the world of cardiovascular and respiratory 
diseases and with an ageing population it is likely that the impact of these illnesses on our 
health system will increase. By putting in place measures that will allow people to live in warmer, 
more comfortable homes, we may be able to improve the health of those in energy poverty.

Energy	Poverty	in	Ireland
Energy poverty is not a new phenomenon. Along with deprivation in general, an inability to 
heat one’s home has been a difficulty for the less well-off throughout history. Social welfare 
supports for energy were first introduced in Ireland in 1942 via the Cheap Fuel Scheme 
and have remained in place through various forms to the current day. In 2000, the first 
national scheme to improve the energy efficiency of the homes of those in energy poverty 
was introduced through the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI) and that remains 
in operation today as the Better Energy Warmer Homes Scheme.

However, addressing energy poverty as a specific concern gained a new impetus in the latter 
half of the last decade. A consistent increase in energy prices over the last ten years, coupled 
with the effects of a recession that led to falls in people’s income, led to a rapid increase in the 
number of people experiencing energy poverty. The increase in energy poverty was tracked 
by the Central Statistics Office (CSO) through the EU-wide annual Survey on Income and Living 
Conditions (SILC). From 2008 increasing numbers of people reported that they went without 
or couldn’t afford an adequate level of heating in their homes from 2008 onwards. It was also 
reflected in an increasing number of electricity and gas customers falling into arrears on their 
payments and facing the disconnection of their energy supplies.
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In response to these concerns, DCENR established a working group on energy poverty. That 
group invited submissions from stakeholders and other interested parties and resulted in the 
creation of an Inter-Departmental Group on Affordable Energy (IDGAE). This IDGAE was tasked 
with developing an energy poverty strategy for Ireland and in 2011, published the first ever 
national Affordable Energy Strategy, “Warmer Homes”.

That strategy contained 48 priority actions that would be undertaken in an attempt to alleviate 
the impact of energy poverty in Ireland. These actions have resulted in the implementation of 
new area-based models for providing energy efficiency interventions to clusters of homes at 
risk of energy poverty, new legislation to give legal protections to electricity and gas consumers, 
the creation of an online repository of affordable energy information for householders in 
Ireland and legal obligations being placed on all energy suppliers to address energy poverty.

In January 2015 a progress report on the implementation of “Warmer Homes” was published. 
It found that although significant progress on the majority of these actions was made, 
energy poverty was still a real problem in Ireland. This progress report was combined with a 
consultation paper6 which sought views from stakeholders on what should form the basis of 
the Government’s next affordable energy strategy and sought to elicit a meaningful debate on 
energy poverty.

The strategy is also grounded in the vision and commitments contained in the new White 
Paper on energy policy which commits Ireland to a vision of achieving a low carbon energy 
sector by 2050 and a completely fossil fuel free Ireland by 2100. This transition can only be 
delivered if people change their behaviour from being passive energy consumers to active 
energy citizens, where citizens and communities increasingly participate in energy efficiency 
projects which meet their local needs. The White Paper commits the Government to ensuring 
that the needs of those who suffer from energy poverty will be integrated into the decisions 
and policies that will be adopted to deliver the energy transition. The overarching aim of this 
strategy is to contribute to the vision of the White Paper, where all citizens are supported to 
participate in the transition to a low carbon energy future.

Content	and	structure	of	this	report
Section 4 of this report sets out the case for energy efficiency and why it has a critical role to 
play in the alleviation of energy poverty. In particular, it details a new 3 year €20m pilot scheme 
that will begin in 2016. The new scheme, targeting older people with chronic conditions who 
live in cold dwellings, will provide evidence on the multiple benefits of energy efficiency and will 
seek to quantify the impact that improving the energy efficiency of a home could have upon 
health and wellbeing. The section also highlights the changes that will be made to the existing 
energy efficiency support measures to better align with our enhanced understanding of who is 
at risk of energy poverty. It also highlights the critical role that the Better Energy Communities 
Scheme will play in piloting, testing and developing new and innovative locally-based solutions 
to energy poverty.

6 Towards a New Affordable Energy Strategy for Ireland, DCENR 2015, http://www.dcenr.gov.ie/energy/Lists/Consultations%20
Documents/Affordable%20Energy%20Consultation%20Paper.pdf
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As noted, independent research suggests that energy poverty is a particular concern in the 
rented sector. Section 5 details the role energy efficiency has to play in addressing energy poverty 
in this sector. Split incentives mean that those living in private rented accommodation do not 
have a sufficient incentive to invest in energy efficiency, while local authority tenants are among 
those with the least resources available to address the energy efficiency of their home. An analysis 
has been conducted on the impact of establishing minimum thermal efficiency standards in 
rental properties. This analysis will be published before the middle of 2016. It will mark the 
beginning of a consultation with landlord and tenant associations to determine a viable approach 
for the Irish rental property market. This section also notes the significant funding that will be 
made available to local authorities by the Department of Environment, Community and Local 
Government (DECLG) to provide for the upgrading of the local authority housing stock and 
commits DCENR to trialling opening the Warmer Homes scheme to housing association 
tenants and to landlords participating in the Housing Assistance Payment (HAP) scheme.

Section 6 examines the impact of energy costs on energy poverty. It notes that all energy suppliers 
(not just electricity and gas) are now required by law to address energy poverty amongst their 
customers via an Energy Efficiency Obligation Scheme. This scheme will move to a second 
phase in 2017-2019. In 2016, DCENR will conduct a public consultation to investigate, among 
other matters, whether the scheme has benefitted those in energy poverty and any reforms 
to its operation are necessary, such as a greater emphasis on energy poverty. The section 
explains that switching energy supplier remains one of the simplest and most powerful tools 
at the disposal of an individual to reduce their energy costs. Switching energy supplier provides 
an opportunity for people in energy poverty to immediately reduce their costs and notes that 
the CER will undertake an examination of how people, including those in energy poverty, can 
be encouraged to switch energy supplier and take advantage of competition.

Section 7 outlines the new arrangements for governance and accountability for energy poverty 
that will be put in place. The Government will assign responsibility for co-ordinating activity on 
energy poverty to the Cabinet Committee on Social Policy and Public Service Reform. This 
committee deals with matters as diverse as public health and social inclusion. It will ensure that 
energy poverty issues are considered as a core part of general activity on dealing with deprivation 
and public health issues. Ministers will be required to provide annual reports to the Cabinet 
Committee. These updates will be published and an annual forum will be held to provide 
stakeholders with an opportunity to make sure that their voices are heard on energy poverty.

Finally, Section 8 provides an analysis of energy poverty levels in Ireland and discusses how 
energy poverty will be calculated, measured and tracked in Ireland. Given the contrasting views on 
the topic, the roles played by multiple agencies in collecting data and the availability of new tools 
to look at more accurate local data, this section proposes the establishment of an independently 
chaired, Energy Poverty Advisory Group. This group will examine the evidence base, and make 
a recommendation to the Minister, on the most appropriate methodology for Ireland. The 
group will also advise the Minister on a regular basis on energy poverty issues in general.

The strategy concludes with an annex that provides an overview of the responses received to 
the public consultation carried out in 2015 in preparation for this new strategy and a further 
annex containing a report of an objective assessment of the level of energy poverty in Ireland 
is published separately on DCENR’s website.

A Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty – 2016-201910

Introduction



4. Energy	Efficiency	Measures
This section sets out the central role that we believe energy efficiency can play in dealing with 
energy poverty. It details a new pilot scheme that will be operated by DCENR, SEAI and the 
HSE, along with changes to DCENR’s existing energy efficiency schemes to better equip them 
to combat energy poverty.

 ■ DCENR will introduce a new 3-year €20m pilot scheme under the Government’s multi-
annual capital plan to address energy poverty as a public health issue. This scheme will 
provide extensive energy efficiency upgrades to those in energy poverty who are suffering 
from acute health conditions related to the energy efficiency of their home;

 ■ DCENR will revise the eligibility criteria for our existing energy efficiency support schemes 
to ensure the programmes are better aligned with basic deprivation indicators used 
across Government, including the national social target for poverty reduction;

 ■ DCENR and SEAI will ensure that the Better Energy Communities Scheme enables 
communities around the country to develop new and innovative, locally-based solutions 
to energy poverty.

Background
The energy efficiency of a person’s home is a critical factor in energy poverty. Living in a 
poorly insulated home means a family must spend more of their income on energy to achieve 
a similar level of warmth and comfort as a family living in a more energy efficient home. This 
leaves them at a much greater risk of falling into energy poverty if they face a sudden drop 
in income or a large increase in energy costs.

This is not an abstract risk. Over the course of the recent recession Irish households faced 
increased energy costs and falling incomes. This resulted in an increase in the number of 
electricity and gas customers falling into arrears on their energy bills, a rise in the number 
of customers having their electricity and gas supplies disconnected and a rise in the number 
of people who reported that they were unable to keep their home adequately heated.

Even as incomes have recovered and energy prices declined, those on fixed incomes remain 
particularly vulnerable to any future increases in energy costs. Since income supports in 
Ireland for energy are unrelated to the energy efficiency of a home, in effect, households 
have a variable capability to convert their income into adequate warmth.

This suggests that there is a strong rationale for helping these households through dedicated 
energy efficiency support schemes. Improving the energy efficiency of the homes of those in 
energy poverty may not be sufficient to lift a household out of poverty but it can drastically 
and permanently, reduce their energy needs in a way that income supports cannot.

Energy efficiency also creates multiple societal benefits. In general, it reduces Ireland’s 
reliance on imported fossil fuels, supports domestic jobs and lowers our carbon emissions, 
contributing to climate change goals.
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New	Pilot	Energy	Efficiency	Scheme	–	“Warmth	and	Wellbeing”
The consultation paper issued last year detailed a growing body of evidence that points 
towards the debilitating effects of energy poverty on physical and mental health and wellbeing. 
It referenced international research which estimates that the bulk (up to 80%) of the identified 
benefits in addressing energy poverty accrue in improved health outcomes and greater 
comfort levels. The consultation paper committed DCENR to examine the potential for creating 
a programme focused on improving health outcomes through energy efficiency in Ireland.

Since then, DCENR and SEAI have been working with the Department of Health and the HSE 
to develop a joint initiative that can demonstrate the value of using energy efficiency to achieve 
improved health outcomes in an Irish context. This new scheme will be launched on a pilot basis 
in March 2016 as part of the Healthy Ireland initiative. It will enable HSE staff to refer eligible 
patients directly to SEAI to receive deep energy efficiency improvements to their homes. 
A household will be eligible to receive intervention under the first phase of the initiative if:

 ■ Someone living in the house is in receipt of fuel allowance;

 ■ A member of the household is 55 years of age or over;

 ■ The house is situated in the designated Community Healthcare Organisation Area;

 ■ A member of the household has a pressing medical need associated with low thermal 
efficiency housing (chronic circulatory or respiratory conditions);

 ■ The house is either owner occupied or social housing.

In addition, priority consideration for inclusion in the pilot will be given in situations where:

 ■ Someone living in the house is in receipt of a home care package or is on the waiting list 
for a home care package;

 ■ Someone living in the house has been recently discharged from hospital or is waiting 
to be discharged from hospital to home.

The service will involve the installation of energy efficiency improvements in these homes 
to improve warmth, insulation, ventilation and heating. This in turn will reduce energy costs, 
improve the living conditions in the home and make the home more comfortable. The 
exact measures required will be determined by an SEAI survey and will deliver a significant 
improvement in the overall energy efficiency of participating homes. There will be no cost to 
the household and any disruption to occupants will be minimised as far as possible.

Each home and resident will be re-visited and assessed 6 months after work is complete and 
a further assessment will be carried out 2 years after the completion date. This assessment 
will be twofold. It will involve an assessment of the works carried out in the home as well 
as an assessment of any health status changes experienced by the occupants.

The pilot initiative will be fully funded by DCENR. €4m is allocated for the scheme in 2016. 
Works will be delivered by the SEAI through the Better Energy Programme structure and 
the scheme will form a part of the Healthy Ireland framework which is overseen by the 
Cabinet Committee on Social Policy and Public Service Reform. It is anticipated that the pilot 
programme will run for 3 years and at least €20m in Exchequer funding will be allocated to 
its delivery by DCENR.
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Rationale	and	Expected	Outcomes
Ireland has some of highest incidences of circulatory and respiratory conditions in the 
world. This is not due to any genetic factors inherent in the populace but is rather a likely 
reflection that, in general in Ireland, we live in cold homes in a damp climate. Many of the 
prime determinants of overall health status are recognised as being outside the control of the 
conventional health service i.e. environmental factors, education, transport and poverty. This 
programme will serve to provide a tangible demonstration of the wider societal benefits of 
energy efficiency when used to alleviate energy poverty.

The first year of the programme will focus on providing energy efficiency interventions to older 
participants who are in energy poverty and the eligibility criteria reflect this. With many older 
people on fixed incomes, those older people living in homes with poor energy efficiency can 
often have difficulty adequately heating their homes. This is particularly important as older 
people are less likely to leave their homes on a regular basis, making indoor air quality and 
temperature critical to their health.

In addition, older people tend to absorb a high proportion of resources in the health 
system, particularly in terms of hospital bed nights. In 2014, adults aged 65 years and over 
made up 12.7% of our population but availed of 53.3% of total hospital in-patient care and 
approximately 36% of day case and same day care. A HSE Health Service Performance Report 
published in February 2015 found that 86% of the 705 delayed discharge patients in beds 
in February were aged over-65. Hence, if this programme is successful it will be of benefit, 
not just to participants in the scheme, but could also reduce the pressure on Ireland’s health 
system.

An independent research project will be commissioned to assess the evidence that the 
proposed pilot initiative will gather. It is envisaged that this research project will examine, 
among other matters, the changes in hospitalisation rates, mortality, mental health and stress 
levels experienced by participants. It will attempt to quantify these changes and assess them 
against the cost of delivering the energy efficiency measures.

Research on a similar programme operating in New Zealand7 found a statistically significant 
drop in mortality for those households that received energy efficiency interventions. It also 
found small, but statistically significant changes in hospitalisation costs, pharmaceutical savings 
and health-related benefits from fewer days off school and reduced medical visits among 
participants.

While the first year of the new pilot initiative will target older participants, it is intended to 
broaden the reach of the scheme in its second year of operation to explore how energy 
efficiency improvements can help address wider social inclusion issues. Specifically, there is 
strong rationale for targeting energy efficiency interventions at low-income households with 
young children, in particular lone parent families who experience the highest levels of basic 
deprivation. A study8 conducted by Professor Christine Liddell of the University of Ulster on 
the impact of fuel poverty on children found that ‘‘for infants, living in fuel poor homes is 

7 http://www.healthyhousing.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/NZIF_Health_report-Final.pdf
8 http://uir.ulster.ac.uk/14646/1/The_Impact_of_Fuel_Poverty_on_Children_Feb_09%5B1%5D.pdf
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associated with a 30% greater risk of admission to hospital or primary care facilities’’. Over 
2016, DCENR will work with the DSP and the Department of Children & Youth Affairs (DCYA) 
to develop the planned expansion to the pilot scheme with a view to commencing it in 2017.

Reforms	to	the	Existing	Energy	Efficiency	Support	Schemes
Better Energy Warmer Homes Scheme

The Government’s primary energy efficiency support scheme for households in energy poverty 
is the Better Energy Warmer Homes Scheme (BEWH), administered on behalf of DCENR by 
SEAI. This scheme delivers energy efficiency measures free of charge to households who meet 
certain eligibility criteria. The average spend per home is €2,280 and this typically provides a 
range of measures that offer the highest energy savings for the lowest cost such as cavity wall 
and attic insulation. This approach is taken to balance the resources available to the scheme 
against the number of homes that are potentially eligible for support. To the end of 2015, 
the scheme had upgraded 119,705 energy poor homes, with an overall spend of more than 
€152m in Exchequer funds.

In 2012 the eligibility criteria for the Better Energy Warmer Homes scheme were broadened in 
an attempt to capture more households at risk of energy poverty. However, given the apparent 
strong correlation between basic deprivation and energy poverty demonstrated in the ESRI 
research mentioned previously, these eligibility criteria will be further revised in 2016. In 
particular, evidence gathered under the Survey on Income and Living Conditions suggests that 
basic deprivation is particularly acute for lone parent families. As such the eligibility criteria for 
the Warmer Homes Scheme will immediately be expanded to include those in receipt of the 
One-Parent Family Payment and the Job-Seekers transition payment in addition to the existing 
criteria. Eligibility criteria relating to lone parents will be kept under ongoing review.

DCENR will also work closely with the DSP on an on-going basis to ensure that the energy 
efficiency support programmes administered by SEAI are consistent with and complementary 
to the income support schemes offered by DSP. In essence, if data on social inclusion 
demonstrates that particular groups are vulnerable to deprivation, then DCENR will amend 
the programmes to ensure that these groups receive support.

Better Energy Communities Scheme

The Better Energy Communities Scheme (BEC) was introduced in 2012. The scheme has 
multiple objectives. It seeks to encourage communities to band together to become more 
active and aware of the energy they use and their potential for working together to reduce it. 
It also makes energy efficiency improvements available to those in energy poverty not captured 
by the Warmer Homes Scheme (such as tenants) and to test the economies of scale that can 
be delivered by addressing clusters of homes in energy poverty.
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Each year, SEAI launches a competitive process that invites applications for support from 
communities across the country. Within each project a certain minimum number of homes 
must be in energy poverty and projects with a greater energy poverty component attract a 
greater level of support. To date, 260 communities have received grant support, with 12,000 
homes, the majority of them in energy poverty receiving energy efficiency upgrades.

In 2016, €20m in funding will be made available by DCENR for the scheme. Applications will 
be limited to €1 million per project, with a new category created for projects under €50,000. 
This will allow us to support more communities as they develop initiatives that might not have 
received funding in the past. SEAI will also put new procedures in place to help applications 
from communities who have never availed of the scheme before, with SEAI officials available 
to give expert technical guidance to applicants throughout the process.

This new approach is designed to help communities to develop a range of innovative 
approaches to dealing with energy poverty at a local level. This real world testing will be 
invaluable in gathering data on understanding what approaches to combating energy poverty 
actually work. The lessons learned from these community projects will be incorporated into 
future energy efficiency support schemes on energy poverty.
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5. Energy	Efficiency	in	the	Rented	Sector
This section sets out the steps that will be taken to address energy poverty among those living 
in rented accommodation. It outlines the actions needed to promote energy efficiency activity 
in the private and local authority rented sectors.

 ■ DCENR and DECLG will launch a public consultation by mid-2016 on a roadmap for 
improving energy efficiency in the rented sector. This will include consideration of the 
establishment of minimum energy efficiency standards in the period after 2020;

 ■ The consultation will also seek views on the options for grant support or financing options 
to assist landlords to improve the energy efficiency of rented accommodation;

 ■ DCENR will establish a pilot scheme in 2016 to provide energy efficiency grant supports 
to landlords or approved housing bodies who choose to participate in the new Housing 
Assistance Payment (HAP);

 ■ We will complement actions in the private rented sector with a continued investment plan 
to improve the energy efficiency of the local authority housing stock.

Background
The number of people living in rented accommodation in Ireland is growing. The 2011 census 
found that 29% of dwellings in Ireland were rented and it is likely that this is increasing. 
Research conducted by the Economic and Social Research Institute has demonstrated that 
people living in rented accommodation, either in the private or local authority rental sectors, 
are more likely to live in dwellings with poor energy efficiency.

There are a number of barriers to energy efficiency activity in the rented sector that, in the 
absence of Government intervention to address them, lead to rented properties typically being 
less energy efficient than owner occupied housing.

There are no easy solutions to improving energy efficiency in the rented sector and it is 
recognised that any potential solutions need to be carefully considered and the range of 
consequences identified, quantified and evaluated to avoid negative impacts such as a 
reduction in the availability of rented accommodation or increases in rent.

The	Private	Rented	Sector	in	Ireland
There are circa 305,000 private rented dwellings in Ireland. These are spread across the 
country but around 117,000 dwellings are located in the Dublin area (city and county), which 
accounts for nearly 40% of the total number of private rented dwellings.
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Number of private rented dwellings by location (thousands)
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36% of private rented dwellings are flats or apartments, as compared to just 11% of the overall 
housing stock. In addition, these flats and apartments are highly concentrated, with nearly 60% 
of the total number located in Dublin. Based on a stock model constructed by SEAI working 
with independent external consultants, it is estimated that around 20% of rented dwellings 
have a Building Energy Rating9 (BER) of F or G, and more than 55% of the private rented 
dwellings are likely to be considered to have poor energy efficiency, with BERs between D 
and G.

Analysis suggests that most private rented dwellings have rents between €100 and €250 
a week but strong variations are seen depending on the location. For instance, 55% of the 
private rented dwellings in Dublin City have weekly rents of more than €200 a week while this 
fraction is only 9% in the ‘other Leinster’ area (i.e. excluding Dublin and Kildare). Data also 
shows that around 60% of tenants in private rented dwellings are employees or self-employed, 
while around 18% are unemployed. For those tenants with limited means in the private rented 
sector, rent supplement is paid by DSP to ensure that their income after paying rent does not 
fall below a minimum level.

The	Local	Authority	Sector
Local authorities are responsible for 144,000 homes. These are homes that are owned by local 
authorities but are leased to those who cannot afford to buy their own homes. The rents for 
these properties are set by local authorities, based on an assessment of the tenant’s ability to 
pay rather than a market based rate. Housing associations and housing co-operatives are also 
considered to be a part of this sector.

36% of the dwellings in the local authority sector are in Dublin city or county. It is estimated 
that around 50% of dwellings are considered to be of poor energy efficiency with a BER of D 
or below.

There is more variety in the local authority housing stock, with 38% of dwellings being terraced 
homes, 36% semi-detached and just 21% flats or apartments. However, the most obvious 
difference between the local authority sector and the private rented sector is in employment 

9 The Building Energy Rating label has a scale of A-G, with A-rated buildings the most energy efficient and G the least. Low-BER-rated 
houses are typically colder and more expensive to heat.
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status. More than 60% of tenants in the local authority sector are either unemployed or 
retired, suggesting that these occupants are likely to have limited financial resources.
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Existing	Energy	Efficiency	Supports	for	the	Rented	Sector
Although the same grants that are available to homeowners, such as the Better Energy Homes 
Scheme, are also available to landlords, in practice the split incentives discussed below limit 
take-up of these schemes by landlords. While the Warmer Homes scheme makes energy 
efficiency upgrades available free of charge to those in energy poverty, this scheme is limited 
to owner-occupiers and housing association tenants as there is no way to ensure that a 
landlord whose property is upgraded for free continues to rent that home to the existing 
tenant or another person in energy poverty.

The Better Energy Communities Scheme provides funds to upgrade the energy efficiency 
of the homes of those in energy poverty, regardless of ownership status, on the basis that 
addressing clusters of energy poverty delivers cost savings. Many local authorities and housing 
associations have been successful in applying for funding under this scheme.

The Social Housing Strategy 2020 targets the delivery of 35,000 new social housing units over 
the period to 2020. The cost to the Exchequer of building, acquiring or leasing these 35,000 
units, over the period to 2020, is estimated to be €3.8 billion. The Strategy also recognises the 
critical importance of utilising the existing stock of social housing efficiently, and the need to 
invest in the stock to ensure good living conditions for tenants and to maintain publicly funded 
assets. In recent years, local authorities, through the Social Housing Investment Programme, 
have focused on improvements to the energy efficiency of the existing social housing stock 
which has also had a beneficial impact on reducing energy poverty.

Each year this programme makes capital funding available for a range of measures to improve 
the standard and overall quality of the social housing stock under both the Energy Efficiency/
Retrofitting Programme and the Returning Vacant Properties to Productive Use (Voids) 
Programme. Over €240 million has been provided for these schemes since 2009, resulting 
in the upgrade of over 58,000 local authority homes to higher energy efficiency standards. 
In 2011 and 2012, funding from DECLG for energy retrofitting of social housing focused 
exclusively on the refurbishment of vacant properties.
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The new Energy Efficiency/Retrofitting Programme launched in 2013 was aimed more broadly 
at social housing units, in particular to improve the energy efficiency of older apartments and 
houses by reducing heat loss through the fabric of the building.

The energy retrofitting works are being carried out in a number of phases. Phase 1 of the 
programme aims to ensure that the entire social housing stock will have, as a minimum, 
wall insulation and attic insulation. To this end, funding has been initially targeted at the 
less intrusive cavity wall insulation as well as attic insulation. The works in 2013, 2014 and 
2015 related to Phase 1. Phase 2 will focus on the fabric upgrade works to those remaining 
dwellings with solid/hollow block wall construction. Also, in situations where dwellings have 
poor performing single glazed windows or defective doors, funding may be provided for 
these works. Phase 2 commenced in 2015 on a pilot basis in the Fingal and Westmeath local 
authority areas. It will be rolled out to all local authorities in 2016.

In 2014, a new target-driven and cost effective Voids Retrofitting Programme commenced. 
The objective of this revised programme was to return targeted vacant stock to a leasable, 
energy efficient condition at reasonable cost. In 2015, the target output of units was exceeded 
by 250% resulting in 2,700 vacant units being returned to full use, with the higher energy 
efficiency standards being met in line with the Energy Efficiency/Retrofitting Programme.

It is anticipated that the Energy Efficiency/Retrofitting scheme will remain absolutely central 
to the improvement of energy efficiency in the local authority sector and the Government’s 
Capital Plan will continue to support the programme, which is also eligible for EU co-funding 
under the EU Operational Programme 2014-2020.

Barriers	to	Energy	Efficiency	in	the	Rented	Sector
There are a number of specific issues that limit energy efficiency activity in the rented sector. 
In the private rented sector split incentives are a particular concern. This is a common situation 
whereby a landlord is responsible for meeting the cost of improvement work, but only receives 
a benefit when the work increases the rental or re-sale value of the property. The tenant, who 
is typically responsible for paying the energy bills and would thus benefit from lower energy 
costs, is unlikely to invest in the work without certainty that they will remain in the property 
long enough that the savings will out-weigh the investment. These diverging incentives mean 
that energy efficiency investment is much lower in the private rented sector than among 
homeowners.

Homeowners see the benefit of energy efficiency works immediately through reduced energy 
bills, improved comfort levels and realise the long-term value of investment through an 
increased resale value for the property.

In the local authority sector, tenants typically have a longer tenancy than is common in the 
private rented sector. In theory, this should provide a sufficient incentive to allow tenants to 
invest in energy efficiency. However, local authority housing is reserved for those with the least 
financial resources and so many local authority residents lack the capital required to make 
significant home improvements.

A Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty – 2016-2019 19

Energy Efficiency in the Rented Sector



Energy	efficiency	in	the	Rented	Sector
Independent research10 conducted by ESRI has found that households living in relatively 
energy inefficient properties spend €160-€419 per annum more on energy than households in 
a home rated with a BER of B. The research also found that in percentage terms, a one grade 
improvement in BER is associated with a 4-10% change in household energy expenditure. 
Improving the energy efficiency of dwellings in the rented sector could thus provide an 
immediate cash boost that could make a real difference to the lives of those tenants living in 
energy poverty.

As the extent of fuel poverty is higher for the dwellings rated F and G, this cash boost would be 
particularly significant for those tenants living in the least energy efficient homes. It is expected 
that these direct cash savings will also be complemented by the improved health outcomes 
that we would expect to see as a result of tenants living in warmer, more comfortable homes. 
The new health pilot scheme, detailed in the preceding section, will quantify some of the 
savings that energy efficiency can deliver in that regard.

There is also evidence that improving the energy efficiency of a home boosts the value of that 
property. A study11 conducted by the ESRI in 2013 found that energy efficiency has a positive 
effect on both the sales and rental prices of properties. In particular, relative to obtaining a 
D energy rating, an A-rated property receives a sale price premium of 9.3%, and a B rating 
increases the price by 5.2%.

Improving the energy efficiency of a home will of course require investment by landlords. 
The sums per home vary considerably, based on the type of property and its existing energy 
efficiency. Studies by the National Economic and Social Council (NESC) have suggested that, 
by European standards, the Irish property sector is comprised of a large number of small 
landlords. The Central Bank also reports that buy-to-let mortgages are particularly prevalent 
in Ireland, with nearly half of all rented properties under mortgage. This suggests that raising 
the necessary investment for home improvements may be beyond the scope of some of these 
landlords in the absence of appropriate support from Government.

A survey of private landlords undertaken on behalf of SEAI and the Irish Property Owners 
Association in 2013 drew the following conclusions:

 ■ 51% of the landlords surveyed agreed that an energy efficiency standard is a good idea 
and that it would do a lot to improve energy efficiency in rented properties;

 ■ 54% of the landlords surveyed think they should have four years or more to comply; and

 ■ 70% of the landlords surveyed would not welcome such a standard as they think the 
sector is already overregulated; and 78% of the landlords surveyed think that if such a 
rental regulation was put in place they would have to consider whether it is still viable to 
remain a private rental landlord.

10 ESRI Working Paper 2014 – Changes in Household Fuel Expenditure Associated with Improvements in Building Energy Efficiency, 
John Curtis and Anne Pentecost, https://www.esri.ie/pubs/WP478.pdf

11 The value of domestic building energy efficiency – evidence from Ireland – Marie Hyland, Ronan C. Lyons, Seán Lyons – http://
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.eneco.2013.07.020
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These answers highlight the importance of preparing for any future regulatory requirements 
with incentives for landlords to take action on energy efficiency.

Roadmap	for	improving	energy	efficiency	in	the	Rented	Sector
By mid-2016 DCENR and DECLG, supported by SEAI, will launch a public consultation process 
on the establishment of minimum energy efficiency standards in the rented sector. It is 
intended that these regulations will only come into place post-2020 and then that they will 
apply to new leases rather than existing ones.

The public consultation will include the publication of the analysis conducted to date on the 
numbers of properties that might be affected, along with the estimates on the investment 
requirement in both the public and private rented sectors, direct stakeholder engagement, 
workshops with landlord and tenant organisations and with those stakeholder groups that are 
concerned with energy poverty.

As part of this process, DCENR and DECLG will also seek views on the options for support 
schemes that could help landlords to make the investments necessary to improve the energy 
efficiency of their properties in the period before 2020.

As a first step in 2016 DCENR will work with DECLG to make the existing range of energy 
efficiency supports for those in energy poverty available to landlords who participate in the 
Housing Assistance Payment (HAP).

The Better Energy Warmer Homes Scheme provides energy efficiency upgrades free of charge 
to homeowners who are in energy poverty. DCENR will examine extending the scheme to 
landlords who agree to make their properties available to HAP participants for at least three 
years, in line with the recent changes for mortgage interest relief that apply to landlords 
participating in HAP. The HAP scheme, which is administered by local authorities, is aimed 
at supporting low-income tenants to avail of properties in the private rental sector.

A pilot programme will commence in 2016. This will provide an added incentive for private 
landlords to participate in the HAP scheme as they will see the value of their home rise from 
the energy efficiency improvements made and ensures that those tenants at risk of energy 
poverty immediately benefit through reduced energy bills and warmer, more comfortable 
rented accommodation.
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6. Meeting	the	Cost	of	Energy
This section outlines the supports and measures available to assist people in energy poverty to 
meet and manage their energy bills and the actions being taken to help vulnerable consumers 
avail of opportunities to actively manage and reduce these costs:

 ■ Support schemes, such as the increased Fuel Allowance and the Household Benefits 
Package will continue as the primary support for people at risk of energy poverty;

 ■ The CER will examine the structural factors that underpin consumer disengagement and 
outline remedial solutions to ensure that competitive energy markets are working for all 
consumers, including those in, or at risk of, energy poverty;

 ■ DCENR will undertake a review of the Energy Efficiency Obligation Scheme (EEOS) in 2016. 
This review will be subject to public consultation and will consider how the scheme can 
better address energy poverty in its second phase (2017-2019);

 ■ The pilot Oil Stamps Saving Scheme, established to assist those households reliant on oil 
and solid fuels to manage their heating costs, will continue to rolled out in 2016 and the 
potential for expanding the scheme nationally will be evaluated.

Background
The cost of energy is an important contributing factor to energy poverty. Difficulties in 
meeting energy costs may lead to householders not using enough energy to keep their 
home adequately heated, which can lead to long term health and social exclusion issues. 
Although improving the energy efficiency of a home can lower a household’s energy bills, it 
cannot eliminate them. Therefore it is recognised that energy efficiency upgrades need to be 
complemented by appropriate income supports for those at risk of energy poverty.

Maintaining	Income	Supports
As noted in the section on defining and measuring energy poverty, energy poverty in Ireland 
is strongly linked to basic deprivation. Hence, income supports play a very important role 
in limiting the effects of energy poverty in Ireland. This view was strongly echoed by many 
respondents to the consultation carried out for this strategy, who noted how dependent many 
households are on income supports.

This centrality of income supports to the overall Government strategy to reduce energy poverty is 
reflected in the resources allocated to the two main support schemes aimed at assisting households 
in meeting their energy costs, the Fuel Allowance and the Household Benefits Package.

In 2015 alone, it is estimated that 415,000 households benefited from €208m in payments 
under the Fuel Allowance. In the same period, a similar number of households received 
payments of €227m under the Household Benefits Package.

Since the publication of the Government’s first Affordable Energy Strategy, the structure of the 
electricity and gas allowances under the Household Benefits Package has been changed from 
a unit based credit (calculated by reference to the best deals on the market) to a cash based 
credit on customer’s bills, or the equivalent where the customers were in receipt of a direct 
cash payment.
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This means that customers who receive their allowance as a cash credit on their bill, and who 
don’t use their full entitlement, are now able to carry forward that unused credit as a monetary 
value. There is no upper limit on the amount of cash or credit carried forward and customers 
may seek reimbursement, at any time, from their energy supplier for all unused credit that 
they have accumulated.

This facility was not available in the old unit based structure, potentially tying customers to 
particular suppliers as they would lose any unused unit based credit if they changed supplier. 
This improved arrangement allows customers to easily move from supplier to supplier while 
keeping any unused credit.

Budget 2016 reinforced the Government’s commitment to addressing energy poverty by 
increasing the amount of the Fuel Allowance from €20 per week to €22.50, boosting the 
income of households in receipt of the allowance by €65 annually.

Consumer	Protection	for	Electricity	and	Gas	Customers
The CER has the statutory responsibility to ensure that the Irish energy market is working for 
consumers, and that adequate consumer protections are in place and the power to take any 
actions it deems necessary in order to ensure that final customers benefit from competition 
in the supply of electricity and gas.

The CER will undertake a number of actions in 2016 aimed at enhancing competition and 
regulatory protection for all consumers, including those in, or at risk of, energy poverty. 
These actions include, an assessment of competition in retail electricity and gas markets, the 
promotion of active consumer engagement, the review of the CER Supplier Handbook and the 
new CER market monitoring and reporting framework.

CER will also continue to engage, through its Energy Consumers Forum, with Non-Governmental 
and charitable organisations active in tackling poverty to ensure the views of these bodies 
inform CER decision-making on consumer issues.

The following explains how the CER’s work will focus on consumers in, or at risk of, energy poverty.

Electricity	and	Natural	Gas	Supplier	Handbook
Every supplier of electricity and gas operating in Ireland is required to comply with the 
provisions set out in the CER’s Energy Supplier Handbook as a condition of their licence to 
supply energy to consumers. The Handbook sets out a very broad range of requirements on 
how suppliers should treat their customers. Each supplier must put a customer charter or 
code of practice in place that sets out, in plain English, the services the supplier will provide 
and the quality levels offered. The Customer Charter must also set out compensation and 
refund arrangements which apply if service quality levels are not met.

The CER is currently undertaking a review of this Handbook (which is due for completion in the 
first half of 2016) to determine whether the safeguards currently in place are sufficient to protect 
customers. A public consultation conducted by CER will be held on any reforms planned and all 
stakeholders will be given an opportunity to input into this process before the revised Supplier 
Handbook becomes binding for all energy suppliers.
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As a new national methodology for measuring 
and tracking energy poverty in Ireland 
becomes available (see section 5), DCENR 
will work with the CER to ensure that this 
methodology is reflected in the regulatory 
regime, thus enhancing the capacity of 
the CER to carry out its remit of protecting 
consumers.

The	rollout	of	Pay-As-You-Go	Meters	
(PAYG)
As noted in the consultation paper released 
last year, PAYG meters offer consumers in 
energy poverty a means to better control their 
energy bills. These meters are offered free of 
charge to customers in financial hardship12 
and all suppliers offer either reduced rates 
or rates equal to their standard tariffs to 
customers who move onto a PAYG meter.

As of mid-2015, there are 81,924 electricity 
PAYG meters for customers in financial 
hardship in operation in Ireland, with 97,31713 
gas PAYG meters. Each PAYG meter comes 
with consumer protections built in. They 
carry emergency credit and will not cut off a 
customer at night or weekend, when it might 
be difficult for them to top-up the meter.

The rollout of PAYG meters has contributed to 
a fall in the number of disconnections, allowed 
customers to better manage their energy bills 
and limited the accumulation of dangerous 
levels of arrears. DCENR will continue to 
work with the CER and the energy industry to 
ensure that there are no impediments to their 
continued availability to customers who are at 
risk of energy poverty.

12 Customers who are not in financial hardship may also choose to obtain a PAYG meter but these products, available from multiple 
suppliers, are typically more expensive than standard products. 

13 Includes those installed for financial hardship and lifestyle choice reasons 
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Case Study: Disconnections

Addressing energy poverty requires Government, 
industry and consumer groups to work together 
to develop holistic solutions.

A good example of this is the reduction in the 
number of customers facing the disconnection of 
energy supplies. With the onset of the recession, 
more households found themselves slipping 
into arrears on their energy bills and facing the 
disconnection of their electricity or gas supplies.

The Minister for CENR convened a taskforce 
that responded to the challenge with a multi-
pronged approach. The CER procured Pay-As-
You-Go Meters to allow those having difficulty 
with their bills the opportunity to better manage 
their usage and reduce the risk of disconnection. 
The network companies undertook the rollout of 
over 100,000 of these meters in a short period of 
time. The energy industry, specifically Bord Gáis 
Energy, Electric Ireland, Energia, Flogas Natural 
Gas and SSE Airtricity adopted a voluntary code 
of practice, The Energy Engage Code, that saw 
them commit to never disconnect an engaging 
customer and to work with their customers on 
realistic and achievable payment plans for any 
arrears. The code was launched in May 2014 and 
the new arrangements saw a fall in the number of 
customers being disconnected of over 40% from 
2014 to 2015.



Switching	Energy	Supplier	to	Manage	Costs
Since the publication of the consultation paper on energy poverty in early 2015, falling fossil 
fuel prices have led to reductions in the price of energy supplies. This has resulted in savings 
for all energy consumers. However, it remains the case that greater savings are available 
for those consumers that are prepared to switch their energy supplier on a regular basis. 
A large proportion of Irish consumers do this. At 12-16% a year, rates of customer switching 
in the domestic electricity market are higher than many other European markets. In the first 
six months of 2015 alone, 132,868 domestic electricity consumers switched their supplier.

However, a significant number of domestic customers do not appear to be interested in 
shopping around on a regular basis for their electricity and gas supplies. A CER consumer 
survey of over 1,000 households representing a cross-section of Irish society conducted in 
2014 found that 63% of those surveyed had never switched their energy supplier. The annual 
switching rates, which appear healthy, thus may reflect a highly segmented market within 
which the majority of customers never switch, a smaller proportion switch periodically and 
a minority of customers switch on a frequent basis.

This is a particular concern when considering energy poverty. Studies conducted in the UK 
on switching have found that vulnerable customers are part of the majority that never switch 
their supplier. If the situation is the same in Ireland then many of those who experience the 
greatest trouble in meeting their energy costs have the opportunity to make savings of up to 
20% in their annual energy bills. As a typical household annual electricity bill is over €1,000 
and heating bills are similar, the savings available to an active switcher could reach a level 
equivalent to the value of the Fuel Allowance.

Many potential reasons were offered in the consultation process as to why people who 
are in energy poverty might be less inclined to switch supplier. In particular, requirements 
surrounding deposits, direct debits and the need for easily understandable information were 
offered. However, there has been no formal analysis conducted in Ireland to verify that the 
energy poor are less likely to switch and why this might be.

Therefore, an examination of the structural factors that underpin lack of consumer 
engagement, for example reluctance to switch energy supplier, and how to encourage 
customers to be more active will be undertaken by the CER in 2016.

This work by the CER will be complemented by work undertaken by DCENR and SEAI. In 
the next phase of the Better Energy Communities scheme SEAI will make grants available 
to communities for projects providing energy cost advice to vulnerable customers as well as 
support in accessing the switching process, or forming community-based group switching 
schemes.
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The	Energy	Efficiency	Obligation	Scheme
An Energy Efficiency Obligation Scheme was introduced in Ireland in 2014 as part of the 
implementation of the 2012 EU Energy Efficiency Directive. This scheme requires energy 
suppliers to achieve yearly energy savings of 0.75% of annual sales to final consumers.

This target is apportioned among obligated parties14 based on their annual sales and targets 
are broken down between the commercial, domestic and energy poverty sectors. Therefore, 
every energy supplier, whether they sell electricity, gas, oil or solid fuel, now has a legal 
responsibility to address energy poverty among their customers.

One of the objectives of the scheme is to place a commercial incentive on energy suppliers 
to find new, more innovative ways to provide energy efficiency measures to vulnerable 
customers. The experience of operating the obligation scheme in 2014 and 2015 indicates that 
the obligated parties are successfully finding ways of providing energy efficiency improvements 
to those in energy poverty at a cheaper rate than can be provided by Government schemes 
directly.

Therefore, in preparation for the next three year phase of the obligation (2017-2019), in the 
first half of 2016 DCENR will undertake a public consultation which will seek views on the 
potential for significantly re-weighting the energy poverty element of the scheme to bring it 
in line with schemes such as the UK Energy Company Obligation (ECO) that are focused on 
energy poverty.

This consultation will outline the evidence gathered on the first two years of the scheme’s 
operation and consider issues raised by obligated parties such as whether the scheme is 
having a regressive impact on bills. It will also incorporate data gathered under the CER’s 
existing commitment to carefully monitor the impact of the obligation on customer bills.

Energy	Poverty	in	the	Non-Regulated	Energy	Sector
Data suggests that energy poverty levels may be strongly correlated with fuel source. In short, 
it appears that those households using oil or solid fuel as their primary heating source are 
more likely to be at risk of energy poverty. This is of course dependent on the relative price 
levels of competing fuel sources which have fluctuated quite considerably recently. However 
it is clear that there are limited heating options available for those dependent on oil or solid 
fuels and this may remain the case for some time.

Even for those customers who have access to the gas grid, recent research by UCC has 
illustrated that many of those in energy poverty do not avail of this, preferring instead to 
remain using solid fuels. While further research is required, it is possible that households at 
risk of energy poverty may prefer solid fuels because they can be frequently purchased in 
smaller amounts. Potentially large bi-monthly gas bills are more difficult for households to 
deal with than regular weekly purchases of solid fuels even though these larger, less frequent, 
payments could be less costly over time.

14 SSE Airtricity, Bord Gáis Energy, Bord na Móna, Calor Gas, Electric Ireland, Energia, Flogas, Gazprom, Lissan, Enprova/REIL and 
Vayu.
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Working with the Society of Saint Vincent de Paul, DCENR has already established a pilot 
scheme to assist households at risk of energy poverty and dependent on oil and solid fuels. 
This oil and solid fuel stamps saving scheme is intended to provide a tool to households to 
assist them with budgeting for payment. Stamps are available for purchase from 11 retail 
distributors, with another 11 fuel suppliers participating with the scheme in the Kildare and 
Wicklow area. During 2016, the scheme will be made more widely available in the Dublin/
Kildare/Wicklow region and at the end of 2016 an evaluation will be conducted to determine 
the scope for expanding the scheme nationally.

The White Paper on energy policy includes an action to develop a comprehensive heating 
strategy to reduce the carbon intensity of the heating sector in the period beyond 2020. 
This will examine issues such as expanding and encouraging greater use of the gas network. 
DCENR will ensure that protecting the interests of consumers vulnerable to energy poverty 
will be a central principle of this strategy.
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7. Governance
This section sets out the governance arrangements that will be put in place to ensure robust 
oversight of the action required across Government to implement this strategy and facilitate 
the ongoing input of key stakeholders.

 ■ Ministers with responsibility for energy poverty will report and provide annual progress 
updates to the Cabinet Committee on Social Policy and Public Service Reform. This will 
ensure effective high-level oversight over the range of policies, measures and supports 
being pursued by the relevant Government Departments, to implement this strategy;

 ■ Based on these reports, an annual update on the implementation of this strategy 
will be published by the Minister for Communications Energy and Natural Resources. 
This will be accompanied by a public workshop that will provide stakeholders with an 
opportunity to contribute to the debate on energy poverty and scrutinise progress on 
the implementation of this strategy;

 ■ DCENR will participate in the European Commission’s Vulnerable Consumers Working 
Group (VCWG) and work to ensure that energy poverty issues are fully taken account 
of in EU energy policy;

 ■ DCENR will lead a public consultation to review progress on implementing this strategy 
in 2019, with a view to publishing a new strategy for the period 2020-2023.

Background
Although this strategy has been produced by DCENR as the lead Department responsible for 
energy policy, energy poverty is a cross-Government issue. Its impacts are felt far beyond the 
energy sphere and responsibility for implementing the current suite of policies and measures 
in place to mitigate its effects are spread across several Government Departments. Improving 
the quality and effectiveness of how these Departments and their agencies work together in 
the interests of those vulnerable to energy poverty, aligns this strategy with the core principles 
of public sector reform.

This strategy will develop the existing governance framework for energy poverty with new 
arrangements to enhance co-operation between Government Departments, bring a new layer 
of transparency to Government action and facilitate better engagement with stakeholders in 
the debate on energy poverty. It sets out a new dual structure that will see Government activity 
on energy poverty co-ordinated through a Cabinet Committee, combined with an annual 
stakeholder debate.

Roles	and	Responsibilities
Before outlining the revised arrangements that will be put in place, it is useful to set out the 
current roles and responsibilities of the various Government bodies providing the national 
response to energy poverty.
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DCENR is responsible for energy policy and is tasked with delivering a 20% improvement in 
the energy efficiency of Ireland’s economy by 2020. Given the role energy efficiency can play 
in addressing energy poverty, DCENR has taken the lead on this issue. In addition, although 
DCENR does not control many of the determinants of energy prices, the White Paper on 
Energy commits Government to an evidence based approach to policy decisions that impact 
on energy costs

DSP is responsible for promoting active participation and inclusion in society and has 
particular goals to deliver reductions in the level of poverty experienced in Ireland. DSP plays 
a critical function in reducing the impact of energy poverty through the provision of a range 
of income supports to those at risk of energy poverty. These are principally the Household 
Benefits Package and the Fuel Allowance. The Department also cooperates with DECLG on 
the progressive replacement of the Rent Allowance, provided to those with low or no incomes 
with the new Housing Assistance Payment (HAP), which will be operated by local authorities.

DECLG is responsible for the development of construction standards for all new buildings in 
the country. In the long run, steadily improving the energy efficiency of new buildings will lead 
to a reduction in the extent of energy poverty, as the required energy spend for those living 
in this new homes will be much lower than is typical now. In addition, local authority social 
housing also comes within the remit of DECLG. Given the limited income of many of those 
living in local authority housing, energy poverty can be a particular concern in this sector. 
Through the Social Housing Investment Programme, DECLG provides significant funds to 
assist local authorities in improving the energy efficiency of their building stock.

Alongside these Government Departments there are a number of other bodies that have a 
role in addressing energy poverty. SEAI administers energy efficiency schemes on behalf of 
DCENR, including those, such as the Better Energy Warmer Homes scheme, which have a 
specific focus on energy poverty. SEAI also collects data on energy usage in Ireland. CER is 
responsible for the regulation of the electricity and gas sectors and has a legal mandate to 
protect energy consumers and ensure that all consumers are benefitting from competition 
in the electricity and gas markets. Finally, the Central Statistics Office (CSO) collects statistical 
information that provides invaluable data to inform policy analysis and provide perspectives 
on the levels of energy poverty in Ireland.

Oversight
To drive the implementation of this strategy, the Government has decided to allocate 
responsibility for co-ordinating Government action on energy poverty to the Cabinet 
Committee on Social Policy and Public Service Reform.

Cabinet Committees have proven effective at tackling a broad range of issues that require 
input from multiple Government actors. They provide a forum for Ministers and senior officials 
to discuss cross-cutting issues and the have the authority to ensure that progress is made on 
Government priorities.
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The Cabinet Committee on Social Policy and Public Service Reform, chaired by An Taoiseach, 
already has a broad remit to consider issues on social inclusion, poverty and public health. 
With the participation of DCENR, all the Government Departments with functions in relation 
to energy poverty will be represented at the Committee. In addition, as noted in the section 
on energy efficiency measures, this Cabinet Committee will also be responsible for oversight 
of the new €20m pilot scheme that will address energy poverty as a public health issue, under 
the umbrella of the broader Healthy Ireland Framework.

Each Department with responsibility to address energy poverty will provide an annual report 
to this Cabinet Committee. These reports will detail the progress made on the measures that 
each Department is responsible for under this strategy. It will also outline where progress has 
not been made and each Department’s view on obstacles to progress.

These reports will form the basis of a discussion at the Cabinet Committee on the overall 
adequacy of the Government response to energy poverty and the rate of progress of 
implementation of this strategy.

This new arrangement will be accompanied by a complementary framework of oversight. 
Based on the reports made by relevant Ministers to the Cabinet Committee, the Minister for 
CENR will publish an annual update on the implementation of this strategy.

With the publication of this update, DCENR will host a public workshop to discuss the report 
and developments in the energy poverty area. We anticipate that this workshop will involve 
input from independent academic experts on energy poverty, those stakeholders, such as 
NGOs and charitable organisations who deal with the reality of energy poverty on a day-to-day 
basis through their interactions with the most vulnerable in society and indeed, the energy 
industry itself.

This will facilitate debate on energy poverty issues and enable attendees to receive a broad 
overview of the state of energy poverty in Ireland from all of those with a responsibility or 
interest in the issue, rather than just the Government view.

Reviewing	this	Strategy
In 2019 DCENR will undertake a public consultation to review the progress made in 
implementing the actions in this strategy. As well as examining the actions taken, this 
consultation will also review the progress made in understanding the extent and nature of 
energy poverty in Ireland. It will aim to facilitate a broader debate on whether the general 
policy direction adopted is proving effective in reducing levels of energy poverty, what 
programmes have or haven’t worked or whether alternative approaches are required. This 
public consultation will give everyone an opportunity to contribute to the on-going process 
of policy development.
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The	EU	and	International	Dimension	to	Energy	Poverty
Many of the goals of this strategy and challenges to implementing it are shared with our 
EU partners. With the on-going development of a single energy market, the EU is working 
to ensure that energy markets across Europe function in the interests of consumers. 
A Vulnerable Consumers Working Group (VCWG) has been established by the European 
Commission in recognition of the need to provide specific supports to vulnerable energy 
consumers and ensure they can engage in the developing EU energy retail market. This 
recognises that ensuring adequate support for consumers will be one of the key success 
drivers of the completion of the EU’s internal energy market.

DCENR will participate in the VCWG and any other fora established at an EU level to work to 
ensure that EU legislation on the energy retail market supports those at risk of energy poverty. 
The CER will also work through the Council of European Energy Regulators (CEER) to ensure 
that concerns about energy poverty are reflected there. Participation in the variety of groups 
and fora on energy poverty allows Ireland to share examples and learn from developments in 
other Member States and international best practice.
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8. An Evidence Base for Energy Poverty
This section provides an overview of what the various methodologies and data sources tell 
us about energy poverty in Ireland. It highlights the planned creation of a dedicated expert 
advisory group to consider the most appropriate energy poverty methodology for Ireland 
and gives a commitment to ensure all energy policies from DCENR will be evidence-based.

DCENR will create a new independently-chaired, expert Advisory Group on energy poverty. 
This group will examine the body of domestic evidence on energy poverty along with 
international best practice and make a recommendation to the Minister on the adoption 
of an appropriate energy poverty methodology for Ireland.

Energy policies implemented by DCENR will be evidence based (including cost benefit or 
regulatory impact assessment where appropriate). This will include not just an analysis of the 
overall cost/benefit to society but also the distributional impacts of those policies, i.e. who pays.

Energy	Poverty	Methodologies
As noted in the introduction to this strategy, energy poverty is defined as an inability to heat or 
power one’s home to an adequate degree and is a function of three factors – income, the cost 
of energy and the energy efficiency of the home. This appears straightforward but in fact the 
description masks a series of important complexities that determine how we measure energy 
poverty, the direction Government activity on addressing energy poverty takes and how the 
Government is held to account for progress in addressing energy poverty.

In practical terms, there are three commonly used methods for determining how energy 
poverty is measured. Each of these methods potentially gives different results for the level 
of energy poverty and each can influence how activity should be directed.

Expenditure	Method
The expenditure method of calculating energy poverty looks at the proportion of household 
income (net of housing costs) that is devoted to meeting energy needs. If a household needs 
to spend more than 10% of their income on energy they are considered to be in energy 
poverty, with the severity of energy poverty increasing as the proportion of income spent on 
energy increases. This is the official methodology adopted in Ireland by the Government’s first 
strategy on affordable energy, published in 2011.

It was calculated in that strategy that up to 317,000 households were potentially in energy poverty 
in 2009, equivalent to slightly over 20% of all households in the State. The limitations to the 
expenditure method of calculating energy poverty were noted in that strategy. In particular, 
analysing what people actually spend on energy may deliver an inadequate picture of energy 
poverty since many of those in energy poverty may be living in homes that are inadequately 
heated. Hence, data sources useful in developing an expenditure based model, such as the 
Household Budget Survey, may paint an inaccurate picture of the true extent of energy poverty. 
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The data sources that are used to collect evidence on household expenditures are also collected 
relatively infrequently, making it difficult to track progress on combating energy poverty.

In addition, some people may have a high income but choose to live in a home that is 
particularly energy inefficient. Although these people may spend more than 10% of their 
income on energy, they cannot be said to be in basic deprivation and are thus not an energy 
poverty policy concern.

Subjective	Method
A subjective analysis of energy poverty asks respondents a series of questions to determine if 
they have had to do without heating or whether they lived in an inadequately heated home. For 
example, the current EU-wide Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) asks respondents 
three questions that could be linked to energy poverty – have they had to go without heating in 
the past twelve months, is the household kept adequately warm (and if not, is this because you 
cannot afford it) and was the household unable to pay utility bills on time for financial reasons.

The latest data from the SILC15 finds that 15.7% of individuals reported that they went without 
heating at some stage in the last year. This is an increase from the 6% of people who reported 
in 2007 that they went without heat, however significantly 2014 is the first year since 2007 that 
has not seen an increase in the numbers of people reporting that they went without heat. A 
further 8.8% of people reported in 2014 that they were unable to afford to keep the home 
adequately warm. This is actually a notable decrease from the 10% who reported this in 2013.

One advantage of using a subjective measure of energy poverty is that the SILC is undertaken 
annually and is conducted EU-wide. This facilitates better tracking of energy poverty levels and 
allows comparisons to be made across EU states, providing a benchmark for Government 
efforts in addressing energy poverty. However, self-reported energy poverty may give 
misleading impressions to policy makers on the extent of energy poverty. For example, 
research16 conducted in 2011 suggests that while energy poverty is quite high in central and 
southern Europe, there is a disproportionately high prevalence of self-reported inadequately 
heated homes in these regions that may be explained by cultural factors.

Objective	Method
The objective method of calculating energy poverty seeks to model what a typical 
household have to spend on energy to keep their home heated to World Health Organisation 
recommended norms and compares that to what we know about household income to try to 
determine household exposure to energy poverty.

Working with external consultants, DCENR undertook a review of the level of objective energy 
poverty in Ireland in 2015. This approach looked at modelled fuel expenditure as a proportion 
of income using Household Budget Survey data adjusted for inflation, data from the BER 
register and a residential building stock model developed by Element Energy on behalf of SEAI. 

15 http://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/er/silc/surveyonincomeandlivingconditions2014/
16 Dr Stefan Bouzarovski, Energy poverty in the EU: a review of the evidence http://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/archive/conferences/

energy2011nov/doc/papers/bouzarovski_eu_energy_poverty_background%20paper.pdf
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This was used to estimate the percentage of households in particular categories (e.g. living 
in detached houses) whose required energy spend (required to keep their home adequately 
heated) exceeds certain thresholds (10%, 15%, 20%).

This analysis which is available at www.dcenr.gov.ie/energy found that 28% of households in 
Ireland could be in energy poverty. Other notable results were that social housing has a very 
high prevalence of fuel poverty, as do properties heated via oil and solid fuels and the BER has 
a strong effect on prevalence of fuel poverty.

The study has some limitations, better data on income by dwelling type, BER rating and main 
heating fuel would allow us to observe, for example, the extent to which detached houses are 
occupied by either more wealthy households or poorer ones. Currently, indirect correlations 
are captured by variables such as employment status, which are not 100% correlated to 
income.

Low	Income/High	Costs	Model
Developed by the London School of Economics and officially adopted by the UK Government 
for use in England and Wales, the Low Income/High Costs model is an attempt to address the 
limitations of a pure expenditure based model of energy poverty.

Under this model to be considered in energy poverty, a household must have both a low 
income and face high energy costs (defined as twice median energy costs). This is an attempt 
to ensure that statistics on energy poverty do not capture those households who are not 
income poor but choose to live in a home with poor energy efficiency. Some objections have 
been raised to this methodology, it appears to have caused some confusion among consumers 
and there is, as yet, no evidence to suggest that the new definition is improving targeting of 
supports.

Recent	Domestic	Academic	Research
Dorothy Watson & Bertrand Maitre of the Economic and Social Research Institute, in a working 
paper published in mid-2015, have suggested that energy poverty in Ireland may not represent 
a distinct form of deprivation at all. Instead, they note that there is considerable overlap with 
basic deprivation, such that perhaps energy poverty is better regarded as an aspect of low 
living standards. This implies that the best method of addressing energy, in the words of 
Watson & Maitre, lies in “understanding and addressing the constellation of factors that erode 
a household’s material well-being.”
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Implications	of	Energy	Poverty	Analysis
One of the most striking results of the research on energy poverty in Ireland is the clear 
difference between how many people report to the CSO that they cannot keep their home 
adequately heated (8%) and how many people the objective analysis suggests could be in 
energy poverty (28%). However, it is also striking that the latest data available from the SILC 
suggests that the basic deprivation17 rate in Ireland is 29%, which is broadly similar to the 
objective analysis figure. The SILC also finds that deprivation is particularly concentrated in the 
social housing sector and higher among those living in rented properties than those living in 
owner-occupied homes.

This consistency reinforces the point made by ESRI that deprivation and energy poverty are 
likely to be strongly linked. We agree with the ESRI contention that energy poverty is a multi-
faceted problem and that the solutions to it lie in holistic actions that can improve living 
conditions. This suggests that a variety of policy responses are required including those that 
support income. However, in our view these also need to be complemented by programmes 
that specifically focus on improving the thermal efficiency of homes. As noted in the section on 
energy efficiency measures, these measures are not sufficient to lift a household out of energy 
poverty but they can enormously limit the impact of rising energy costs and/or falling incomes.

A	New	Energy	Poverty	Methodology	for	Ireland
“Warmer Homes” suggested that the Government should, over the following 3-5 years, 
develop a better methodology for measuring energy poverty in Ireland. However, due to the 
unprecedented economic challenges, it was believed that the limited resources available were 
best focused on programme delivery, rather than developing new methodologies and hence 
work on this new methodology was delayed. However, given the growth in knowledge since 
the publication of Warmer Homes, this delay presents an opportunity to ensure that a new 
methodology is developed that can take account of the recent research findings.

Energy	Poverty	Advisory	Group
As is clear from this section of the strategy, the nature and causes of energy poverty are 
subject to considerable debate both domestically and internationally. To resolve some of these 
debates there is a pressing need to bring together experts from academia, stakeholders and 
the energy sector to examine the evidence and the data sources currently in place. To achieve 
this, the Minister for Communications, Energy & Natural Resources will convene an expert 
Advisory Group on energy poverty. This group will be independently chaired and will comprise 
of a small number of experts from academia, industry and stakeholders with an interest in 
energy poverty, supplemented by officials from DCENR, SEAI and the CSO. Robust terms of 
reference will be developed for the group in conjunction with the independent chair.

17 An individual is defined as being deprived if they experience two or more forms of enforced deprivation.
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The first task of this group will be to review the existing data on energy poverty levels in Ireland, 
along with the latest academic research in this sphere. Having considered this, the group will 
report back to the Minister on an appropriate methodology for measuring and tracking energy 
poverty levels in Ireland. It is hoped that this group can go on to further advise the Minister on 
their view on the effectiveness of the suite of polices and measures in place to address energy 
poverty.

Evidence-based	Policy	Making	in	DCENR
The recent Energy White Paper sets out the Government’s vision of a transition to a low 
carbon energy sector. Achieving this will lead to the creation of new policies that will require 
investment from Government, the private sector and behavioural change on the part of 
consumers. With the energy market liberalised and with an independent regulator in place to 
ensure that the market works for all consumers, DCENR’s role in this process is to ensure that 
the costs associated with any policies are minimised as far as possible.

DCENR will achieve this by ensuring that new policies are complemented by a sufficient 
level of evidence-based policy assessment, which will be rigorous and augmented through 
public consultation. This will not only include looking at the overall cost or benefit to society 
of measures where appropriate, but will also include an analysis of the distributional effects 
of energy policy i.e. our policy analysis will include an assessment of where any costs fall. This 
will ensure that the impact of any new policies on the cost of energy borne by those at risk 
of energy poverty will be central to the consideration of any new measure.
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9. Annex	1	–	Response	to	Public	Consultation
A consultation paper on what should form the basis of the Government’s next affordable 
energy strategy was released at the end of January 2015, accompanied by an overview of 
the progress made since the release of the Government’s first affordable energy strategy.

This commenced a one month public consultation phase which saw 47 submissions made 
from a variety of stakeholders – from energy suppliers to charitable organisations to think 
tanks, policy advocacy groups and concerned members of the public. All of these submissions 
are available on the DCENR website.

A workshop was held in May 2015 for those who made submissions to the consultation paper. 
The views expressed over the course of this consultation phase were instrumental in the 
creation of this strategy. Although it is difficult to attempt to summarise the views of a diverse 
group of stakeholders, there were a number of key themes that emerged from multiple 
submissions. This section attempts to summarise these key themes under the headings 
that were set out in the consultation paper.

Defining	and	Measuring	Energy	Poverty
The consultation paper asked for views on whether the current methodology for measuring 
and tracking energy poverty levels was sufficient and, if not, what standards should be 
adopted. Many respondents agreed that the current methodology is flawed but there 
was no consensus on what should replace it.

In particular, respondents noted the time-lag associated with some of the data gathered by the 
CSO (the Census and Household Budget Survey are conducted relative infrequently) and the difficulty 
in linking dwelling quality information to the socioeconomic circumstances of its inhabitants. It 
was also noted that the Hill method adopted in England has not been taken up by the rest of 
the UK and its more complicated methodology has led to some confusion among consumers.

Both Codema and the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) suggested that examining 
methods of linking BER information to CSO microdata could help to better identify clusters of 
energy poverty.

Addressing	Energy	Poverty	through	Energy	Efficiency
This section of the consultation paper put forward the view that energy efficiency represented 
the best method of addressing energy poverty and sought views as to whether the current 
efficiency support schemes are adequate and, if not, were there any examples of good practice 
in other jurisdictions that could be followed.

The majority opinion among respondents was that, while energy efficiency support schemes 
are important, the consultation paper overplayed its importance and underplayed the role 
played by income supports. The Vincentian Partnership on Social Justice in particular provided 
evidence that suggested that while energy efficiency can halve household energy bills, in some 
circumstances this is insufficient to lift a household out of energy poverty. Other respondents 
noted the need to eventually upgrade the energy efficiency of the entire housing stock to meet 
long term climate goals.
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Supporting	the	Income	of	those	in	Energy	Poverty
The consultation paper posed the question as to whether the current income supports were 
sufficient and whether Government support should re rebalanced from income supports to 
energy efficiency.

As noted, there was a strong opinion that income supports are a vital social support tool and 
should be retained under any circumstances. Some respondents, Age Action for example, 
believed that a more active role should be taken to link income supports to changes in energy 
costs. It was also noted by the Electricity Association of Ireland that further consideration should 
be given to applying all income support credits directly to energy bills via their energy supplier 
to ensure the energy benefit passes through to the customer.

Ensuring	Energy	Markets	Work	for	Consumers
The consultation paper questioned whether the current retail electricity and gas market model 
is benefitting those in energy poverty and asked respondents to consider if there were any 
reforms that should be considered.

While most of the energy industry suggested that competition is delivering benefits to all 
customers, Electric Ireland noted that competition only works when it is accompanied by strong 
regulation. In addition, the Money Advice and Budgeting Service (MABS) made the point that bank 
accounts and online access are often necessary to get best deals from energy suppliers, while 
many of those at risk of energy poverty may not have access to these. MABS also noted that 
the energy industry is critical to making switching work as there is an information gap that only 
they can address through their contact with customers. Other respondents suggested that 
particular groups, older people for example, might require targeted supports to encourage 
them to switch suppliers

The consensus view from the energy industry and reiterated by the Economic and Social 
Research Institute (ESRI) is that the Energy Efficiency Obligation Scheme should not be used to 
target energy poverty as it may be regressive and could result in higher prices for consumers.

Energy	Poverty	in	the	Non-Regulated	Markets
The consultation paper noted that a majority of Irish households rely on oil or solid fuels for 
their heating needs and that these households did not enjoy the same level of regulatory 
protection as those households who heat their homes via gas or electricity. It asked whether 
the Government should consider measures to expand the reach of the gas grid or extend 
electricity and gas regulation to the oil and solid fuel industry.

Here there was a clear difference of opinion between respondents. A majority felt that 
measures to encourage people to connect to the gas grid could help to reduce energy poverty 
while also contributing to other goals, like reduced CO2 emissions. In addition, the Asthma 
society of Ireland noted that solid fuels tend to be some of the most carbon intensive, with 
consequent implications for air quality. However, organisations representing the oil and solid 
fuel industries noted that with falls in fossil fuel prices, oil and solid fuels are generally price 
competitive with gas and often play an important role in supplementary heating, as well as 
the primary heating source.
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Co-ordination	and	Accountability	for	Energy	Poverty
Given the multi-faceted nature of energy poverty, the consultation paper asked respondents 
whether the current co-ordination efforts were sufficient, if it would be appropriate for a 
Cabinet Committee to have a coordinating role or whether it was necessary to place action 
on energy poverty on a legislative footing.

There was a general consensus that there is a need for a better co-ordinated approach to 
dealing with energy poverty at a Government level and that assigning responsibility for this 
to a Cabinet Committee could help. However, most respondents didn’t believe that putting 
energy poverty on a legislative footing would achieve anything constructive.

Rather a number of respondents called for greater transparency on the price impacts of 
delivering national policy objectives and respondents believed that the strategy should be 
active for a period of 3-5 years but could perhaps incorporate periodic reviews.
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10. Glossary	of	Terms	&	Abbreviations
BER Building Energy Rating

BEWHS Better Energy Warmer Homes Scheme

CBOs Community Based Organisations

CER Commission for Energy Regulation

CEER Council of European Energy Regulators

CSO Central Statistics Office

DCENR Department of Communications Energy and Natural Resources

DECLG Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government

DOH Department of Health

DSP Department of Social Protection

EPBD Energy Performance of Buildings Directive

ERDF European Regional Development Fund

ESRI Economic and Social Research Institute

FA Fuel Allowance

HAP Housing Assistance Payment

HBS Household Budget Survey

HHB Household Benefits Package

HSE Health Service Executive

IDGAE Inter-Departmental/Agency Group on Affordable Energy

IEA International Energy Agency

IPH Institute of Public Health

IPOA Irish Property Owners Association

NHS National Health Service

PAYG Pay-As-You-Go Meters

PAYS Pay-As-You-Save

SEAI Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland

SI Statutory Instrument

SILC Survey on Income and Living Conditions

SVdP The Society of St Vincent de Paul

VCWG Vulnerable Consumer Working Group

WHECA Warm Homes & Energy Conservation Act 2000
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