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Executive Summary
Problem statement

Electricity disconnections for non-payment affected over 23,000 electricity customers in New South
Wales, the Australian Capital Territory, Queensland, South Australia, Tasmania and Victoria in the
2023-24 financial year. Many more householders were in debt, with potential risks to mental, social
and physical health. Researchers and consumer advocates in Australia are calling for a ban on
disconnections, however, little is known about the nature and mechanisms of disconnection
prohibitions to guide Australian policies and practices.

The European Commission and consumer advocates point to France, Spain and Ireland as “good
examples” for disconnection protections. In 2022, these countries presented lower disconnection
rates than other member states. Hence, this review explored the characteristics and impacts of
disconnection bans in these three countries and compared them with the regions governed by the
Australian Energy Regulator and Victoria.

Project aim

The aim of this study was to explore prohibitions of residential electricity disconnections for non-
payment of bills in exemplary jurisdictions to better understand how these disconnections bans
were configured, to whom they applied, under what circumstances and how effective they may
have been in protecting the health and wellbeing of householders. The primary question for this
study was: How do the electricity disconnection bans in France, Spain and Ireland work?

Typology and scope of disconnections bans

Disconnection bans provided customers mandatory or voluntary, permanent or temporary
protection from electricity debt disconnections with or without reduced power supply to protect the
health and wellbeing of householders, to allow account holders more time to find payment
solutions and to limit economic losses for energy companies.

Key insights

¢ Disconnection rates in Australia compared favourably to those in “good example” countries.

e Broad eligibility criteria ensured extensive protection against disconnection.

e Disconnection moratoria may offer temporary relief for some customers but lead to over-
indebtedness for others.

e Prerequisites for certain disconnection protections restricted free choice in retailers.

e Voluntary disconnection restraints did not threaten the financial health of energy retailers.

e Large size of retailers may facilitate voluntary disconnection restraints .

e Government ownership of energy companies may facilitate voluntary disconnection restraints.

e Smart meters enabled customers in arrears to stay connected with a reduced power supply.

e Collaboration with trusted intermediaries helped protect against disconnections.

e Home energy improvements were not given priority among disconnection safeguarding
measures.

¢ Global emergencies may trigger enhanced legal prohibitions of disconnections.

e Disconnection moratoria presented seasonal bias.

¢ Disconnection moratoria lacked reconnection mandates.

¢ Irregular electricity connections were often a last resort measure for households facing
extreme energy poverty when legal protections were inadequate or absent.



Disconnection
ban category/

France

Spain Catalonia

Ireland

Australia — regions governed by
Australian Energy Regulator and

Jurisdiction Victoria

Full, year- Customers who have applied for Registered life support customers; | Registered life support | Registered life support customers,
round financial assistance through the *since 2022: all social bonus and customers paying ‘engaged’ customers, and those
disconnection Solidarity Fund for Housing. recipients off debt; those with a paying off debt; those with a debt
prohibitions — formal complaint or less AU$300, a formal complaint or
by law estimated bill pending application for energy

concession/relief. VIC; water
vulnerable customers.

Disconnection
moratoria —
grace periods
prohibiting
immediate cut-
off with or
without
reduced supply

All customers: reduced supply
1kVA for at least 30 days. Smart
meter customers: reduced supply
1kVA for at least 60 days. Energy
Cheque beneficiaries - additional
30 days for payment and basic
individual supply mechanism of
1kVA for 60 days .

Pre-2022 : Social bonus recipients
(vulnerable and severely
vulnerable customers): additional 2
months to settle unpaid bills
followed by reduced power supply
(3.5kW for 6 months (=10 months
extension in total).

*Since 2022: no social bonus
recipient may be disconnected

All customers: no
disconnections on
Fridays, weekends,
public holidays and the
days before a public
holiday.

All customers: no disconnections
between 2pm/3pm and 8am, on
Fridays, weekends, public holidays
and the days before a public
holiday, between 20-31 December
and extreme weather events

Disconnection

All customers: with reduced supply

Vulnerable customers;

moratoria — 3kVA; *in 2025: All customers
winter truce Energy Cheque recipients: no but for a shorter period
period power reduction

Voluntary Since 2022: EDF maintains a - Since 2021: Since 2014: 8 of 12 -
continuous minimal power supply (1 kVA) for Endesa is sharing Irish retailers who have

disconnection
restraint by
energy
companies

all their customers

debt with Catalan
and local
governments

signed up to the
voluntary Energy
Engage Code will
never disconnect an
‘Engaged Customer’

Table 1 Overview of disconnection prohibition types and eligible groups across France, Spain (with special consideration of Catalonia), Ireland and Australia. An asterisk (*) indicates a

temporary emergency measure.




Conclusion

Residential electricity disconnection rates in Australia were comparable to “good example”
countries, however, this measure fails to capture the human impact of disconnection threats. More
adequate energy concessions and social tariffs could help improve affordability to electricity and
further reduce the rate of disconnections for non-payment. For the energy industry, disconnection
bans may reduce bad debt and reputational damage, however, the impact may be unevenly
shared. Importantly, the finding that disconnections can be banned without significantly
destabilising the energy market highlights the need for an honest and courageous discussion about
the potential implementation of more extensive disconnection prohibitions in Australia.

Recommendations for Australian policy makers

Improving current rules:

o Consider broader vulnerability categories for full year-round disconnection protection including
health, income, household composition and energy efficiency of the home.

e Raise the minimum debt level of AU$300 to better match current bill amounts.

¢ Broaden the prohibition of electricity disconnection for non-payment if consequent lack of
water would be detrimental to health from Victoria to other states.

o Enhance hardship and repayment programs to better support customers in meeting their
payment obligations.

e Consider progressing collaborative approaches with social and consumer services to solve
customer hardship.

e Consider putting more emphasis on improving housing energy performance for sustained
reduction of energy costs.

e Consider winter and summer disconnection moratoria to protect public health.

¢ Acknowledge extreme energy poverty by reporting illegal connections.

Considering universal disconnection prohibitions:

e Recognise the right to energy, positioning the energy industry as a key partner in safeguarding
public health and as a steward of a basic human right.

e Consider reducing power supply rather than full disconnection, ensuring households retain
access to essential energy services.

e The current cost of living crisis may be a good reason to stop electricity disconnections.

Recommendations for Australian energy companies

e OriginEnergy, AGL, EnergyAustralia and Ergon Energy Retail may consider trialling a
voluntary electricity disconnection restraint.
o Energy retailers may try reducing electricity instead of cutting power to regain public trust.

Recommendations for researchers

¢ The quantity of guaranteed or reduced power supply needs more investigation.

¢ Little is known about the role of intermediaries in helping customers avoid disconnections.

¢ Health and wellbeing outcomes of disconnection prohibitions deserve further investigation.

¢ Independent research is needed on the outcomes and lived experiences of disconnection
prohibitions.

o Urgent research is needed to find ways of protecting customers in embedded networks and
those on pre-payment meters from disconnections.

¢ Improved understanding of payment arrears may help develop fair approaches to sharing the
risks associated with disconnection prohibitions.



How do electricity disconnection bans work?

1 Introduction

1.1 Purpose of the report

This literature review explores prohibitions of residential electricity disconnections for non-payment,
balancing social and economic objectives. By examining legal, technical, and ethical
considerations in exemplary jurisdictions, the report provides insights for implementing better
protection of bill-paying residential consumers from electricity disconnections in Australia.

1.2 Rationale

Electricity disconnections for non-payment affect thousands of Australians with detrimental impacts
on their health and wellbeing. In the 2023-24 financial year, over 23,000 electricity customers
(0.23%) in the New South Wales (NSW), Australian Capital Territory (ACT), Queensland (QLD),
South Australia (SA), Tasmania (TAS) and Victoria (VIC)"' were disconnected (AER 2024b; ESC
2025b). At least twenty times more electricity consumers were in debt, and thus potentially at risk
of disconnection (4.8% of electricity customers in arrears, with or without hardship programs) (AER
2024b). The threat of disconnection is spreading socially (PIAC 2024). Such disconnections — and
even the threat thereof - pose a risk to mental, social and physical health for account holders and
dependants and have proven ineffective in helping households manage their financial burdens
(PIAC 2024; Strempel et al. 2015; Varo 2024). Hence, researchers and consumer advocates in
Australia are calling for a ban on disconnections (ACOSS 2023b; PIAC 2024).

Disconnection prohibitions guarantee that the fundamental right to access to energy at home is
ensured to protect people’s health and wellbeing. This project was focused on residential electricity
customers and disconnections for non-payment. Demands to prohibit residential electricity
disconnections are linked to the debate if access to electricity should be a universal right to offset
the power imbalance between energy companies and customers (L6fquist 2019) and how a right to
energy may be configured and integrated into policies and regulations (Shyu 2021). Shyu (2021)
argues that access energy and energy services are fundamental rights, with access to energy
efficient products, technologies and information as well as having affordable energy being
incremental rights to energy. Empowerment of customers in their choice in energy type and
supplier, negotiation and rejection of “embedded” environmental and social costs of energy
production and supply costs and active participation in decision-making on energy policies are
grouped under the third level of supplemental level of the right to energy (Shyu 2021). The right to
access to energy at home requires measures that safeguard the “accessibility, quantity, quality and
adequacy of sources of energy” (Shyu 2021:8); however, this project focuses on the first principle
and only one source of energy, that is the uninterrupted supply of electricity to residential
customers.

Previous work has reviewed energy disconnection policies before and during the pandemic, e.g.
(Bednar and Reames 2023; Flaherty et al. 2020), and research in the United States of America
attest to the health and social benefits of disconnection prohibitions during the COVID-19
pandemic reduced infections and deaths (Andre et al. 2024; Jowers et al. 2021; Memmott et al.

115,624 in NSW, ACT, QLD,SA and TAS (AER 2024b) + 7669 in VIC : (ESC 2025b) =23,293 customers
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How do electricity disconnection bans work?

2023), however much less is known about current disconnection prohibitions. Therefore, the aim of
this study was to identify how current electricity disconnection bans in selected countries are
configured, to whom they apply, under what circumstances and what the health and social impacts
may be. The review focused on European countries with largely liberalised electricity markets that
have been touted as “good examples”, namely, France, Spain and Ireland (European Commission
2023b; Fondation Abbé Pierre 2023; Housing Rights Watch 2023). The primary question for this
study was:

How do electricity disconnection bans work?

This literature review is based on academic literature and other relevant secondary data, such as
consumer advice websites, to better understand the jurisdictions, schedules of disconnection
prohibitions, entitled groups, equity considerations, entitlement verification, cost allocations,
compliance and enforcement.

1.3 Aim

The aim of this study was to identify how current “good example” electricity disconnection bans are
configured, to whom they apply, under what circumstances, and how effective they are. Previous
studies have reviewed electricity moratoria before (Dobbins et al. 2016; ERGEG 2009) and during
the COVID-19 pandemic (Bednar and Reames 2023; Guiteras 2021; Hesselman et al. 2020;
Hesselman et al. 2021). Research in the United States of America indicates that policies limiting
utility disconnections during the COVID-19 pandemic reduced infections and deaths (Jowers et al.
2021), lowered the need for households to forgo other expenses, especially among socio-
economically disadvantaged groups (Memmott et al. 2023) and reduced credit delinquencies
(Andre et al. 2024). However, these pandemic-related emergency electricity bans have largely
been lifted or taken on different forms of disconnection prohibition. In Europe, the current energy
market reforms have renewed the call by consumer advocates for alternatives to disconnection.
They suggest instruments like “refer[al] to social services for assistance and access to deferment
plans, debt relief, and social tariffs” and suggest that “some countries, such as France and Italy,
use smart meters to reduce power in these cases” (Coupechoux et al. 2024). However, clear
blueprints for the implementation of such schemes are not presented. Hence, this study draws on
current measures to provide insights on how to progress uninterrupted access to electricity for
residential consumers to enhance health and wellbeing across developed countries.

1.4 Relevance of the study

A better understanding of current disconnection bans is of interest to policy makers, energy
companies and consumer advocates in Australia and internationally. Disconnections are a topic of
debate in Australia and elsewhere, as the benefits and burdens of disconnection bans are not
straightforward. Disconnections are supposed to be used as a measure “of last resort “ in Australia
(AER 2019) and Europe (ACER and CEER 2024), however, consumer advocates and social
justice groups argue that disconnections and the threat thereof are used as a tool to “engage”
customers and to get a reaction regardless of the distress this causes to householders (JEC 2024).
We conducted this study as, at the time of investigation, detailed information on the conditions,
mechanisms and outcomes of disconnection bans, however, was not readily available to explain
potential outcomes on consumers and the electricity industry.

12



How do electricity disconnection bans work?
1.4.1 Timeliness of the review

The study is timely for an Australian and international audience. The Australian Energy Regulator
(AER) has initiated a review of the payment difficulty protections in the National Energy Customer
Framework (NECF) (AER 2024d). In areas governed by AER policies, electricity disconnection
prohibitions are varied across jurisdictions (AER 2024d; EWOV 2024; Government of South
Australia 2024). The AER acknowledges that the current NECF is not producing optimum
outcomes. Issues flagged in the review document include avoidable disconnections, high debt
accrual, some customers not accessing assistance from retailers and ineffective assistance. Key
causes seem to be shortcomings in the identification of customers experiencing vulnerabilities,
their categorisation into hardship customers or customers experiencing payment difficulties and
that it is at the discretion of retailers how they engage with customers and what help they offer. The
review is also interested in determining the financial burdens of any changes to the NECF to
retailers (AER 2024d). The review is a mechanism to determine two key actions in the AER’s
Towards energy equity strategy:

“how to improve engagement to promote disconnection as truly a last resort the purpose and
merits of the consumer energy debt threshold for disconnection.” (AER 2024d:6).

Hence, the AER review does not aim to progress a universal disconnection prohibition. The
outcome of the review was expected at the end of 2024 (AER 2024d). At the time of finalising this
document (13 April 2025), no report on any changes had been published yet. The review is also
timely as in the context of the current housing and fuel cost crises, disconnections may rise in
Australia: evidence suggest that high housing costs and transport costs exacerbate the likelihood
of energy disconnections (ACOSS 2023a; CALC 2024; Daniel et al. 2020; St Vincent de Paul
Society Victoria and Alviss Consulting 2016).

The study is also timely for an international audience. European legal documents do not refer to
“last resort” in the context of disconnections, however, the energy industry uses this term. In the
words of energy peak bodies, disconnections are “usually a last resort to encourage payment and
ensure the financial stability of utility providers” (ACER and CEER 2024:52). However, new
European rules may change disconnection practices across the member states. The European
Union has just introduced a new regulation and directive (Union’s electricity market design:
Directive 2024) with Article 28a of the Directive (titled ‘Protection from Disconnections’) requiring all
member states to protect “vulnerable customers and customers affected by energy poverty [to be]
fully protected from electricity disconnections” by 2026 (European Parliament legislative resolution
of 11 April 2024 on the proposal for a directive of the European Parliament and of the Council
amending Directives (EU) 2018/2001 and (EU) 2019/944 as regards improving the Union’s
electricity market design (COM(2023)0148— C9-0038/2024 —2023/0077B(COD)) 2024). The
Directive calls for new consumer protection actions by the member states’ national governments
and retailers in collaboration with social services:

“to identify appropriate measures, in both the short and the long term, which should be made
available to vulnerable customers and customers affected by energy poverty to manage their
energy use and costs remains essential, and suppliers and relevant national authorities should
cooperate closely with social security authorities. (Directive (EU) 2024/1711 of the European
Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 2024).

The Directive suggests that member states may take recourse to
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“‘multiple tools and good practices available to Member States which include, but are not limited to,
year-round or seasonal disconnection prohibitions, debt prevention and sustainable solutions to
support customers in hardship paying for their energy bills. (European Parliament legislative
resolution of 11 April 2024 on the proposal for a directive of the European Parliament and of the
Council amending Directives (EU) 2018/2001 and (EU) 2019/944 as regards improving the Union’s
electricity market design (COM(2023)0148— C9-0038/2024 —2023/0077B(COD)) 2024)

Measures may include a ban on disconnections and arrangements that prevent “position[s] that
forces them to disconnect” (Union’s electricity market design: Directive 2024). Measures that may
help avoid disconnections include better financial assistance from suppliers, self-reading of meters
and more frequent billing (Union’s electricity market design: Directive 2024).

Hence, the Directive suggests, but does not mandate, “year-round and seasonal disconnection
prohibitions, debt prevention and sustainable solutions to support customers in hardship paying for
their energy bills” (Union’s electricity market design: Directive 2024). This suggests that protection
from disconnections should ideally be permanent in the sense of year round (not just seasonal
protection) and not linked to disconnection prohibitions due to any energy crises (European
Commission 2025).2 The electricity industry highlights that Article 28 is not prescriptive but
suggestive, and that measures, such as the use of “equivalent actions and appropriate measures”
are at the discretion of member states (Eurelectric 2024).

1.4.2 Potential outcomes of electricity disconnection bans for customers

Electricity disconnection bans may have positive and negative impacts on those customers in
arrears and other electricity users. The literature on the benefits of disconnection bans refers
mostly to the safeguard of health and wellbeing of vulnerable groups (Dobbins et al. 2016) through
the prevention of potential harm. There is a body of literature in Australia and elsewhere attesting
to the harms of disconnections to householders, e.g. (Hernandez and Laird 2021; Hernandez and
Siegel 2019; Longden et al. 2021; PIAC 2024). Electricity cuts to households are a threat to
physical, mental and social health, safety and security of account holders, their families and
neighbours, and affect adults and children (Coupechoux et al. 2024; Guiteras 2018; PIAC 2024,
Tirado Herrero 2020). These - sometimes long-lasting - harms to wellbeing and productivity may
also occur in response to the threat or anticipation of punitive disconnections (PIAC 2024). Hence,

2 “(26) Vulnerable customers and customers affected by energy poverty should be adequately protected
from electricity disconnections and should, as well, not be put in a position that forces them to disconnect.
Member States should therefore ensure that vulnerable customers and customers affected by energy
poverty are fully protected from electricity disconnections, by taking the appropriate measures, including the
prohibition of disconnections or other equivalent actions. There are multiple tools and good practices
available to Member States which include, but are not limited to, year-round or seasonal disconnection
prohibitions, debt prevention and sustainable solutions to support customers in hardship paying for their
energy bills. The role of suppliers and all relevant national authorities to identify appropriate measures, in
both the short and the long term, which should be made available to vulnerable customers and customers
affected by energy poverty to manage their energy use and costs remains essential, and suppliers and
relevant national authorities should cooperate closely with social security authorities.” (Directive (EU)
2024/1711 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June 2024 2024)
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in theory, knowing that they cannot be disconnected should help maintain the wellbeing of
customers who cannot pay their electricity costs.

In addition, disconnection prohibitions may also avoid the additional financial burdens of
disconnection and re-connection fees that invariably fall onto the non-paying customer (AEMC
2024b; Varo 2024) and which are counterproductive to the retailers’ aims of receiving payment
(PIAC 2024). Finally, disconnections bans may help reduce the prevalence of illegal electricity
connections that pose threats to health and safety of customers and broader society (Fondation
Abbé Pierre 2023).

Disadvantages associated with disconnection prohibitions are the accrual of interest or late
payment fees which are likely to exacerbate financial stress (Eurelectric 2024). In addition, these
locked-in debts with one retailer may reduce the consumer’s free choice in the market (Dobbins et
al. 2016:36). Further, energy disconnection bans may place undue burden on other consumers
and society at large. Energy bills for other customers may rise through a cross-subsidy, and a
change to disconnection rules are likely to be required for new legislations (Dobbins et al.
2016:36). The implementation of electricity disconnection bans may, therefore, attract resistance
from other customers of the same retailer, who bear the burden of debt recovery and hardship
management fees (Lawson and Mills 2023). In addition, disconnection bans may place financial
burdens onto national, state or local governments, and thus, taxpayers, if any of these bodies
cover some of the arrears (Lawson and Mills 2023).

1.4.3 Potential outcomes of electricity disconnection bans on energy retailers

The potential outcomes of electricity disconnection bans on energy retailers is a topic of debate in
the European literature. In the context of a liberalised electricity market, the financial burden of
disconnection bans and even actions to prevent householders falling into arrears “often falls on the
energy supply companies and other customer groups thereby impacting on energy supply
companies” (Dobbins et al. 2016:vi). Consequently, the electricity industry argues that
disconnection bans may have detrimental effect on their competitiveness and the flow-on effect of
higher electricity prices for every customer (Eurelectric 2024). By contrast, the European
Commission seems to support disconnection bans as a key means of electricity customer and
industry protection, arguing that disconnections include financial loss for the energy companies
through bad debt and that disconnection bans may offer opportunities for at least partial debt
recovery (European Commission 2022).

In general, the European energy industry resists a total disconnection ban except for life support
customers. In a position paper on Article 28, Eurelectric (2024), the peak representative body for
the energy industry, states:

[...] we emphasise that disconnections may be rightfully prohibited in cases of hardship based on
medical cetrtificates, for instance, for customers who are critically dependent on electric equipment
due to health reasons. Suppliers want to fully comply with such regulation. (Eurelectric 2024:5)

Eurelectric (2024) concedes that disconnections mean that any outstanding balances owed are no
longer recoverable and are written off. However, Eurelectic (2024:1) argues that "prohibiting
disconnections is not a constructive measure to tackle nor solve the root cause”, and that there are
more effective measures to protect consumers. Eurelectric contends that
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e Suppliers are “not interested in disconnecting their customers” and are using
disconnections “as a last resort measure” (Eurelectric 2024:3). Only when all reminders and
support measure have failed, do suppliers terminate the contract and instruct the
distributors to cut the power supply. According to Eurelectric, “an engaged customer is a
key success factor in preventing disconnections” and that “co-operative customers” are
needed to find a resolution (Eurelectric 2024).

o Full disconnection prohibitions may mean that customers are not protected from
accumulation of arrears, which will worsen financial hardship.

e Full disconnection prohibitions for all may be abused by some customers, and the
debt would have to be recouped from paying customers or governments, increasing
energy prices or taxes.

e Full disconnection prohibitions for all customers who are categorised as “vulnerable” or in
energy poverty would cover too many customers and too large a debt to manage feasibly
by many retailers across Europe. This may lead to retailers pulling out of areas with low
resource households, leading to a lack of competition and higher energy prices, thus
affecting all customers negatively.

o Retailers with lower customers’ arrears would have a competitive advantage.

Instead, Eurelectric (2024) recommends that member states should work with retailer and
consumer groups to develop effective consumer protection measures and to develop “national
engagement codes” (Eurelectric 2024:6) to promote best practice customer engagement, like
those in Ireland.

In addition, Eurelectic (2024) argues, effective measures might include initiatives to promote the
energy efficiency of dwellings and behaviours, partnership programmes between governments and
retailers, including financial support measures. Retailers should offer payment plans, offer
customers “more suitable contracts”, and propose referrals to social and financial counselling
services. With regards to reduction of power supply, Eurelectric regards this as a lever to force
consumers to engage (Eurelectric 2024).

Eurelectric also recommends more focus on social policies and direct energy concessions that
ensure that only households in need benefit from financial support:

Suppliers perceive disconnections as a less significant issue in Member States where energy
poverty is incorporated into social welfare schemes. Vulnerable and/or energy-poor households
that have (parts) of their utility bills covered through either direct or indirect social welfare payments
are less likely to struggle with settling their bills in the first place. Social and financial assistance
however should ideally be earmarked to avoid being diverted from its intended use. (Eurelectric
2024:8)

Nonetheless, the European Commission argues in favour of disconnection prohibitions. The
European Commission argues that it is more advantageous to keep the customer until the debt is
fully repaid:

“In general, Member States have established disconnections from electricity due to non-payment to
protect vulnerable households on specific days (e.g., weekends), seasons (e.qg., winter truce,
summer truce) or specific circumstances (e.g., consumers critically depending on electricity for life-
supporting appliances). A few countries do not apply any “truce” for disconnections, but rather use
period of reminders to avoid disconnections. Overall, it is not in the interest of the supplier to
disconnect a customer for debt, which would be an additional cost, but to retain it at least until the
point of full repayment.” (European Commission 2023c)

16



How do electricity disconnection bans work?

In recognition of the role of energy companies, in November 2022, during the European energy
crisis triggered by the Russia-Ukrainian war, the European Commission engaged with key peak
consumer, retailer and distribution bodies, who agreed on voluntary measures to ease the financial
pressure of energy on vulnerable and other consumers and the threat of disconnection. The
collaboration achieved a “common ground for additional voluntary consumer protection measures
which [went] beyond the existing regulatory framework throughout [that] winter (European
Commission 2022).

The “Guiding Principles” of the agreement were: “solidarity with all people in need; a holistic, but
targeted approach to consumer challenges; avoidance of excessive risks for energy suppliers;
demand reduction measures; ensure basic needs are met for all” (European Commission 2022).
In line with these principles, retailers were encouraged to implement certain additional measures
for the 2022-2023 winter, including

“bill deferrals using payment plans [with the assistance of] “social services, consumer associations,
and suppliers”; prevent[ing] disconnection[s]; minimis[ing] unilateral contract changes of fixed
prices contracts ... before their expiration; provid[ing] clear information to every consumer [on

energy prices and ... how to optimise their energy use], (European Commission 2022).

Many of these “good practices” are listed in detail in European Commission documents, e.g.
(European Commission 2023c). According to the European Commission, this voluntary initiative
reflected the willingness of key stakeholders to help protect customers better (European
Commission 2023c). However, judging from our current investigations, member states are rolling
back many of these measures, even though householders are still facing relatively high energy and
living costs.

1.5 Structure of this report

The following sections are structured as follows:

Chapter 2 (Literature review) provides brief background information on previous reviews on
disconnection bans and explains the scope and selection of case studies.

Chapter 3 (Methodology) describes the data collection methods and the analytical framework that
guided the extraction and presentation of information on each case study.

Chapter 4 (Australia) present key information on disconnections prohibitions in the Australian
Energy Regulator responsible Regions (AERrR) and Victoria. For brevity, in this report, we will use
the term Australia as short descriptor of ‘the Australian Energy Regulator responsible Regions and
Victoria’ unless we expressly refer to other geographical areas of the nation. The information on
Australia is arranged in the same way as that for the other countries to facilitate direct
comparisons.

Chapter 5 to 7 present data on disconnection bans and critical information on the contexts for the
three case studies France, Spain and Ireland following the analytical framework.

Chapter 8 provides a brief comparison across all four countries: Frace, Spain, Ireland and
Australia.
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Chapter 9 discusses the findings and draws some implications for policy, practice and future
research before Chapter 10 offers a short conclusion.

2 Literature review

This section presents an overview of types of disconnection bans, summarises previous research
on electricity disconnection bans and explains the scope and case study selection.

2.1 Definitions and typology of disconnection bans

Disconnections may be defined as the events or as the time periods in which the electricity supplier
ceases supply of electricity to the customer. Disconnections may be due to varied reasons, such

as illegal connections and criminal use of energy. However, disconnections for late or non-payment
of bills are the most common type of disconnections and the focus of this investigation.

Disconnection ban is an umbrella term for varied forms of protection against disconnection from
grid electricity supply. We distinguish between full disconnection prohibitions, voluntary
disconnection restraints and disconnection moratoria.

2.1.1 Full ongoing disconnection prohibitions — by law

A full disconnection prohibition in this document denotes to a legal ban to cease the electricity
supply to customers even if they are failing to pay their bills independent of the time of year or
amount of debt. All retailers are obliged to adhere to full disconnection prohibitions as mandated by
law.

2.1.2 Disconnection moratoria — extended payment timelines

A disconnection moratorium is a legal temporary prohibition on electricity utilities to disconnect
customers from their power supply due to non-payment of bills. Disconnection moratoria afford
consumers extended payment timelines. This measure is designed to protect consumers during
certain circumstances or time periods of high vulnerability, or to ensure that customers in debt
have access to essential services needed to pay their bills.

2.1.3 Voluntary disconnection restraints - by voluntary agreement or
voluntary restraint

Voluntary disconnection restraints in this document are rules constraining retailers from
disconnecting customers for non-payment which are negotiated or self-imposed. A negotiated
disconnection restraint may be adopted through a voluntary agreement between a public authority
and an electricity company, e.g. the agreement between the Catalan Government and Endesa. An
example of a self-initiated voluntary disconnection restraint adopted by an electricity company is
the disconnection stop by EDF across France.

2.2 Previous research on electricity disconnections

Disconnection bans are not a new phenomenon, however, there is no current review on these
approaches that presents who should be protected from disconnection, why and how.
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A review in 2010 (ERGEG 2009) revealed that sixteen European countries (incl. the UK) had
disconnection bans for electricity and gas, however the review did not provide information on the
nature of the prohibitions. Nonetheless, the review found that the categories of protected
households varied in consideration of the age of household members, income levels, and disability:

¢ All households with a defined low income (Slovenia, Sweden)

e Senior citizens with a defined low income (Great Britain, Ireland)

e All senior citizens (Great Britain)

e Households with children with a defined low income (Belgium, Czech Republic, Estonia,
Finland, Luxembourg, The Netherlands)

e All households with children (Great Britain, Romania)

e All households (Czech Republic)

e Disabled persons with a defined low income (The Netherlands)

e All disabled persons (Finland, Hungary, Italy, Portugal, Spain) (ERGEG 2009).

A later review in 2015 found that 10 EU Member States provided disconnection moratoria that is
temporary disconnection prohibitions, for eligible consumer groups (Dobbins et al. 2016). More
recent reviews have focused on energy disconnection policies and consumer protection measures
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic worldwide and in the United States of America (US)
(Flaherty et al. 2020).

During the COVID-19, disconnection moratoria were widely adopted (Guiteras 2021; Hesselman et
al. 2020). A map of pandemic-related initiatives reveal bans on disconnections in over 100
jurisdictions, and other initiatives helping protect customers from disconnections, such as “(free)
reconnection of supplies, free energy supplies, as well as tariff adjustments and freezes, delayed
payment of bills, personalized payment arrangements, and support for off-grid supplies”
(Hesselman et al. 2020; Hesselman et al. 2021). This map covers initiatives until 2021. Many
jurisdictions have ceased or changed these measures since then (Hesselman et al. 2021).

One nation-specific review (Bednar and Reames 2023) focused on governmental policies in the
US during the COVID-19 pandemic that aimed at protecting consumers from energy
disconnections and reducing their long-term vulnerability. The review established a typology of
measures that aimed to protect customers from energy-related hardship and disconnections:

“Our suite of resilience responses examines and emphasizes three main categories:
(a) Energy Access, including disconnection prevention and reinstating disconnections;
(b) Financial Burden, including the reduction or elimination of fees; and
(c) Payment Assistance, including low-income and/or flexible payment programs [...] These
categories frame our analysis of energy poverty recognition and responses and include seven sub
categories that characterize our Resiliency Responses:
(1) suspend energy service disconnections for delayed or missed payments;

(2) reinstate service for customers currently disconnected for non-payment of arrears;

(3) suspend accrual of late payment fees;
(4) waive all reconnection fees;
(5) offer low-income payment assistance programs;
(6) offer flexible payment assistance; and
(7) have a medical exemption policy to prohibit disconnections.” (Bednar and Reames 2023:3)

Overall, the review found that protections varied and were unevenly distributed (Bednar and
Reames 2023) .
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Post-COVID-19 reviews of disconnection bans are rare. Some European advocacy reports and
European Commission “staff working documents” describe some case study examples of
disconnection bans in Brussels (Belgium) , Catalonia (Spain), a Roma initiative in Hungary
(Fondation Abbé Pierre 2023; Housing Rights Watch 2023) and “good examples” for consumer
protection strategies during the European energy crisis 2022-2023 (European Commission 2022).
The most recent complete list of energy disconnection prohibition types has been compiled by the
European electricity industry (Eurelectric 2024), however, a recent independent review of electricity
disconnection bans was not available of the time of writing (January 2025).

2.3 Scope

This review is focused on disconnection bans for bill-paying residential consumers with credit
meters for non-payment of electricity. Electricity usage may be measured and charged through
credit and prepayment meters. Consumers with a credit meter are receiving bills and paying their
electricity use post-consumption. Disconnections of bill paying electricity customers may occur
when bills are not paid by the due date. Customers with a pre-payment meter are pre-paying their
usage. Disconnections of pre-payment consumers are in effect self-disconnections, as the
disconnection occurs when the credit in the meter is not topped up in time. Pre-payment is
common in some European countries, such as the UK and Hungary (Willand et al. 2024).
However, in Australia, pre-payment meters are rare. Per-payment meters are prevalent in remote
areas, particularly in the Northern Territory, where pre-payment customers may be connected to
off-grid electricity (Longden et al. 2021; White et al. 2024). However, this investigation is focused
on learning for disconnections within the grid-connected areas inside the remit of the Australian
Energy Regulator (AER) that are covered by the National Energy Customer Framework (NECF)
(AER 2024d).

This report is also focused on direct mechanisms of disconnection protection. We acknowledge
that there are additional mechanisms of improving consumer resilience to energy-related financial
hardship, such as information on their energy bills. The European energy industry lists information
such as

“price, price breakdown, consumption and payment due date [...] switching details, links to
comparison tools and consumption comparisons, [...] current prices, cancellation reminders and
the type of consumption record (actual or estimated)” (ACER and CEER 2024:52).

These sets of information may reduce vulnerability to unfavourable contracts, to improve
transparency in energy costs and householders’ control of their energy bills and payment details.
The European Commission mandates bills to contain certain types on information, and France,
Spain and Ireland include most of the billing information required by the European Commission
(ACER and CEER 2024). We point to a recent review on the consumer protection measures in
Ireland which includes non-financial consumer protection measures (Dingley 2023b). However, a
cross-country review of these measures is outside of the scope of this project.

2.4 Case study selection
This review explored how disconnection bans have been deployed in selected countries and how

they balance social and economic objectives. The study scoped disconnections bans with a focus
on developed countries. It presents in-depth case studies that are put forward as “good examples”
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(European Commission 2023b; Fondation Abbé Pierre 2023; Housing Rights Watch 2023),
namely, France, Spain and Ireland.

According to the most recent data available at the start of this investigation (September 20244),
these three countries presented comparatively low disconnection rates. According to the latest
available pan-European data, in 2022 there appeared to have been no electricity disconnections
due to non-payment in Spain (ACER and CEER 2023). Electricity disconnections for non-payment
seemed to be very low (below 0.5%) in Ireland and France, too (ACER and CEER 2023). Although,
Hungary, with a disconnection rate between France and Ireland, has not been touted as such. This
may have been due to state interventions in energy prices “up to average consumption levels”
(Nemeth 2023) that resulted in Hungary having the cheapest prices in Europe (Nemeth 2023) at a
time when the European reforms were planned. Hungary applies regulated prices to all customers
irrespective of their vulnerability status (European Commission 2023b).

The review will explore legal, organisational, technical and ethical considerations as well as
impacts and outcomes of the disconnection bans in these three countries. The Australian case is
presented for comparative purposes.

3 Methodology

This study conducted a qualitative case study review of residential electricity disconnection bans in
the selected countries to better understand their context, nature and outcomes.

3.1 Data collection methods

Data collection was based on guiding questions posed in a review of disconnection bans in the
United States (Lawson and Mills 2023), through discussions among the researchers and in an
iterative fashion, as information for one country triggered investigations of that phenomenon in the
other contexts.

Information was sought through conventional academic search processes and through artificial
intelligence (Al) applications between December 2024 and February 2025. The conventional
search process involved the combination of key words in the academic database Google Scholar,
the RMIT Library digital database and the Internet using the Google search engine. Key search
terms included ‘disconnections’, moratorium’, ‘electricity’ and the names of the jurisdiction and key
retailers using the Boolean operator AND.

Al applications used for the search for data were Perplexity.ai and Elicit.ai. Perplexity.ai is a
search tool that uses advanced large language models to answer questions. Perplexity.ai provides
answers in bullet form, including references to web sources that may include open access
academic journal papers. Elicit.ai is an artificial intelligence application designed for literature
reviews in academic research. The search process involves posing relevant questions. The
response includes a paragraph that aims to synthesise the most relevant sources and a list of
sources in table format with information about the source’s relevance to the question. Elicit.ai takes
recourse to Semantic Scholar which is an Al-based search engine for academic papers. All Al
generated responses to questions were verified. All sources provided by the Al search tools were
reviewed, and only verified information from these sources was used for the authors’ synthesis.
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Sources in languages other than English were translated using the online translation application
Google Translate, and all translated information was verified by the native speaking researchers
for accuracy and completeness.

3.2 Data analysis

Data analysis was deductive, based on a framework of themes that had been derived from the
literature on disconnection protections, e.g. (Hernandez and Phillips 2015; Lawson and Mills 2023)
and agreed to by all researchers. First, we extracted and synthesised information for each theme
for each case study. Then, we conducted a cross-case analysis to identify patterns across the
jurisdictions to better understand the contextual mechanisms that have shaped disconnection
prohibitions and their outcomes.

3.2.1 Analytical framework

The framework for the comparison of the case studies covered the context of energy markets, key
disconnection safeguards, conditions that shaped eligibility criteria and outcomes.

3.2.1.1 Energy market

The theme of energy markets covered information on the number of residential customers, the
number, nature and size of retailers and the regulatory framework that may influence disconnection
prohibitions. Information on billing frequency and smart meter prevalence were also captured as
these conditions can also shape the transparency of energy costs and financial wellbeing (ACER
and CEER 2024).

3.2.1.2 Definition of vulnerability and energy poverty

“Restrictions to disconnection in case of non-payment” are a common measure to protect
vulnerable customers (ACER and CEER 2023), however these “restrictions” may vary, ranging
from warnings and information about assistance, as may the definition of vulnerability.
Disconnection bans may be universal or linked to status of vulnerability or energy poverty.
Vulnerability eligible for a disconnection protection may be defined in varied ways. Criteria may
include

Income level

Medical conditions

¢ Reliance on health equipment that runs on electricity (e.g., ventilators)

e “Critical dependence on electrical equipment due to health, age, or other reasons”
(European Directive 2019/944 2019)

e Energy poverty indicators such as “share of disposable income spent on energy”
(European Directive 2019/944 2019), or

e “Energy efficiency of homes” (European Directive 2019/944 2019)

Disconnection bans may also be designed to counteract existing inequalities that are
disproportionately affecting certain population groups, such as particular ethnic groups and older
people (Lawson and Mills 2023).

In Europe, in 2023, clear definitions of vulnerability were only present in 19 of the 27 member
states although a European Directive for years earlier (944/2019 ) had required all member states
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to clearly define vulnerable consumers to protect them from disconnection during “critical times”
(ACER and CEER 2023). Article 28 of this European Electricity Directive suggests adopting a
broad definition of vulnerability with regards to

“the prohibition of disconnection of electricity to such customers in critical times. The concept of
vulnerable customers may include income levels, the share of energy expenditure of disposable
income, the energy efficiency of homes, critical dependence on electrical equipment for health
reasons, age or other criteria.” (European Directive 2019/944 2019).

The criterion of “energy efficiency of homes” is of particular interest, as the thermal performance of
homes does not seem to be reflected in any of the member states’ vulnerability criteria reported by
the Council of European Energy Regulators (CEER) (ACER and CEER 2023). By contrast, the UK
has had a long history of linking the prevalence, severity and strategies to tackle energy
vulnerability to the energy efficiency of homes (DBEIS 2021; DESNZ and BRE 2023; Frontier
Economics 2024; Office for National Statistics 2023). Eurelectric warns that eligibility criteria should
be carefully reviewed. For example, eligibility based on age may not capture all those who
experience financial difficulties (Eurelectric 2024).

In 2024, the European Union introduced new consumer protection rules for their electricity market
that include electricity disconnection prohibitions for vulnerable and energy-poor customers as well
as a mandate to avoid disconnections®. The Directive demands that all member states ban
electricity disconnections for “vulnerable customers and customers affected by energy poverty”.
These two categories of customers have their own European definitions; however, these two
definitions are vague, and their interpretation is left to individual member states.

3 “Article 28a

Protection from disconnections

1.Member States shall ensure that vulnerable customers and customers affected by energy poverty are fully
protected from electricity disconnections, by taking the appropriate measures, including the prohibition of
disconnections or other equivalent actions. Member States shall provide such protection as part of their
policy with regard to vulnerable customers pursuant to Article 28(1) and without prejudice to the measures
set out in Article 10(11)3.

2.Member States shall ensure that suppliers do not terminate contracts and do not disconnect customers on
the grounds on which customers have submitted a complaint in accordance with Article 10(9) or which are
subject to an out-of-court dispute settlement mechanism in accordance with Article 26. [...]

3.Member States shall take appropriate measures referred to in paragraph 1 to enable customers to avoid
disconnection, which may include:

(a) promoting voluntary codes for suppliers and customers on preventing and managing cases of customers
in arrears; those arrangements may concern support for customers in managing their energy use and costs,
including flagging unusual high energy spikes or use in winter and summer seasons, offering appropriate
flexible payment plans, debt advice measures, self-metering readings, and improved communication with
customers and support agencies;

(b) promoting customers’ education and awareness of their rights with regard to debt management;

(c) access to finance, vouchers or subsidies to support the payment of bills;

(d) encouraging and facilitating the provision of meter readings every three months, or where relevant for
shorter billing periods, where a system of regular self-reading by the final customer has been implemented to
meet the obligations of points 2(a) and (b) of Annex | in relation to the frequency of billing and the provision
of billing information.” (Directive (EU) 2024/1711 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 June
2024 2024)
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With regards to vulnerable customers, the European Commission suggests broad household
characteristics that cover income, energy cost burden, the energy efficiency of homes, medical
electricity needs, age of householders (Directive (EU) 2023/1791 of the European Parliament and
of the Council of 13 September 2023 on energy efficiency and amending Regulation (EU)
2023/955 (recast) (Text with EEA relevance) 2023.4 With regards to energy poverty, a 2023
European Directive offered a first Europe-wide definition of energy poverty, yet again, the
European Commission allows individual member states flexibility in defining this concept and
implementing specific measures. The definition of energy poverty encompasses several key
aspects, such as the inability to access essential energy services, its impact on living standards
and health and recognises multiple contributing factors such as low-income, high-energy prices
and poor energy efficiency of homes (Directive (EU) 2023/1791 2023:(52))°

The Directive calls on member states to “fully protect” these two groups, i.e. vulnerable customers
and customers affected by energy poverty,” in the sense that they should also not be “not be put in
a position that forces them to disconnect” (Directive (EU) 2024/1711 of the European Parliament
and of the Council of 13 June 2024 2024:Clause 26). It is not clear whether this statement means
that, in addition to disconnection bans for non-payment of bills, protected customer categories
should also be protected from voluntary disconnections. Voluntary disconnections may occur in
pre-payment meter households or when householders stop using energy due to concerns about
high bills and debt accrual. Member states must transpose these rules into national law by 2026.
Consumer advocates interpret these new rules as their success in campaigning for the right to
energy (EPSU 2023).

3.2.1.3 General disconnection safeguards, e.g. mandatory reminder and warning notices before
disconnections — timelines

General disconnection safeguards include mandatory reminders and warning notices before
disconnections, which may vary by timelines and content requirements. In Europe, all electricity
suppliers are required to provide their customers

“‘with adequate information on alternative and appropriate measures to disconnection, sufficiently in
advance of any disconnection due to non-payment, such as payment plans, assistance from social
services, energy efficiency advice and financial support to manage their energy use and costs,
alternative supply contracts and any other alternatives to counter disconnection, including
disconnection moratoriums and bans” (European Commission 2023a:89-90).

4 (77) Each Member State should define the concept of vulnerable customers, which may refer to energy
poverty and, inter alia, to the prohibition of disconnection of electricity to such customers in critical times. The
concept of vulnerable customers may include income levels, the share of energy expenditure of disposable
income, the energy efficiency of homes, critical dependence on electrical equipment for health reasons, age
or other criteria. This allows Member States to include people in low-income households. (Directive (EU)
2023/1791 2023)

5 (52) ‘energy poverty’ means a household’s lack of access to essential energy services, where such
services provide basic levels and decent standards of living and health, including adequate heating, hot
water, cooling, lighting, and energy to power appliances, in the relevant national context, existing national
social policy and other relevant national policies, caused by a combination of factors, including at least non-
affordability, insufficient disposable income, high energy expenditure and poor energy efficiency of homes;”
(Directive (EU) 2023/1791 2023:(52)).
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However, implementation of payment reminders and disconnection notices varies. In Europe
(ACER and CEER 2024), two warnings seem common, yet the legal minimum duration of the
electricity disconnection process varies greatly. Customers in arrears are disconnected within three
days with only one notice in Denmark, while customers in the Netherlands receive a first reminder
to pay after ten weeks, and a final reminder two weeks before disconnection which happens after
50 days of overdue bills (ACER and CEER 2024). In Belgium, the minimum time between failing to
pay the bill and disconnection in 2022 was 200 working days (European Commission 2023a),
which equates to 40 weeks.® In Belgium, ” the disconnection can take years” (ACER and CEER
2024:52), probably because disconnections require judicial approval (Fondation Abbé Pierre
2023). According to the European Agency for the Cooperation of Energy Regulators (ACER),
“most Member States implement a process involving multiple reminders and warnings to prevent
premature disconnection and give consumers ample opportunity to settle overdue payments”
(ACER and CEER 2024:52).

3.2.1.4 Prevalence of smart meters

Smart meters may exacerbate the threat and burden of disconnections but can also offer
advantages in terms of control and transparency. Smart meters allow for more and faster
disconnections than possible for manual meters as the power disconnection or de-energisation can
be done remotely, without the need of having a person visit the premises (Chandrashekeran et al.
2020:22-23; Simshauser and Nelson 2014). Evidence in the Australian NEM suggests a positive
association between the roll out of smart meters and the rate of disconnections (Labaste 2019; St
Vincent de Paul Society Victoria and Alviss Consulting 2016). The possibility of remote
disconnections may have indeed increased the rate of electricity disconnections.

Remote reconnection of grid electricity may also have unintended consequences in terms of
safety. For example, “flammable material being placed on a kitchen hot-plate which has been left
on: once power is restored the hot plate sets fire to the flammable material causing damage to the
premises” (Chandrashekeran et al. 2020:24). Ideally, retailers must notify customers before
reconnecting, ensuring that such hazards are removed (Chandrashekeran et al. 2020).
Chandrashekeran et al. also argue that remote re-connections may place undue responsibility for
safety onto the householders (Chandrashekeran et al. 2020).

On the other hand, smart meters may have benefits for customers. The remote reading of bills
allows for more frequent meter readings and billings as well as bill-smoothing, which may alleviate
financial and mental bill shocks, better control of bills among technologically competent customers
and, ultimately, reduced risk of disconnections (Casals et al. 2020; Chandrashekeran et al.
2020:22; Willand et al. 2019). In addition, electricity reconnection may happen more quickly for
customers who have resolved the issues that have led to the disconnection. In theory, smart
meters may allow “faster power restoration [...] while the customer is ‘on the phone to the retailer®
(Chandrashekeran et al. 2020:22-24). Smart meters may also make dis- and reconnection cheaper
for the customer, as remote dis-and re-connection removes the fee charged for time and effort of
manual processes (EnergyAustralia 2025).

6 200 working days at five working days per week are equivalent to 40 weeks.
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3.2.1.5 Financial support for customers

With regards to financial support for customers, we considered the establishment of all measures
that promise to ease the financial burden of electricity costs, including social tariffs (European
Commission 2023b; Housing Rights Watch 2023), tax reductions (European Commission 2023b)
as well as income support, energy vouchers and subsidies (European Commission 2023b).

3.2.1.6 Disconnection moratoria

There are no uniform schedules of disconnection moratoria across Europe. A review in 2016
(Dobbins et al. 2016) found that eight member states had electricity disconnection prohibitions for
vulnerable customers during clearly defined dates in winter, ranging from three months (December
to February in Belgium) to seven months (October to April in Estonia). Other criteria for
disconnection prohibition schedules included outdoor temperature thresholds or made a vague
reference to the ‘cold season’. The review only found one summer disconnection ban, namely for
Lithuania, “when the highest daily air temperature is [...] higher than plus 30 °C” (Dobbins et al.
2016:36).

Eurelectric, who advocate for and represents the collective interests of the European electricity
sector, proposes that reduced power supply as a measure to amplify the pressure of disconnection
moratoria should be context specific:

The exact level of power supply reduction can be determined based on aspects such as the
climate zone, number of household members, or the degree of vulnerability, but can as well be set
regardless of any such factors. For instance, when applied power supply is reduced to
* 3.5 kW in Spain,

* 1 kVA (0.8 kW) in France for two months prior to the disconnection
* 0.5 kW in Luxembourg for eight days prior to disconnection
» 15% in Italy for 15 days prior to the disconnection, thus a family with 3 kW will see
its power reduced to 0.45 kW. This is a mandatory step within the regulated
disconnection process of low voltage customers equipped with smart meters. [...]

For instance, having a smart meter might be a pre-requirement for power supply reductions. If
technically feasible and introduced, it should by default be a temporary solution. (Eurelectric 2024)

3.2.1.7 Effectiveness

What effectiveness means and how it is measured varies depending on one’s perspective. The
effectiveness of disconnection bans, temporary and permanent, may be reflected in a low or zero
share of customers being disconnected, in the share of customers having full access to reduced
power or consumer satisfaction with the assistance given (Wodon 2000).

However, the effectiveness of disconnection bans may also be measured in how protection from
disconnection has affected people’s health and wellbeing. For example, disconnection bans may
remove the threat of losing access to essential electricity outcomes, but lead to an accumulation of
debt, interest and dis- and re-connection fees and lower the customer’s credit score (AEMC 2024b;
Hernandez and Phillips 2015; Lawson and Mills 2023; Varo 2024).

In reviewing the effectiveness of disconnection bans, we also sought information on the ease or
difficulty of repayments, repayment outcomes and supplementary initiatives used to help
householders regain financial stability. For example, COVID-19 pandemic-related bans on
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disconnections included other initiatives that aimed to protect customers from disconnections, such
as “(free) reconnection of supplies, free energy supplies, as well as tariff adjustments and freezes,
delayed payment of bills, personalized payment arrangements, and support for off-grid supplies”
(Hesselman et al. 2020; Hesselman et al. 2021).

3.2.1.8 Compliance

The review also sought for information on the compliance of consumer protection measures.
Ensuring consistent enforcement across all retailers and distributors can be challenging, as it
requires robust monitoring and compliance mechanisms that respect national legal systems.

In Europe, the Council of European Energy Regulators (CEER) collects and presents compliance
reports from each member state. Compliance with disconnection reporting mandates across
Europe is considered low (ACER and CEER 2023). The CEER also collects and presents data on
complaints in each member state. In 2023, not all member states had presented this information.
Data for 20 EU member states suggest that about two per cent of European residential electricity
customer complaints were in relation to “disconnection due to non-payment” (ACER and CEER
2023).

3.2.1.9 Gaps in protection

Finally, we looked for information on population groups who may be missing out on electricity
disconnection prohibitions either directly or indirectly because they were not participating or
included in certain prerequisites that would have made them eligible for a disconnection ban.

4 Australia

4.1 History of disconnection bans

Australia’s electricity market was privatised in the 1990s, and “the number of disconnections for
non-payment of electricity or gas bills increased significantly in the years immediately prior to the
sale of the Victorian electricity and gas businesses to the private sector” (Rich and Mauseth
2004:24). Social justice advocates link disconnection bans to the right to energy and energy justice
in the low carbon transition (JEC 2024), however, unlike Europe, Australia does not have an
agreed and clear framework shaping its commitment for a just and fair transition beyond its
signature to the Paris Agreement (Chandrashekeran et al. 2022). Responsibility for a just and
inclusive energy transition in Australia is shared among the Commonwealth and the states and
territories (IEA 2023), and a recent press release by the Energy and Climate Change Ministerial
Council (ECMC) has confirmed the ministers’ “commitment to an equitable energy transition for all
Australians” (ECMC 2025:1) and expresses their agreement on the National Energy Equity
Framework. However, the National Energy Equity Framework, which was opened to public
consultation in 2024, has yet not been published in its final version (DCCEEW 2024b).

Australia does not have uniform, nationwide rules and prohibitions on electricity disconnections.
However, the Australian Energy Regulator recognises that electricity is an essential service, and
that disconnection should be a “last resort” (AER 2019). Life support customers on credit meters
are fully protected from electricity disconnections in Australia’s larger urban areas (White et al.
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2024). Other bill paying customers who are ‘engaged’ in the sense of trying to adhere to their
payment plans, are shielded from debt disconnections (AEMC 2024b).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the Australian Energy Regulator called on energy businesses to
cease all disconnections voluntarily to protect consumers during the exceptional circumstances of
the pandemic, which led to a decrease in disconnections across most jurisdictions (AER 2024d).
Victoria has recently introduced high fines for wrongful disconnections and recognised the need to
protect those customers experiencing family violence from disconnection (ESC 2024).

Self-disconnection through prepayment meters is rare in the areas of interest in this study. In 2014,
the Energy & Water Ombudsman New South Wales (EWON 2014) conducted of a public
consultation on prepayment meter systems with mixed results. Consumer groups were divided in
their opinions, while submission of the energy industry expressed support (EWON 2014; NCOSS
2014). The National Energy Retail Rules (AEMC 2024b) provide the option of prepayment meter
systems. Power cuts due to lack of credit may only happen after an emergency credit of at least
three days of electricity consumption has been used and only on weekdays between 10am and
3pm (AEMC 2024b). However, self-disconnection through prepayment meters happens mostly in
regions outside the National Energy Market. Self-disconnection through prepayment meters and
continuous disconnection from any electricity grid affects a largely unknown number of households
(Longden et al. 2021). Disconnections from prepayment meters are not regularly reported and not
covered in this review.

4.2 Disconnection rate

In the 2023-24 financial year, over 15,500 (0.23%) electricity customers in the regulatory remit of
the Australian Energy Regulator were disconnected for non-payment (AER 2024b)” and almost 3
per cent of energy consumers (2.9%; excluding 1.9% hardship customers) were in debt (AER
2024b)8. This was lower than previous years’ numbers ( over 26,600 electricity customers
disconnected; over 4 per cent of energy consumers were in debt (AER 2024d)) for non-payment
due to several state and government energy cost relief programs (AER 2024b). Victoria presented
over 7,500 residential electricity disconnections in the same period®. Due the compounding
financial crises of housing, energy and living costs, energy disconnections are no longer a threat to
low-income Australians but increasingly affecting middle-income households (PIAC 2024).

According to the 2023-2024 statistics, the South Australian electricity disconnection rate (0.34%)
was the highest in the National Energy Market (overall 0.23%), a phenomenon that the AER
attributes to the South Australia’s relatively high energy prices (AER 2024b). The disconnection

7 There were 15,624 residential electricity disconnections in NSW, ACT, QLD,SA and TAS (AER 2024b).
8 = Total of 4.8% of electricity customers in debt.

9 There were 7669 residential electricity disconnections in VIC (ESC 2025b)
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rate was lowest in Victoria (0.003%) (ESC 2025b)'° (Figure 1), however, disconnections were

unevenly distributed across the varied retailers (Figure 2).

Share of residential electricity customers
disconnected by state (National Energy
Market) 2023 - 2024
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Figure 1 Share of residential electricity customers disconnected by state (National Energy Market) 2023 — 2024. Sources

of data: (AER 2024b; ESC 2025b)
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10 Victoria: Total electricity customers on 30 June 2024: 2,542,625. Total disconnections of residential

customers for non-payment in 2023-24: 7669. This translates into an estimated 0.003% of customers having
been disconnected in Victoria for electricity bill non-payments. Source of data: (ESC 2025b).
https://www.esc.vic.gov.au/electricity-and-gas/market-performance-and-reporting/victorian-energy-market-

report/energy-market-dashboard
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Figure 2 Distribution of residential electricity disconnections in Victoria 2023-24. Source: (ESC 2025b)
4.3 Energy market

Australia has a largely deregulated or liberalised energy market where multiple providers compete,
and consumers have the ability to choose their energy supplier (Lee et al. 2021). The National
Electricity Market (NEM) covers the six states and territories along the east coast of Australia,
namely Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, the Australian Capital Territory, South Australia
and Tasmania (AER 2024c). The Australian Energy Regulator (AER) oversees the electricity and
gas networks in the National Electricity Market (NEM) in all NEM states and territories as well as in
the Norther Territory (AER 2024c). While most retail markets are deregulated, the electricity
transmission networks and gas pipelines remain largely regulated (Lee et al. 2021), with the AER
setting price caps on what network companies can charge consumers (AER 2024c) .

This review focuses on Queensland (QLD), the Australian Capital Territory (ACT), New South
Wales (NSW) , South Australia (SA ) and Tasmania (TAS). In this document, these regions will
collective be called the AER responsible Regions (AERrR). In 2023—-24, the AERrR presented
6,895,249 residential electricity customers (AER 2024b). The residential electricity market in the
AERTrR presents three dominant Tier 1 of ‘big 3’ retailers, i.e. OriginEnergy, AGL and
EnergyAustralia (Figure 3), with a total market share of 62.5% (ACCC 2024; AER 2024b). Four in
five residential electricity customers had a negotiated market offer with a retailer; one in five were
on standard or default offers, because they had not engaged with their retailer. Default offers tend
to be higher than market offers (AER 2024b).

Residential customers electricity market share by retailer 2023-
24 (AER responsihle Regions )

Origin Energy,

retailers, 15%

Tier 2 retailers,
22%

Figure 3 Residential customers electricity market share by retailer 2023—24 (National Energy Market). Source of data:
AER, 2024 #4944}.

Victoria (VIC) which has its own regulatory authority, the Essential Services Commission. The
composition of the retail market in Vicoria is similar to the one in the AERrR. In the second quarter
of the FY 2023-24, the Victorian residential energy market presented 29 retailers, with the three
Tier 1 retailers covering 60.91 per cent of the accounts (ESC 2025b). "

" AGL 25.57%, OriginEnergy 18.58%, EnergyAustralia 16.76% (ESC 2025b)
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4.3.1 Regulatory framework

The AER has regulatory responsibility over energy retailers QLD, the ACT, NSW, SA and Tas. The
AER has got a key role in consumer information and protection. The AER states its role as

e “enabling consumers to make informed choices about their energy supplier. Our role
includes:

o Setting the Default Market Offer to protect consumers from unjustifiably high prices

e Approving customer hardship policies required by energy retailers

o Administering a retailer of last resort scheme, if an energy retailer fails

e Monitoring and enforcing compliance with energy retail law and rules

e Approving retailer authorisations and exemptions

e Administering the retailer reliability obligation.” (AER 2024c)

While the AER does not dictate the electricity and gas prices, the AER “require[s] retailers to
provide their most up-to-date energy contract for our Energy Made Easy bill comparison website.”
(AER 2024c).

In Victoria, the Essential Services Commission (ESC) regulates the energy retailers. The
Australian Competition & Consumer Commission (ACCC) oversees the independence of the
National Electricity Market (ACCC 2024).

The Australian energy markets in Western Australia and the Northern Territory are primarily
characterized by their isolation from the National Electricity Market (NEM) (AER 2024c) and is not
covered in this review.

4.3.2 Billing frequency and smart meter prevalence

In the AERTR, in general, bills must be issued “at least once every 100 days (AEMC 2024b:Rule
24) and “once every three months” in VIC (ESC 2024). Standard meters must be read manually,
but smart meters transmit data regularly during the day. Customers with smart meters can arrange
more frequent billing cycles, for example monthly bills, e.g. (OriginEnergy 2025). The bill frequency
in the AERrR ("every 100 days" (AEMC 2024b) is eight days longer than in VIC ("every three
months" (ESC)) to provide extra time for preparing and sending bills when standard meters are
read manually.

The Australian Energy Market Commission (AEMC) aims for a full smart meter rollout by 2030.
Victoria has an almost 100 per cent penetration of smart meters; the smart meter roll out has been
slowest in NSW (39.17%) (AEMC 2024a).

4.3.3 Definitions of vulnerability and energy poverty

Key legal documents governing consumer protection in the Australian energy market do not define
vulnerability or vulnerable customers. The National Energy Retail Rules Version 42 (AEMC 2024b)
do not contain the term. Instead, the Review of payment difficulty protections in the National
Energy Customer Framework. Issues paper (AER 2024d) refers to “consumers experiencing
vulnerability to access information and support” (AER 2024d:15), “acute vulnerability” (AER
2024d:23) and “consumers experiencing vulnerability” in the context of “experiencing payment
difficulty” (AER 2024d:28).
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Australia does not have an official definition of energy poverty, however, payment difficulties are
often expressed as “energy stress” or “energy hardship” and in terms of affordability of energy
(Bryant et al. 2022). In the FY 2023-24, the affordability of electricity as the ratio of annual
electricity costs and income varied by jurisdiction, distribution network and household income. For
average income households, the ratio of electricity costs to income ranged between 1.2 per cent
(VIC) and 3.2 per cent (SA and TAS). The ratio was higher for low-income households, ranging
between 2.3 percent (VIC) and 5.5 per cent (SA and TAS) (AER 2024b). The affordability of
electricity tends to be higher in Victoria because many households are using gas for heating.

4.3.4 General disconnection safeguards, e.g. mandatory reminder and
warning notices before disconnections - timelines

In Australia, electricity disconnection rules are set out in the National Energy Customer Framework
(NECF). In legal documents, the term ‘disconnection’ is used interchangeably with the term ‘de-
energisation’ are used interchangeably. Consumer advocates tend to use the term disconnections.

The Australian Energy Regulator (AER) enforces the National Energy Customer Framework
(NECF) which is the main instrument that regulates electricity disconnections across the NEM. The
main NECF documents are the National Energy Retail Law (Retail Law), the National Energy
Retail Rules (NERR) and the National Energy Retail Regulations (Regulations) (DCCEEW 2024a).

The NECF prescribes

e ‘limitations on disconnections including prohibition on disconnections for registered life
support customers

o retailers must have hardship policies in place and offer payment plans to customers that
are having difficulty paying their bills

e free access to dispute resolution mechanisms through state and territory energy
ombudsman schemes” (DCCEEW 2024a)

Each state and territory apply the NECF through their own state or territory laws and may make
modifications to the Retail Law and Retail Rules (AEMC 2023). NSW, SA and TAS have made
such modification (cf. Section 4.4). Customers in Victoria are protected by the Energy Retail Code
of Practice (ESC 2024). The NECF does not have an “individual or basic supply mechanism” for
non-life support customers (ACER and CEER 2023:68).

Disconnections are regarded as a “potential detriment to health, safety or wellbeing arise from
having access to reliable energy (e.g. not being able to heat or cool home, cook, access hot water
etc)” (Decker 2020:43). Chandrashekeran et al. identify further concerns with regards to safety in
occupying the home such as tripping hazards, fire alarms, disease control, garden maintenance
and longevity of appliances:

“Once de-energised anyone coming to the premises cannot turn on a light to find their way. Mains-
powered fire alarms will switch to battery power, reducing the number of operational fire alarms.
Lengthy de-energisation is also likely to reduce the service life of some hot water heaters,
specifically those using powered anti-corrosion anodes. Pools and spas must be filtered daily to
avoid quickly turning into highly unattractive mosquito breeding ponds. This becomes impossible
once the house has been de-energised. Another casualty will be automated sprinkler systems
used to keep gardens watered, which are also likely to stop working. It will increase costs to the
new consumer to restore any pool/spa and replace plants which have died. This suggests for a
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percentage of customers for whom remote de-energisation can have a significant downside.
(Chandrashekeran et al. 2020:23)

Considering the increased adoption of CCTV cameras in Australia homes (Portman 2024),
disconnections may also negatively affect the security of a home, its contents and occupants.

All states covered by the NECF must observe certain notification rules before disconnecting
customers, including warning notices, warning periods and reminders (AEMC 2024b; ESC 2024).
Customer usually have 14 days to pay their bills. If a customer fails to pay their bill, the retailer may
send a reminder notice between one and 21 business days after the pay date. A disconnection
warning notice is sent after the end of the reminder period and allows at least six days before
disconnection (AEMC 2024b).

Victoria has got its own payment difficulty framework that recognises that

e customers in payment difficulty often use more energy than other customers
e existing hardship programs were generally ineffective at preventing customers from
accumulating further debt
o by the time help is offered, it is often too late to assist customers to manage their debt
e some retailers offer more help than others, but customers cannot count on a consistent or
equitable levels of assistance. (ESC 2017.viii)

The Victorian framework aims to help customers avoid energy debts through early action, make
payment of any debts easier and “ensure that disconnection for non-payment of a bill is a measure
of last resort.” (ESC 2017:66). The Victorian rules also include a moratorium on energy debts, as

“repayment of arrears can be put on hold while the customer pays less than the full cost of their
ongoing energy use while working to lower that cost. The initial 6-month period may be extended if
the extension would assist the customer to continue to lower the cost of their energy use.” “ (ESC
2017:76).

A review in 2021 found that the Victorian framework could be improved to enable repayment plans
that meet customers’ capabilities, early and culturally sensitive engagement, ensure that
customers receive advice on how to lower their energy costs, e.g. through tariff switches or
retrofits, and on how to access government assistance in the form of concession and utility grants,
(ESC 2017). In 2023, key challenges for consumers were still present due to the “complexity,
inconsistency, affordability, disconnection and trust” as well as access to information and support
(AER 2024d:15). Nonetheless, key consumer advocates suggest that a revision of the NECF
should be modelled on the Victorian payment difficulty framework “as it is generally considered an
effective and robust framework “ (Connors 2024:2; JEC 2024).

4.3.4.1 Disconnection and reconnection fees

Electricity disconnection fees in the National Energy Market vary depending on the state and the
distribution network. The retailer must reconnect the customer within ten days if the customer has
“rectified the matter that led to the disconnection”, paid any reconnection charges and asked to be
reconnected (Clause 15) (AEMC 2024b). Retailers may terminate their energy contracts after 10
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business days if the customer has not met any of the requirements needed for reconnection
(Clause 15) (AEMC 2024Db).

The retailer EnergyAustralia lists the disconnection and reconnection fees for varied states and
distributors on their website (EnergyAustralia 2025). The manual disconnection fees between
$15.87 for Ausgrid customers in NSW to $106.15 for Evoenergy customers in the ACT. Manual
electricity reconnection fees range between $15.87 for Ausgrid customers in NSW to $108.30 for
Evoenergy customers in the ACT. Remote disconnections and reconnections do not incur
disconnection or reconnection fees, making are disconnection or reconnection linked to smart
meters free (EnergyAustralia 2025).

The NERR (Rule 73) mandates that retailers do not charge their hardship customers late payment
fees (AEMC 2024b). NSW, South Australia and Tasmania have modified this rule and achieved
more consumer protection through their individual adoptions of the National Energy Retail Laws:

e In NSW, late payment fees are also waived for other customers who are on payment plans,
receiving rebates or other financial assistance (Low Income Household Rebate or the
Medical Energy Rebate; has applied for or received voucher issued under the Energy
Accounts Payment Assistance Scheme) or that have lodged a dispute about the bill with
the Ombudsman (NSW National Energy Retail Law 2020:Clause 15).

e Customers with a dispute may also not be charged a reconnection fee in South Australia;
however, all other types of disconnected customers, e.g. hardship customers, may be
charged. Nonetheless, South Australian retailers are prohibited from charging a fee that
exceeds ‘the reasonable costs of the retailer in recovering the overdue amount” (SA
National Energy Retail Law 2011:Clause 24).

e In Tasmania, customers with pensioner and health care cards, and those on payment plans
are exempt from reconnection fees. In addition, the fees has to be waived if “the customer
has died, the account with the customer has been suspended or the amount owed is set
out in a final account to the customer” (TAS National Energy Retail Law 2012).

e Reconnection in Victoria follows the same rules as the NERR (AEMC 2024b; ESC 2024).
There do not seem to be prohibitions to charge reconnection fees (Clause 10.4 (ESC
2024), yet they may be waived at the discretion of the retailer (Clause 144 (4) (ESC
2024).12

4.3.4.2 Financial support for customers

Financial support for electricity customers is provided by the national and state government.
Federal support takes the form of energy grants. Energy concessions and utility grants are
provided by each state and territory. The type and extent of energy concessions vary across the
jurisdictions (AER 2024b). In the FY 2023-24, more than half of all hardship customers were
receiving concessions (52.3%) (AER 2024b), indicating that energy concessions are not high
enough to meet demands of payments. National energy rebates in the FY 2023-24, named the
National Energy Bill Relief Payment, were targeted towards low-income households and managed
by each jurisdiction. These credits for low-income households were applied to electricity bills and
varied between $175 in the ACT to $500 in NSW and SA (AER 2024b). The Energy Bill Relief

12 144 (4) Waiver of debt. Nothing in this Part prevents a retailer from waiving any fee, charge or amount of
arrears for a residential customer (ESC 2024).
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Fund in the FY 2024-25 involves not targeted or means tested payments, applying a credit of $300
to all active accounts including for embedded network customers (DCCEW 2025). The more recent
universal credit left low income households worse off than in the previous year (AER 2024b).

4.4 Full disconnection prohibitions

In most parts of Australia (AERrR and Vic), all households are protected from electricity
disconnections as long as they are actively engaging with their retailers and adhering to any
repayment plans. Full and ongoing legal protection is provided exclusively to life support
customers.

The most significant instrument governing energy disconnections are the National Energy Retail
Rules (NERR) (AEMC 2024b). The NERR refers to disconnections as de-energisation; energy
reconnections are termed re-energisations. The NERR prescribes general principles regarding de-
energisation (or disconnection) , such as illegal use of energy and non-payment (Rule 111). The
NERR also regulates when and for whom a retailer may “not arrange de-energisation” (r. 116).
According to the NERR (Rule 116), retailers are banned from disconnecting five types of
customers:

4.4.1 Registered life support customers

Under the NERR, life support customers are those who have advised that “that a person residing
or intending to reside at the customer's premises requires life support equipment” (AEMC
2024b:Rule 124). Life support equipment means any of the following:

(a) an oxygen concentrator;
(b) an intermittent peritoneal dialysis machine;
(c) a kidney dialysis machine;
(d) a chronic positive airways pressure respirator;
(e) crigler najjar syndrome phototherapy equipment;

(f) a ventilator for life support;
(9) in relation to a particular customer—any other equipment that a registered medical practitioner
certifies is required for a person residing at the customer's premises for life support; (AEMC 2024b)

Registration for life support requires a medical certificate confirming that the home has indeed a life
support equipment (EWON 2022).

4.4.2 Hardship customers who are adhering to their plan

All hardship customers are protected from disconnection while they are actively participating in a
prepayment program. A "hardship customer" is defined as a residential customer who is
experiencing financial payment difficulties due to hardship and is identified as such in accordance
with their energy retailer's customer hardship policy (AEMC 2024b). Customers with payment
difficulties are those who are willing to meet their financial obligations but do not have the financial
capacity to do so (AEMC 2024b). Customers can self-identify as experiencing hardship or may be
identified by their retailer through indicators such as late payments, broken payment plans or
disconnection warning notices. Retailers are obligated to identify customers experiencing hardship
and offer appropriate support.
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In addition to protection from disconnection while actively participating in the program, hardship
customers are offered flexible payment options, including tailored payment plans that consider the
customer's ability to pay, their current debt, and expected future energy use; access to government
assistance programs like $500 vouchers National Energy Bill Relief Payment vouchers in NSW
and South Australia (AER 2024b); financial counselling and assistance with improving energy
efficiency to reduce bills (AER 2024b). In Victoria, payment plans may include a repayment hold of
up to six months (ESC 2024:Clause 128(g)(i))

In the financial year 2023-2024, 1.8 per cent of customers in the NEM were on payment plans and
1.9 per cent on hardship plans (AER 2024b). These customers had reached out to their retailers
and, thus, have been protected from disconnection unless they defaulted on repayment schedules.
The average electricity bill debt of customers on hardship and payment plans was $1,476 (AER
2024b).

4.4.3 Customers who have initiated a formal complaint against the retailer

Customers who have initiated a formal complaint against the retailer in connection with the bill in
question or disconnection may not be disconnected (AEMC 2024b). In the FY 2023-24, the number
of complaints to the Ombudspersons in NSW, ACT, SA, QLD and TAS increased to 37,182 (AER
2024b).

4.4.4 Customers whose application for government-funded energy bills
assistance is pending

Customers who have applied for financial assistance from a government energy support scheme
(rebate, relief or concession) may not be disconnected (AEMC 2024b). It is important to note that
customers are only protected if the decision on the application is pending. Once the decision on
the application has been communicated, this protection is void. If the application for energy
concessions or relief is granted, the concession recipient loses their protection from disconnection.
The implication of this lack of disconnection protection implies that energy concessions are an
effective economic support tool. However, energy concessions do not protect from energy-related
financial stress. In the FY 2023-24, one in two electricity hardship customers were receiving energy
concession (AER 2024b), and the share of concession holders who have been disconnected
annually has varied between about 17% and 32% since the FY 2019-20 (AER 2024b:Figure 3.37).

4.4.5 Customers who have a debt that is below AU$300

Customers who have a debt that is below a threshold set by the AER and are willing to repay the
amount may not be disconnected (AEMC 2024b). The current minimum disconnection amount for
electricity and gas services is $300. The AER decided on this threshold amount in 2012 (AER
2012), confirmed it in 2017, and it has not changed since (AER 2025).

4.4.6 Victorian customers
Customers in Victoria are protected by the Energy Retail Code of Practice (ESC 2024). The full
disconnection prohibitions for Victorian consumers are similar to those laid out in the NERR.

Victorian households may not be disconnected from electricity

e jf someone in [the] household depends on life support equipment (electricity and gas),
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o [f water restriction would cause a health hazard

o [f [they]'ve applied for a Utility Relief Grant and [they are] waiting on a decision

e [fthey have started a complaint with [the Energy and Water Ombudsman Victoria] and it’s
not yet resolved

e if [they] owe less than $300 (including GST) for electricity or gas [...] and have been paying
your bills. (EWOV 2024)

4.4.7 Effectiveness

Despite the broad protections, the disconnection prohibitions in Australia are not fully effective, and
the risks of disconnection due to non-payment are not fully removed by the measures (AER
2024b).

4.4.7.1 Inability to meet conditions in hardship and payment plans

In the FY 2023-24, only about a quarter (26.3%) of electricity hardship customers were able to fulfil
their repayment plans and exit successfully (AER 2024b). The risk of disconnection due to non-
payment remains if customers cannot adhere to their repayment plans due to inadequate support.
The AER recognises that hardship programs are not fully effective as customers’ bill debt is
increasing while they are on the program and some are not able to pay their instalments (AER
2024b). In the FY 2023-24, the average debt of customers with energy debt increased (by 16%)
(AER 2024b), indicating a shortcoming in support and a higher likelihood of defaulting on the
payment terms and conditions.

In addition, in the FY 2023-24, almost half of all hardship programs (49.2%) and six out of ten
payment plans (63%) were cancelled, usually because customers failed to meet obligations (AER
2024b). Because cancellation also removes disconnection prohibition, these customers were then
at risk of disconnection again.

In addition, one in three customers in energy debt were not engaged in either a hardship plan or
payment program (AER 2024b), and thus at risk of disconnection. Only less than half of customers
who entered a hardship program (47%) self-identified as needing help and contacted their retailer.
The reason for not approaching retailers for help may be due to insufficient knowledge and pride.
The Australian Energy Regulator (AER 2024b) has noted several concerns that point to insufficient
support and information, and consumer advocates raise concerns about the use ‘hardship”, linking
it to stigma (Connors 2024).

Even though consumer advocates hold the Victorian payment difficulty framework in high regard
regarding reduction of disconnection for non-payment, debt accrual and reduced energy costs,
they claim that even this framework is ineffective with regards to sustained financial security. A
joint submission from community and consumer groups across Australia to the AER’s ‘Review of
payment protections in the NECF’ states that

an effective payment difficulty framework [...] means maintaining and restoring financial stability,
and where this can’t be achieved (because the payment difficulty is based on broader structural
issues and/or significant personal issues), the energy connection must be secured, and more
substantial assistance provided long term.” (JEC 2024:18).
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4.4.7.2 Compliance

The effectiveness of the disconnection ban for life support and ‘engaged’ customers is reduced
through non-compliance, for example when

o Retailers are negligent in registering life support customers and forwarding this information
to the relevant distributors. Retailers must keep updated registers of their life support
customers and notify the relevant distributor within one business day to avoid high
penalties. For example, OriginEnergy has breached these rules “on more than 5,000
occasions” (AER 2024a). The AER filed a suit in 2024 (AER 2024a). In February 2025, the
federal court fined OriginEnergy AU$12 million for breaches to the law governing the
protection of life support customers even though there was no evidence that individual
customers had been harmed (Crosswell 2025).

¢ Retailers fail to meet legal obligations under the NECF. For example, EnergyAustralia failed
to “identify individuals as “hardship customers”, did not inform them of the hardship policy,
did not treat de-energisation as a matter of last resort, and did not offer or put in place
payment plans. “ (Pearson 2023:228). The retailer was fined $1.5 million (Pearson 2023).

e Retailers are automating systems and there is no human in the loop. In 2022, OriginEnergy
used an automated system to adjust customers’ repayment plans, to monitor their
adherence to the new obligations and to disconnect them when they failed to meet the new
conditions. The AER took the company to court, and the company was fined “penalties of
$17 million” (Pearson 2023:229). The Energy & Water Ombudsman New South Wales was
instrumental in identifying this contravention of the regulations (Pearson 2023).

4.4.7.3 Gaps in protection

In the financial year 2023-2024, the average debt of customers with more than 3 months of
electricity bill arrears within the NEM was $1,148 (AER 2024b). One in three of these were not on
hardship programs or receiving help through payment plans (AER 2024b). Unless these
households were life support customers, these customers were at risk of disconnection.

In addition, the current rules disadvantage electricity customers in embedded networks and those
who do not self-identify. Customers in embedded networks, for example in some apartment
buildings, caravan parks and retirement villages, and those on prepayment meters are excluded
from the NECF and have less protection and less access to assistance (AER 2024d).

4.4.7.4 Other customers who do not self-identify

Disconnection prohibitions also do not capture those who do not self-identify and, thus, are in
hidden energy vulnerability (Willand et al. 2023). Customers who are in hidden energy vulnerability
are those who

e Are not self-identifying as having payment difficulties and not contacting their retailer.
Customers on hardship and payment plans are protected from disconnections. However,
hardship and payment plans do not capture those who are under-consuming to afford their
bills and those who are foregoing other essential needs, such as food and medication, to
keep paying their bills (Willand et al. 2023). This issue tends to be prominent among older
Australians (Middha and Willand 2023; Valente et al. 2023; Willand et al. 2019) and
associated with the changes in social perception of debt as “a moral failing and a crime” to
“a basis to reopen and restructure obligations” (Pearson 2023:215-216). Trusted

38



How do electricity disconnection bans work?

intermediaries may help identify these households and connect them to help (Willand et al.
2023).

o Are not registered as life support customers.

¢ Are not complaining about their bills even though they may have reason to do this.

The effectiveness of the disconnection bans is further inhibited by

e The lack of definition of the terms “hardship” and “payment difficulties” (Pearson 2023). The
differentiation is not clear, and retailers are provided flexibility in the design of hardship
policies. Although the AER reviews and approved every hardship policy in terms of
identification and assistance measures, the measures may be diverse. They may include
“identification of government and other assistance programmes, review as to whether a
hardship customer’s contract is “appropriate, and strategies to improve energy efficiency”
(Pearson 2023:227). Payment plans must be offered to

“residential customer [...] in three situations: if the customer tells the retailer they are experiencing
payment difficulties; the retailer believes the customer is experiencing repeated difficulties in
paying the bill or if the retailer believes the customer requires payment assistance” (Pearson

2023:227).

e The power imbalance between residential customers and the retailers that can manifest in
retailers dictating payment plans that are unachievable for the household (Pearson 2023).
Payment plans are at the discretion of retailers and may include debt waivers for usage
charges, half of the overall debt and repayment of debt over years (e.g. over two years). It
seems that interventions from financial counsellors and energy ombudspersons are
required to negotiate suitable plans with retailers (Willand et al. 2023). Energy
Ombudspersons are funded by the energy industry (AER 2024b), and their services are
free of charge.

4.5 Voluntary disconnection restraints

To the best of our knowledge, there are no voluntary disconnection restraints by retailers in the
AERTrR or Victoria. Ergon Energy, a primary regional retailer in Queensland that only offers
standard contracts, had placed a moratorium on disconnections in the FY 2023-24. However, as
this disconnection restraint was not driven by the desire to protect householders but by an
“‘upgrad[e] to their customer service platform” (AER 2024b:97), this stop in debt disconnections is
not further discussed in this report.

Australia presents an Energy Charter that offers additional disconnection safeguards and
transparency in energy assistance but does not include a commitment to refrain from
disconnection altogether. The Energy Charter is a “coalition of like-minded energy organisations
with a shared purpose and passion for customers and communities” (The Energy Charter 2025a).
The list of 19 full signatories includes the Tier 1 retailer EnergyAustralia and the state-owned
retailer Ergon Energy Retail. Energy Charter members subscribe to a ‘Knock to Stay Connected
Customer Code’ that entails a physical face-to-face visit to the premise of the customer who risks
disconnection because they are in arrears and not engaging with retailers (The Energy Charter
2023b). The Energy Charter claims that this initiative has avoided four out of five disconnections in
2023 (The Energy Charter 2023a).

The Energy Charter also directly engages with civil society and community organisations to reach
consumers. The ‘Keep the money. It's yours” National Concessions Awareness + Engagement
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Campaign’ “collaborated with 13 community collaborators and 4 advisors” to translate key
consumer information into eleven non-English languages (The Energy Charter 2023a). The
campaign was moderately effective in raising awareness about energy concessions (Botha and
Prakash 2024). The Energy Charter’s ‘Better Together’ website lists a few current initiatives that
involve front-line workers (The Energy Charter 2025b), some of which are evaluated
independently, e.g. (Wilson et al. 2023).

4.6 Disconnection moratoria

Australia presents prohibitions in disconnecting residential electricity customers during protected
periods. References to the “festive season or heatwaves” (EWOSA 2025) suggest that the reason
for these periods may be an extraordinary detriment of a power cut to health and wellbeing.
Additional reasons may be to ensure that customers have access of customers to their banks or
post office to pay their bill.

According to the NERR (Rule 116), retailers are banned from disconnecting customers when

1) the disconnection would happen during a protected period (AEMC 2024b). Protected
periods defined in the ‘Model terms and conditions for standard retail Contracts’ (AEMC
2024b:Schedule 1):

(i) on a business day before 8.00am or after 3.00pm; or
(ii) on a Friday or the day before a public holiday; or
(iii) on a weekend or a public holiday; or
(iv) on the days between 20 December and 31 December (both inclusive)
in any year; or
(v) if you are being disconnected under clause 14.1(a), during an extreme
weather event. (Clause 14.3) (AEMC 2024b)

2) the disconnection would happen during an extreme weather event (AEMC 2024b). An
extreme weather event’ is defined as “an event declared by a local instrument as an extreme
weather event in the jurisdiction in which the customer's premises are located” (Rule 108)
(AEMC 2024b). The extreme weather rule only seems to be applicable to South Australia,
where electricity and gas disconnections are prohibited “during an extreme weather event,
such as a heatwave or bushfire” (Government of South Australia 2024).

The protection periods in Victoria are slightly different from those in the NERR. The protected
period for households in Victoria is before 8:00am or after 2:00pm (ESC 2024:Clause 14.13),
ending an hour earlier in the afternoon than stipulated in the NERR (AEMC 2024b).

Victorian customers are not protected from energy disconnections during extreme weather events
(ESC 2024). On days of a total fire ban, customers may not be disconnected from water but from
electricity and gas (EWOV 2024). Customers who rely on electricity to run their water pump, for
example to fight fire, may, thus, be disadvantaged.
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5 France

5.1 History of disconnection bans

In France, the desire to protect consumers from electricity disconnections has its roots in labour
activism and social movements. In around 2004, in the lead up to the privatisation of energy,
employees of the French state owned EDF (Electricité de France) took it upon themselves to
refuse disconnecting households and to restore electricity to those who had been cut off as an act
of solidarity (Dubois 2020; Taibi 2009). The actions of these “Robin Hoods of Energy” went
unpunished (Taibi 2009). Afterwards, disconnections, energy poverty and the right to energy were
subject of debates in the public and in parliament, until the rules around non-payment were
decreed with the privatisation of energy in 2008 (Dubois 2020)

The recent industrial action of energy workers across France has led to the resurgence of such
Robin Hood-style actions (Haynes 2023; York 2023). To maintain public support, workers engaged
in “positive” actions by secretly tampering with or removing smart meters from apartment buildings,
schools, and hospitals, causing their usage to be underreported. Workers secretly cut electricity to
the wealthy and provided it free for low-income and disconnected households to highlight that they
hold substantial power in the energy economy (Haynes 2023; York 2023)

5.2 Disconnection rate

The latest information on electricity debt disconnections for residential customers in France
suggests a rate below 0.5 per cent (ACER and CEER 2023). Later reports do not differentiate
between the type of customers. According to the latest statistics by the French National Energy
Ombudsperson (Le Médiateur national de I'énergie 2024), in 2023, 178,015 customers (residential
and commercial) were disconnected from electricity and 735,596 experienced a reduction of power
supply. The Ombudsperson reported a shift by retailers to reduce rather than to cut power during
2023 in line with legislative changes (cf. Section 5.7.2) (Le Médiateur national de I'énergie 2024).

5.3 Energy market

The French electricity market has been fully open to competition since July 1, 2007, allowing
consumers to choose their energy supply conditions. Consumers may select between two types of
contracts: free market offers with prices set freely by the retailers, and contracts with regulated
tariffs that are set by the government and regulator. According to the latest annual statistics
published by the French Energy regulator, in September 2024, there were 34,696,000 residential
electricity customers in France, with 20,391,000 (58.77%) of residential customers being supplied
electricity under a regulated price offer (CRE 2024a).

Regulated tariffs are proposed to the Minister for Economy and Energy by the French Energy
Regulator (Commission de Régulation de I'Energie) and can be met or undercut by open market
tariffs (CRE 2024d). During the energy price crisis of 2022 and 2023, the French government used
the system of regulated tariffs to impose a limitation on the increases in electricity tariffs paid by
households. This policy, called the “tariff shield” (bouclier tarifaire in French) took the form of a
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reduction in the taxes paid by consumers on their electricity bills'*. This has resulted in a limitation
of the increases in energy bills (including taxes) to 4 per cent in February 2022 and 15 per cent in
February 2023 (CRE 2024a). Thus, the overall increase in energy bills which was less than the
increases in wholesale electricity prices'. Since September 2022, the number of market offers at
prices higher than the regulated tariff has decreased, while the number of market offers at a price
lower than the regulated tariff has increased (CRE 2024a:6) °.

France presents 31 residential electricity suppliers at the national level (proposing offers on at least
90% of the French territory) (Le Médiateur National de 'Energie 2025b). About 5 per cent of
French customers are supplied by local distributors and do not have a free choice in electricity
suppliers (Le Médiateur National de I'Energie 2025b). EDF (Electricité de France), the former state
monopoly, is dominating the market. The EDF Group is “an integrated energy company active in all
businesses: generation, transmission, distribution, energy trading, energy sales and energy
services” (EDF 2021). In June 2024, EDF was supplying 23,032,000 residential customers with
electricity (EDF 2025), which amount to 66.54 per cent of all electricity customers in France. EDF
offers both regulated tariffs ("blue tariff") and market-priced deals. According to the consumer
contract compare website Selectra (Selectra 2025), in January 2025, EDF offered the cheapest
free market offers which were 28.5% cheaper'® than the regulated tariff contracts (Selectra 2025).

5.3.1 Regulatory framework

The French Energy Regulator (Commission de Régulation de I'Energie) sets the rules for the
operation and consumer engagement for electricity retailers (CRE 2024d). Customers can choose
between a fixed and variable price offers, offers with a peak and off-peak rate, and green electricity
offers (CRE 2024d). Energie-info.fr, a website operated by the National Energy Ombudsperson,
allows customers to compare prices and gain more information (CRE 2024d). In contrast to most
European member states, monitoring of energy customer complaints does not rest with the energy
regulator (ACER and CEER 2024), but with the National Energy Ombudsperson. Complaints
about “disconnections due to late or non-payment “make up 2% [of complaints] in France” (ACER
and CEER 2024:74).

5.3.2 Billing frequency and smart meter penetration
Billing frequency in France varies according to the type of electricity meter. In contrast to many

European countries that offer monthly bills as a default (ACER and CEER 2024), in France,
electricity billing frequency may range from monthly to annual invoices (Le Médiateur National de

13 This tariff shield has impacted the French regulated tariffs until December 2024 (https://www.service-
public.fr/particuliers/actualites/A18001).

4 According to the French energy regulators (CRE, 2024, observatoire des marches de detail) the of the
electricity tariff for households before taxes have been of 24,29% in February 2022, 20% in February 2023
10,05% in August 2023 and 0,18% in February 2024. In February 2025, the tariff had decreased by 15% on
average (https://www.service-public.fr/particuliers/actualites/A18001).

5 The numbers are for offers for a residential customer with a supply of 9KVA with a peak-off-peak rate.

6 Based on EDF Zen Fixe (fixed rate throughout the day) with an estimated annual costs of EURO 1817,
which is EURO 725 cheaper than the regulated tariff (Selectra 2025).
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I'Energie 2025a). In general, customers receive bi-monthly bills that may reflect estimated or actual
consumption (Le Médiateur National de 'Energie 2025a). Standard - that is manual - electricity
meter readings are conducted at least once a year, although customers have the option to arrange
their own readings on occasion (Le Médiateur National de 'Energie 2025a). Retailers are
encouraged to provide monthly bills based on actual consumption to customers equipped with a
smart meter (Le Médiateur National de I'Energie 2023a).

Despite initial social protests (Danieli 2021), France boasts one of the highest smart meter
penetration rates in Europe at 94% (ACER and CEER 2024). Linky’s are installed free of charge to
customers. Customers may refuse to install Linky’s or have them de-installed and reverted back to
manually read credit meters, for example due to electrosensibility, yet they face a surcharge of
EURO $64 (Lilley 2025). Organised, widespread illegal tampering of the smart meters, reducing
the recorded energy use up to 70 per cent, seems widespread, and has cost the electricity
distributor Enedis, a subsidiary of EDF, EURO 250 million in the last two years (Lilley 2024;
Thompson 2024). Nonetheless, this investigation found no evidence of illegal electricity
connections as observed in Spain.

A recent report by the French Court of Auditors (Cour de Comptes 2024) concluded that the
deployment of smart meters had a positive impact in terms of efficiency gains, such as the
reduction in the cost of metering, the costs of small interventions which could be done remotely, as
well as in the reduction in the errors of metering and billing. Linkys also contribute to a better
management of the distribution system in terms of network stability, particularly in terms of a better
management of the equilibrium between supply and demand through the possibility to disconnect
certain types of consumption during demand peaks. However, the impact was less positive in
reducing fraud and demand, despite the ability to inform consumers of their usage in real-time
(Cour de Comptes 2024).

5.3.3 Definition of vulnerability and energy poverty

In France, the official definition of energy poverty exists since 2010, stating that “individuals are in
a situation of energy poverty when they encounter particular difficulties ensuring the necessary
energy supply in their home and satisfying their primary needs due to inadequate resources or
living conditions” (Legros and Martin 2022). Energy poverty is measured through varied indicators
(ONPE 2024). However, the precise estimation of energy poverty is complicated by the limited data
available. Current estimations still rely on the national housing survey of 2013, the data being
adjusted annually based on simulations. In 2022, 3.2 million French households in the lowest
three income deciles, that is 10.8% of the population, spent more than 8% of their income on
paying their home energy bills (ONPE 2024). An annual survey (ONPE 2024) of approximately
2000 respondents commissioned by the National Energy Ombudsperson found that, during the
winter 2023-2024, three out of four respondents reported that they compromised on heating to
avoid high bills, and three out of ten people reported to had suffered from the cold for at least 24
hours. Almost half of respondents said that they suffered from excessive heat in summer (ONPE
2024).

5.3.4 General disconnection safeguards, e.g. mandatory reminder and
warning notices before disconnections — timelines

In France, disconnection prohibitions are laid out in the law ‘Décret n° 2008-780 du 13 ao(t 2008’
(Decree No. 2008-780 of August 13, 2008) (Décret n° 2008-780 2023). This French decree
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outlines the procedure for handling unpaid electricity, gas, heating and water bills. It establishes a
series of steps that utility providers must follow before disconnecting services due to non-payment.

France has mandatory reporting of disconnections and related measures. Suppliers must transmit
detailed information on hardship measures every quarter to the French Energy Regulator (CRE)
and to the National Energy Ombudsperson (CRE), and once a year to the Ministry responsible for
energy. The information includes power cuts, power reductions and transfer of customer in
hardship information to the social services (Décret n° 2008-780 2023). The National Energy
Ombudsperson (Médiateur National de 'Energie in French) publishes annual Best Practice
Guidelines aimed at establishing good practices for energy sector actors in their relationships with
consumers (Le Médiateur National de 'Energie 2023b).

5.3.4.1 Timelines of warnings, notice of disconnection and disconnections

The procedures of the Décret n° 2008-780 du 13 aolt 2008 (Décret n° 2008-780 2023) outlines a
series of steps that utility providers must follow before disconnecting services due to non-payment.
Customers must pay their bills within 14 days of its issue date or payment deadline (Service-
Public-Fr 2023b). The first reminder of the bill is sent 14 days after its issue date. The customer is
given a grace period of an additional 15 days to pay the bill. If the customer fails to pay within this
grace period, then the retailer must send a disconnection warning at least 20 days before any
potential service reduction or disconnection. This second reminder must inform the customer that
they can contact social services if they believe their situation falls under the provisions of Article L.
115-3 of the Code of Social Action and Families.

Outside the winter truce period (1 November to 31 March), during which no French household may
be disconnected, electricity suppliers still cannot immediately disconnect service for non-payment.
They must first implement a power reduction period of at least one month, allowing households to
meet basic daily needs (Le Médiateur National de 'Energie 2023a).

For customers who have informed their supplier that they benefit from the energy allowance called
Energy Cheque (cheque énergie in French), or that they have benefited from financial assistance
through the Housing Solidarity Funds (FSL — Fonds de Solidarité Logement in French), are given a
longer grace period after the first payment reminder of 30 days (instead of the usual 15 days).

For customers equipped with a Linky smart meter (compteur intelligent in French), the electricity
supply is reduced to 1 kVA for at least 60 days before a possible interruption, instead of an
immediate cut-off (Décret n° 2008-780 2023). Within five days of power disconnection or
reduction, the retailer must inform the local social services department of the customer’s details
and debts, however, the customer has the possibility to object to the transfer of this information to
social services (Décret n° 2008-780 2023). Finally, for customers who have applied for financial
assistance through the FSL for the payment of their energy debts, the power supply is maintained
(Dubois 2020).

5.3.4.2 Obligation for suppliers to name a “solidarity correspondent”

Article 11 of Decree No. 2008-780 (Décret n° 2008-780 2023) relating to the procedure applicable
in the event of non-payment of electricity, gas, heat and water bills provides that “each supplier
shall appoint a solidarity-precarity correspondent for relations with the departmental social
services, the municipal social services and any user or consumer protection associations that
request it”. According to the National Energy Ombudsperson, “the aim is to help social workers in
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their mission to support people in situations of energy poverty” (Le Médiateur National de 'Energie
2021).

The rationale for this measure was the understanding that collaboration between suppliers and
local public administration social services is necessary to identify and assist households facing
hardship.The decree specifies that

“The solidarity-precarity correspondent shall make available to the departmental social services
and municipal social services the information [...] to customers whose supply is reduced or
interrupted. The solidarity-precarity correspondent may be common to several departments and
several suppliers.” (Décret n° 2008-780 2023).

Suppliers regularly must send lists of customers who have not paid their bills to the local social
services, who check whether these households are already receiving social assistance. The social
services then inform the suppliers about who is on their list. These identified households are then
contacted by the suppliers so-called solidarity department to implement personalised solutions to
help them pay their bills. All suppliers are supposed to have an activity in the field of solidarity —
this activity being financed through the bills of all households. In general, assistance takes the form
of a continuation of supply (when the household enters a process of debt management by the
solidarity department) and of a debt repayment plan. However, as the National Energy
Ombudsperson indicates, this obligation is not always fulfilled” (Le Médiateur National de I'Energie
2021).

5.4 Financial support for customers

Article L. 115-3 of the French Code of Social Action and Families (Code de I'action sociale et des
familles. Article L115-3 2022) is a law that protects vulnerable individuals and families from having
their essential utilities cut off due to non-payment. Households experiencing financial difficulties in
paying their bills have the right to apply for support from social services to maintain access to
utilities including energy and to be protected from disconnections until a decision is made. The
main financial support measures are the Energy Cheque and the Solidarity Fund for Housing
(FSL), which provide income support. Households on low incomes who are beneficiaries of the
Energy Cheque or households who have applied or received assistance through the Solidarity
Fund for Housing (FSL) are also protected from disconnection beyond the winter moratorium
period by longer grace periods.

5.4.1 Energy Cheque or energy vouchers

The Energy Cheque (cheque énergie in French) is an energy concession in the form of a voucher
that is awarded to almost 5.6 million French households every year (Service-Public-Fr 2024a). The
Energy Cheque offers a grant that can be used to pay for electricity, gas and solid fuels, like wood,
as well as for housing retrofit and upgrade expense eligible under the MaPrimeRenov’ scheme.

The amount of the grant is calculated based on the household composition (number of adults and
children) and income (Service-Public-Fr 2024a). The income threshold is “households whose
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annual taxable income per Consumption Unit" is less than €10,700” (CRE 2024d). When
household circumstances change, then a new application must be submitted. The Energy Cheque
is physically delivered in April and valid for 12 months (until 31 March of following year). Recipients
can use it to pay for their bills directly or ask for the amount to be deducted from their bill
automatically. The Energy Cheque may be used in combination with retrofit subsidies through the
MaPrimeRenov’ scheme'® (Service-Public-Fr 2024a, 2024b).

France used to have social energy tariffs like Spain but switched to energy vouchers in 2018 with
the aim “of creating a fairer, simpler system than the social tariffs, making it possible to reach the
target of four million households more effectively, at reduced management costs” (European
Commission 2023Db).

The grant amount ranges between EURO 48 and EURO 277 year (Service-Public-Fr 2024a). This
amount has not changed since 2018 (Cludius et al. 2018). According to the National Energy
Ombudsperson (Le Médiateur National de I'Energie 2024), these vouchers typically amount to
EURO 150, which constitutes about 10-12% of the average yearly bill (Eurelectric 2024). In the
context of the recent energy price crisis, these annual energy cost relief grants have been
supplemented by several extraordinary Energy Cheques between December 2021 and 2022.

5.4.1.1 Effectiveness

The Energy Cheque scheme promises immediate and equitable financial relief, however, grant
under-utilisation limits its effectiveness. Eurelectric claims that in 2022, 5.6 million households
received an energy cheque, out of which over 82 per cent used it (Eurelectric 2024). Non-usage
occurred among households who did not understand how to use it and households who had lost
the Cheque, which is send in paper form, etc. (ONPE 2024). Qualitative research also suggests
that some householders may be sceptical towards institutions or worry about being judged or
having to return the assistance (Stojilovska et al. 2021). As such, the energy voucher scheme
fulfilled its aim to reach “four million households” (European Commission 2023b). If all energy

17 Consumption units (CU) are a scale initially developed by the OECD to allow for comparisons of
households with different sizes, by taking into account the “economies of scale” inside the household.
Consumption units are calculated as follows:

e 1 CU for the first adult in the household,

o 0.5 CU for the other persons aged 14 years or older,

e 0.3 CU for the children under 14 years (INSEE 2022)
18 MaPrimeRenovate (MaPrimeRénov' in French) (Service-Public-Fr 2025a) provides financial assistance
for energy efficiency improvements that - as a minimum - include the insulation of two dwelling elements.
The subsidy amount depends on the number of household members, household income and location of
dwelling (within the Tle-de-France around Paris or outside). The amount ranges between EURO 23,768 and
EURO 94,844 or more within the Tle-de-France around Paris and between EURO 17,173 and to EURO 700
or more outside. The grant is available to owner occupiers and landlords (Service-Public-Fr 2025a).
According to the French Energy Poverty Observatory, in 2024, 71,613 households received support for their
renovations through this or other retrofit schemes (ONPE 2024), which estimates to 0.2 per cent of
residential electricity customers (based on 34,610,000 electricity customers (CRE 2024b).
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vouchers were used for electricity, the grants would have benefits an estimated 16.27 per cent of
residential customers.™®

European researchers (Cludius et al. 2018) argue that Energy Cheques offer an immediate and
equitable approach for assisting with bill payments, targeting individuals based on their income.
The calculation method of the amount of the Energy Cheque each household receives is based on
the number of consumption units (see above) and thus acknowledges that larger households have
higher energy needs.

By enabling the use of the Energy Cheque for energy renovations, the Cheque also aims at
encouraging sustainable long-term changes and addressing the root causes of energy poverty
(Cludius et al. 2018). However, with an average annual amount per household of EURO 150, the
grants’ contribution to retrofits appears very limited (Cludius et al. 2018).

5.4.1.2 Gaps in protection

To identify the number of consumption units of a household, the French administration used the
information collected through the housing tax declarations (Taxe d’habitation in French). Following
the removal of this tax, certain newly eligible households such as young adults who get their first
employment and pay taxes for the first time, households who experienced an income reduction
since 2021, or households that have had a birth from 2022 on can no longer be identified
(Ministére de I'Economie 2024). To address this gap in identification, the government has set up a
website that allows these households to apply online for the Cheque. However, in practice, only 10
per cent of the eligible households have actually applied online, de facto excluding 900 000
potential beneficiaries from the Cheque énergie (Boitel 2024).

The main challenge ahead is to re-establish the automatic payment of the Energy Cheque. One
positive aspect of energy vouchers until 2023 has been that consumers did not need to apply for
support, as the tax administration automatically identified and assisted the lowest income
households (Cludius et al. 2018). However, with the progressive removal of the housing tax, from
2023 onwards, the information on the place of residence of low-income households is no longer
available to the French administration, resulting in a progressive reduction of the basis of
beneficiaries of the Cheque. Recently, the French government has announced that new eligibility
criteria would be set up for the Cheques that will be sent in 2025.

5.4.2 The Solidarity Fund for Housing (FSL)

The Solidarity Fund for Housing (FSL, which stands for "Fonds de Solidarité Logement" in French)
(Service-Public-Fr 2023a) provides financial assistance to applicants who have difficulty with
housing costs in the forms of grants or loans. These costs may be rents, utility bills, or certain costs
borne by households during their installation in a new dwelling, such as insurance costs, and the
costs of essential appliances such as a fridge. Eligibility is determined based on tenure and on the
household’s income. The financial assistance is tailored to the financial capabilities of the
applicants (Service-Public-Fr 2023a).

19 There were about 34, 418, 000 electricity customers in 2023 in France (CRE 2024c).
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The Solidarity Fund for Housing is implemented at the level of the French Départements, which are
the highest level of local authorities (France has 100 départements). Households generally apply to
financial assistance from this fund through the social services at the local level. Each month, the
demands are examined by commissions at the level of the Départements, which decide who will
get assistance based on an evaluation of households’ difficulties and on the budget that is
available.

The Solidarity Fund for Housing is mainly financed by the Départements, as well as by several
voluntary contributors which include the energy suppliers (in particular EDF). These contributions
are formalised at the Département level through conventions between the suppliers and the
Département.

5.4.2.1 Effectiveness

Eurelectric claims that “in 2022 “around 122 000 households benefited from the Fonds de
Solidarité Logement to help pay energy bills among customers of the three main energy suppliers
in France” (Eurelectric 2024:14). According to the French Energy Poverty Observatory, in 2022,
148,626 households received Solidarity Fund for Housing benefits through the three major energy
(gas and electricity) suppliers (ONPE 2024), which estimates to 0.43% of residential customers.?°

5.4.2.2 Challenges

The FSL is a social welfare tool designed to help vulnerable households remain in their homes. It
helps with housing costs in general, but it includes an “energy” part. While EDF is the main energy
company contributing to the fund, the beneficiaries of energy assistance through the FSL are all
French electricity customers, regardless of who their energy supplier is. Hence, EDF customers
are carrying a larger burden of this housing support scheme than customers of other retailers.

5.5 Full disconnection prohibitions

In France, there is no full legal prohibition of debt disconnections for electricity outside of the winter
moratorium and temporary protection of applicants for the FSL, not even for customers with life
support equipment. People who need access to electricity from disconnection for medical reasons,
for example people who need an electrical respiratory assistance device can register to receive
additional information on scheduled power cuts (Service-Public-Fr 2025b). The registration
process, which requires a medical certificate, is coordinated by the regional health agencies
(Agences Régionales de Santé), who inform the electricity distributors of these cases (Service-
Public-Fr 2025b). By contrast, France presents a universal water disconnection prohibition for all
customers since 2013.%!

5.6 Voluntary disconnection restraint by EDF

Since 1 April 2022, EDF, a major French electricity supplier, has chosen not to disconnect any
consumers after the grace or reduced power supply period that is provided to customers in

20 There were about 34, 418, 000 electricity customers in 2023 in France (CRE 2024c)
21 Law n°® 2013-312 of the 15th March 2013, Article 19 (the so-called loi Brottes).
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general.?? Instead of disconnecting households, EDF maintains a minimal power supply (1 kVA) to
“continue several essential uses of electricity, such as lighting, running kitchen equipment
(refrigerator, freezer, etc.), or recharging electronic devices” (EDF 2021). The initiative aims to
encourage customers to reconnect with their supplier and social services to resolve their payment
issues (Eurelectric 2024).

This approach by the French retailer EDF dates to the 1990s. Between 1994 and 1996, EDF
engaged in several consumer segmentation studies to better categorise consumers’ ability to pay
their bills, their responses to payment difficulties and the conditions that contributed to payment
difficulties (Wodon 2000). EDF then tailored their customer assistance programs - at least in part —
to these customer profiles. The programs included financial support, help with finding the best
suited tariff, partnerships with local public and community-based social service organisations and a
limited electricity supply service. Wodon explains:

The service limiter allows EDF to help the poor while not encouraging default among clients who
are solvent but may want to pay their bills late. When faced with the prospect of having to reduce
their consumption under the service limiter policy, the clients who can pay tend to settle their debt.

The threat of disconnection would of course have the same effect, but a policy of disconnection
without the offer of the service limiters would have serious consequences for those customers who
wish to pay their bill but are not able to do so. The advantage of the service limiter is that it allows

these consequences for the truly poor to be avoided while calling negligent clients to order.
(Wodon 2000:232)

EDF claims that they trialled this approach prior to the full commitment and that it “reduced the
number of disconnections by one third in five years (EDF 2021). According to more recent sources,
EDF claims that the reduced power supply “allows them to manage to solve 8 cases out of 10 and
to find financial solutions to bring back customers to regular contract.” (European Commission
2023b). However, effectiveness may also be measured in consumer satisfaction with the
assistance given (Wodon 2000). The outcome of this voluntary disconnection restraint on
consumer satisfaction deserves investigation.

The effectiveness of the reduced power supply on financial health is debated. A 1 kVA supply
permits only the basic operation of essential items like a refrigerator, a lamp, or a phone charger,
which are crucial for reaching out to social services or the electricity provider. However, a 1 kVA
supply is insufficient for electric space and water heaters, which significantly restricts everyday
activities (Enerygnews 4 November 2024). Advocates for the right to energy put forward that these
power reductions are preferable to power cuts, but that they have unintended consequences such
as not being able to cook food and having to use a laundromat instead of a private washing
machine, adding to the living costs (Enerygnews 4 November 2024).

22 For ordinary customers: minimum of 49 days before disconnection outside the winter moratorium period -
14 days payment due date, followed by a reminder to pay within an additional 15 days, and then another 20-
day period before disconnection may happen. For customers that are eligible for an Energy Cheque or FSL
support: minimum of 74 days before disconnection outside the winter moratorium period - 14 days payment
due date, followed by a reminder to pay within an additional 30 days, and then another 60-day period of
reduced 1kVA supply before disconnection may happen (Service-Public-Fr 2023b).
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In the latest report, EDF prides itself on “390,376 energy support” interventions for customers with
payment difficulties” (EDF 2024a:26). EDF engages in mandatory and voluntary, direct and indirect
customer support activities (cf. Appendix). Nonetheless, EDF states that they provided fewer
energy support services than expected (390,376 instead of at least 600,000) (EDF 2024b). EDF
attributes this gap to more energy efficient householder energy practices, partly supported by the
real-time energy use monitoring available through their smart meters (EDF 2024b).

Eurelectric (2024) cautions that although the EDF approach seems effective for now, it should be
reviewed over time, especially focusing on customers who remain on limited power. Energy supply
reductions appear to be a less forceful measure than disconnections, aiming to encourage
dialogue between both parties to find a payment solution.

It appears that EDF’s voluntary restraint from disconnecting households for non-payment is limited
to France. Based on an extensive Internet search, there is no evidence that EDF has introduced a
similar voluntary, general restraint from electricity disconnection in its United Kingdom operations.
In the UK, as of January 2024, EDF has been given permission by Ofgem (the energy regulator) to
restart involuntary prepayment meter (PPM) installations for customers in arrears (Ofgem 2025)..
PPM customers may self-disconnect if they are experiencing difficulties to pay for their electricity
use in advance.

5.7 Disconnection moratoria

In France, disconnection moratoria vary by time of the year, the type of customer and type of
electricity meter. France presents a universal, national disconnection ban during the winter months
(Housing Rights Watch 2023; Le Médiateur National de 'Energie 2023a) (European Commission
2023b) and an extended timeline with basic supply mechanism for Energy Cheque customers with
a smart meter (European Commission 2023b:37; Le Médiateur National de I'Energie 2023a).

5.7.1 Winter moratorium for all customers

Since 2014, French electricity suppliers may not disconnect households for non-payment between
1 November and 31 March in any given winter; however, during this winter truce period (tréve
hivernale in French), the electricity amount may be reduced to 3 kVA for ordinary customers.
Customers who are eligible for the energy voucher scheme are protected from such power
reductions during winter. Power cuts can only occur between April and October inclusive (Décret
n° 2008-780 2023; Eurelectric 2024).

Little is known about the outcomes of the winter moratorium on French customers. However,
Eurelectric claims that power supply reduction are an effective strategy to encourage customers to
re-engage with the retailer and restore their full power supply:

A study conducted by a French supplier found that two out of three customers either re-engage or
pay their bills shortly after such power limitation has been announced or applied, making it an
effective instrument to nudge non-engaging customers. The same study showed that the length of
the power limitation prior to re-establishing full power remains short (with a median duration of 11
days and less than three days for 30% of the affected households) which underscores the
effectiveness of this measure. (Eurelectric 2024:7)

Eurelectric does specify the supplier who conducted the study and fails to provide a reference.
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5.7.2 Energy Cheque recipients — Extended timelines and basic individual
supply mechanism for smart meter customer for 60 days before
disconnection

Since 2023, all retailers in France are obliged to enact reduced power supply of 1kVA for 60 days
before disconnection for protected Energy Cheque recipients with smart meters (European
Commission 2023b:37; Le Médiateur National de 'Energie 2023a).

Electricity customers who are recipients of the Energy Cheque must also pay their bills within 14
days of its issue date or payment deadline. The first reminder of the bill is sent 14 days after its
issue date. The customer is given a grace period of an additional 30 days to pay the bill. This
period is 15 days longer than for other customers. If the customer fails to pay within this grace
period, then the retailer must send a disconnection warning at least 20 days before any potential
service reduction or disconnection. Suppliers must notify consumers by mail about the deadline
and conditions under which supply may be reduced, suspended or the contract terminated if
payment is not made (Service-Public.fr 2023).

For Energy Cheque customers equipped with a ‘Linky’ smart meter, the electricity supply is
reduced to 1 kVA (kilovolt-ampere) for at least 60 days before a possible interruption, instead of an
immediate cut-off. These provisions allow vulnerable individuals and families to maintain access to
essential services while seeking financial assistance or resolving payment issues (Service-Public-
Fr 2023a).

During the 60-day power reduction, the electricity supplier must contact the customer twice—once
in writing and once orally—to arrange bill payment. If no response or agreement is made, the
supplier can disconnect the electricity or end the contract, notifying the customer by post at least
20 days beforehand (Eurelectric 2024).

The French National Energy Ombudman considers the extended disconnection moratoria with
reduced power supply for the protected groups of Energy Cheque or housing solidarity fund
recipients to be effective in reducing electricity disconnections by 30 per cent compared to 2021
and 13 per cent compared to 20222% (Le Médiateur national de I'énergie 2024). As a result, the
National Energy Ombudman has called for a right to a minimum electricity supply (droit a une
alimentation minimale en électricité in French ) , that is a power reduction for all households
without cutting the supply (Le Médiateur national de I'énergie 2024)[emphasis added by authors].

23 Based on 279,950 electricity disconnections in 2019 (pre-COVID 19 pandemic), 254,422 in 2021, 205,576
in 2022 and 178,015 in 2023 (Le Médiateur national de I'énergie 2024).
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6 Spain
6.1 History of disconnection bans

In Spain, energy disconnections have been in the public debate since the early 2010s, coinciding
with increased media coverage and public debate about energy poverty following the impact of
global financial crisis in Southern European nations. Disconnections as energy exclusions have
gained considerable media attention after the tragic death of an older woman in Reus, Catalonia,
who had her electricity cut off due to unpaid bills in 2016 (Tirado Herrero 2020); the collective
disconnection of several thousands of residents in the informal settlement of Cafiada Real, Madrid
(Ruiz-Rivas et al. 2023); and the recurrent daily power cuts experienced by tens of thousands of
residents in low-income neighbourhoods in the cities of Granada, Seville, Sant Adria del Besos,
Figueres or Girona, who face daily power cuts allegedly due to poor maintenance of local
distribution networks by the incumbent distribution system operators (DSOs) in those areas
(Jacobs et al. 2024; Varo 2024).

Spain also presents an increasing number of irregular electricity connections and smart meter
tampering, only some of which are associated with cannabis cultivation, amounting to revenue
losses for electricity distributor of several million Euros a year (Naturgy 2024). Some illegal
connections to the grid occur in situations where households facing homelessness have irregularly
reoccupied and where a regular connection may not be possible (Tirado Herrero 2020). Such
occurrences highlight the severe consequences of energy deprivation in Spain and have motivated
in some cases energy poverty activism, media coverage and stricter regulations (Guiteras 2018). A
prime example highlighted below, is the case of the Autonomous Region of Catalonia, where since
2015 energy companies are required to contact social services before disconnecting a household
to verify if the household is at risk of social exclusion and, thus, protected from disconnection
(Tirado Herrero 2020).

In Spain, assistance to vulnerable energy consumers is primarily provided through public policy
instruments such as the social bonus or Barcelona and Valencia’'s energy city advisory offices but
is also subject of voluntary efforts by local energy community and social justice groups (Antepara
et al. 2020; Tirado Herrero 2020). These organisations arrange meetings with households in
energy deprivation to help them navigate the complexities of retail energy markets, apply for the
social bonus and mediate with social service organisations and energy suppliers in case of debt
and disconnection (Antepara et al. 2020; Tirado Herrero 2020). In Catalonia, a key player is the
Alliance against Energy Poverty (APE for the Spanish Alianga contra la Pobresa Energética). The
APE is a social movement founded in 2014 as a coalition of social and environmental activists and
people affected by energy poverty. The APE advocates for universal access to domestic water and
energy, fights against supply cuts and pushes for a utility debt waiver for vulnerable households
(Ortiz et al. 2021; Tirado Herrero 2020).

6.2 Disconnection rate

Even though, in 2022, residential electricity disconnection due to non-payment rate in Spain
seemed to be close to zero (ACER and CEER 2023), current information on the rate of electricity
disconnections or the number of households who have lost power due to non-payment in Spain
was not available.

52



How do electricity disconnection bans work?

National energy poverty indicators are regularly reported by the Spanish Ministry for the Ecological
Transition (MITECO 2022), however they do not include statistics on disconnections.
Disconnections are also not reported as part of the European-wide indicators of the Energy
Poverty Advisory Hub (EPAH), as these variables are not captured in the national surveys from
which data for such indicators are sourced, including the Eueropean Survey and Income and Living
Conditions (EU SILC) and the Household Budget Survey (HBS). Nonetheless, between 2016 and
2021, the Spanish Survey on Income and Living Conditions included a question about energy
supply disconnections, revealing that, annually, between 500,000 and 900,000 people lost access
to at least one of their usual domestic energy sources due to household financial difficulties (ACA
2020). These numbers accounted for self-reported disruption in the domestic energy supply for all
energy carriers (not just electricity), including natural gas and various forms of prepaid energy such
as bottled gas and firewood. Disconnections in Spain are allowed except for customers deemed
vulnerable.

6.3 Energy market

The Spanish electricity market was liberalised in 2009 (Marin et al. 2023), however, a regulated
price as a last resort tariff has been maintained for low usage consumers with a contracted power
supply of 10kW or less?*, accounting for a large majority of residential electricity users. According
to the latest statistics, Spain has 243 electricity retailers, with 174 retailers operating in more than
ten Autonomous Regions (CNMC 2024d).

Statistics on the residential electricity retail market indicate that, in 2023, Endesa held a 34 per
cent market share, Iberdrola 32 per cent, and Naturgy (formerly Gas Natural Fenosa) 14 per cent
(CNMC 2024e€). These three companies dominate the residential electricity market, which, in 2019,
supplied a total of 28.5 million residential consumers (CNMC 2020).

Electricity customers chose a certain power supply amount (contracted power) that determines the
costs of the bill’s fixed charge (Antepara et al. 2020). More importantly, they can choose between
two types of electricity supply contracts: a government-regulated tariff and a market-rate tariff.

The government-regulated tariff called ‘Voluntary Price for Small Consumers’ (Precio Voluntario
para el Pequerio Consumidor or PVPC, in Spanish) is based on prices that fluctuate hourly based
on the wholesale electricity market. The PVPC is only available for consumers with a contracted
power of less than 10kW and is a prerequisite for accessing the social bonus or social discount on
the costs of electricity. The PVPC'’s variable pricing, which is largely based on the wholesale
electricity market (MITECO 2025), rewards consumers who can adjust their usage to off-peak
hours, such as nighttime (Roldan Fernandez et al. 2017). Free-market tariffs are fixed or time-of-
use price plans offered by all electricity suppliers operating in the country.

Customers are encouraged to identify and switch to the best market offer, yet awareness of best
offers and contract type (free market versus regulated PVPC) is typically low among average and
vulnerable consumers, including the elderly and disabled (Antepara et al. 2020; Defensor del
Pueblo 2017; HISPACOOP 2021). In addition, there have been complaints on improper conduct of

24 Dwelling electrical panels may also not have more than 4 busbars (Marin et al. 2023). A typical Australian
dwelling would have only one busbar (Hager 2025).
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suppliers pushing customers onto their most expensive free-market contracts (CNMC 2017 cited in
(Antepara et al. 2020)). Investigations by the Spanish energy regulator have also revealed some
cases in which electricity and gas companies failed to fully verify consumer consent in supplier or
contract switches and instances of vulnerable consumers losing access to the social bonus due to
unauthorized changes in supply contracts (CNMC 2022). Another key allegation is that retailers
very often include superfluous extra charges in their free-market supply contracts, e.g., installation
maintenance services, non-payment insurance, appliance breakdown insurance, emergency repair
services or boiler inspection or maintenance contract. These can add up to EURO 30 a year to an
average free-market contract (Antepara et al. 2020).

6.3.1 Regulatory framework

The Spanish Law 24/2013, of December 26, of the Electric Sector (Ley 24/2013, de 26 de
diciembre, del Sector Eléctrico) (Ley 24/2013 2013), which regulates the electricity sector,
introduced measures to protect vulnerable consumers in the electricity market and to ensure their
access to essential electricity services. The law was updated in the Royal Decree 897/2017
(Gallego and Cabrero 2018), which defined vulnerable consumers and introduced the electricity
and thermal social bonus schemes. This law also established that electricity supply cannot be
suspended for consumers with the most severe vulnerability level (Ley 24/2013 2013). The Royal
Decree-law 17/2021 subsequently introduced the Minimum Vital Supply (Suministro Minimo Vital,
SMV in Spanish). The SMV is a guaranteed energy supply for six months, during which their
service cannot be interrupted, limited to a power supply of 3.5 kW to ensure basic comfort
conditions for those benefiting from the social bonus (MITECO 2022).

The Spanish energy regulator National Commission for Markets and Competition, known as the
"Comisiéon Nacional de los Mercados y la Competencia" (CNMC), oversees electricity supply and
has regulations regarding disconnections, particularly protecting vulnerable customers from being
cut off due to non-payment. The CNMC oversees the transmission and distribution of electricity.
The Spanish 17 autonomous regional and two autonomous city governments may oversee their
own renewable electricity projects and impose additional requirements within their territories.

Spain, like Ireland, is one of nine European countries where complaints data is not collected by the
national energy regulator but by “other public bodies, such as alternative dispute resolution bodies
or ombudsmen” (ACER and CEER 2024:53). Spanish customers can also make complaints
directly to suppliers and DSOs [distribution system operators]” (ACER and CEER 2024:53). If
ordinary consumers have issues or complaints regarding their energy services, they must attempt
to resolve the matter with their retailer first. Retailers must provide a free telephone contact
number. If discussions with the retailer fail, then customers may contact an accredited alternative
dispute resolution entity or Ombudsperson. These entities are listed on the CNMC website, yet
there does not seem to be a requirement for retailers to join in such dispute resolution mechanisms
(CNMC 2024d:91).

Complaints about “disconnections due to late or non-payment “make up 1% of complaints in Spain”
(ACER and CEER 2024:74). The CNMC argue that claims procedures should be mandatory for all
retailers, free of charge to customers and independent of the retailers to ensure adequate
consumer protection (CNMC 2024d).

The CNMC also overlooks the “market energy offer comparison tool” (Spanish Government
Directorate-General of Public Governance 2024) and sets measures like the Spanish Minimum
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Vital Supply (SMV - Suministro Minimo Vital). Complaints by PVPC customers on regulated tariffs
are handled by the Autonomous Communities (regions and cities). This distinction in responsibility
between regulated (PVPC) and free market conditions does not seem to be clear to many
customers (CNMC 2024d:91).

Energy prices are predicted to increase significantly in Spain in 2025. The value added tax (VAT or
GST in Australia) on electricity will return to 21%, concluding a three-year period of reduced rates
that were implemented to ease the cost-of-living crisis. This change comes after a series of
reductions, where VAT was first decreased to 10% in June 2021 and then further reduced to 5% in
July 2022. In addition, the social bonus rates that protect vulnerable customers from high energy
bills will be lowered (Mokrani 2024).

6.3.2 Billing frequency and smart meter prevalence

Residential electricity customers in Spain receive their bills monthly or every two months (ACER
and CEER 2024; Spanish Government Directorate-General of Public Governance 2024).
Residential electricity customers have supply contracts with a maximum duration of one year that
can be automatically renewed for additional one-year periods (Spanish Government Directorate-
General of Public Governance 2024). Practically all residential electricity consumers have had a
smart meter installed since 2020 (CNMC 2020).

6.3.3 Definition of vulnerability and energy poverty

The Spanish government recognises three levels of vulnerability - vulnerable customer, severely
vulnerable customer, or severely vulnerable customer at risk of social exclusion (Endesa 2025).
The level of vulnerability determines the customer’s disconnection protection. Customers who are
considered vulnerable are eligible for the electricity social bonus (bono social eléctrico), which
provides discounts on their electricity bills, and the thermal social bonus (bono social térmico),
which offers an annual financial aid to help cover non-electric heating, hot water, and cooking
costs, making their overall energy expenses more affordable (Endesa 2025).

Vulnerable customers hold a regulated tariff contract (PVPC) and fulfil at least four of the criteria
(Endesa 2025) with regards to

¢ Annual household income below a thresholds that is calculated in recognition of household
composition (number of children and adults, family relationship, members with recognised
disability of 33% or more, and/or needing help at least two to three times/day, victims of
gender violence or terrorism)

¢ Receipt of minimum pension through the social security system

e Large family size, which is recognises the number of parents and children as well as their
disability status (BIW 2025).

¢ Receipt of minimum wage

‘Severely vulnerable customers’ also hold a regulated tariff contract (PVPC), like vulnerable
customers, and fulfil at least three criteria (Endesa 2025) regarding

¢ Annual household income that is equal or less than half of the thresholds calculated to
establish the vulnerability (see above).

¢ Receipt of minimum pension through the social security system

¢ Receipt of minimum wage
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e Large family size with an income under a defined threshold.

‘Severely vulnerable customers at risk of social exclusion’ are the third severity category of
vulnerability recognised by the Spanish government. These households are a subcategory of
‘severely vulnerable customers’ who are permanently protected from debt disconnections.
‘Severely vulnerable customers at risk of social exclusion’ are recipients of social welfare from a
regional or municipal government that is paying at least half of the customers electricity bill. In case
of temporary inability to pay bills, the electricity supply of these customers cannot be interrupted.

Recipients of the electricity social bonus are the designated vulnerable consumers in the Spanish
energy poverty framework.

6.3.3.1 Catalonia: households “at the risk of housing exclusion”.

Catalonia distinguishes an additional category of vulnerability, namely households “at the risk of
housing exclusion”. Energy poverty is more severe in Catalonia than in the rest of Spain (Sindic
2023). For example, in 2022, 1.2 per cent more Catalan households reported to be late with utility
payments than households across Spanish, (12.8% in Catalonia versus 11.6% in Spain) (Sindic
2023). Based on 2015 and 2020 data, Catalan households pay more than other European regions
considered in this review. Catalonia had the second most expensive utility bills (EURO 1,488)
among all Spanish regions (average EURO 1,282) (Sindic 2023), which were also higher than in
France (EURO 1,318) and in Ireland (EURO 1,166) ( (Sindic 2023).

Spanish Law also applies to the Autonomous Region of Catalonia, located in the northeastern
region of Spain. However, the Catalan Law 24/2015 (Ley 24/2015 2015) introduced a further
category of vulnerability, that is households “at the risk of housing exclusion”. Criteria for this
category are based on household composition, characteristics and income. Income thresholds are
calculated with reference to the Catalan Income Sufficiency Indicator (IRSC). In 2024, the IRSC
was EURO 778.49 per month, that is EURO 9,341.92 per annum (Gencat 2024).

The criteria for households “at the risk of housing exclusion” are:

o For single households, an income less than twice (2) the income sufficiency indicator
(IRSC),

o For shared households, an income less than two and half times (2.5) the income sufficiency
indicator (IRSC),

o For households that include a person with disability or high dependency needs, an income
less than three times (3) the income sufficiency indicator (IRSC),

o If the income is more than 1.5 the income sufficiency indicator (IRSC), then the risk of
social exclusion must be confirmed by social services.

The Catalan Law introduced additional protections in response to “social emergency situation” (Ley
24/2015 2015:Preamble), that is the perceived unfairness between high levels of social and
financial hardship and the high profits achieved of banks and energy companies. The premise of
the Law was that people were being “exploited[ed] and abused” (Ley 24/2015 2015).

The Law introduced extra protections for households “at the risk of housing exclusion”. The Law
puts legal responsibility onto utility companies to communicate with the social services on the
vulnerability status of customers at risk of disconnection. The Law also puts responsibility onto
local governments. Article 6 (Ley 24/2015 2015) calls for “public administrations [to] guarantee the
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right of access to basic supplies of drinking water, gas and electricity to persons and family units at
risk of residential exclusion” . Article 6 also demands that “public administrations” must enter into
agreements with energy (and water) companies that entail debt waivers and large discounts (Ley
24/2015 2015:Article 6).%°

6.3.4 General disconnection safeguards, e.g. mandatory reminder and
warning notices before disconnections — timelines

In Spain, disconnection safeguards differ based on the type of contract and the vulnerability status
of customers.

6.3.4.1 Ordinary electricity customers in Spain

Ordinary electricity customers in Spain must make their payments within 20 days of the issuing of
the bill, however, electricity customers with a free-market contract may negotiate payment
schedules with their retailers (Spanish Government Directorate-General of Public Governance
2024). The usual payment period is five to ten days (Eurelectric 2024:27-28). If a customer fails to
pay, the retailer can ask the distributor to cut the power supply (Spanish Government Directorate-
General of Public Governance 2024). Longer payment periods are regulated for low-usage and
PVPC customers on the government-regulated tariff.

6.3.4.2 Electricity customers with a free market contract of 10kW or less

Electricity customers with a free market contract of 10kW or less % have two months after the due
date, at which point the retailer will remind the customers who must acknowledge receipt.
Disconnection can them take place after a two-month period if payment has still not occurred
(Spanish Government Directorate-General of Public Governance 2024).

6.3.4.3 Customers on the requlated Voluntary Price for Small Consumers (PVPC)

Like free market electricity customers with 10kW or less contracted power supply, PVPC
customers also have a grace period of two months after the due date displayed on the bill. These
PVPC customers face disconnections if they have not paid within another two months (Spanish
Government Directorate-General of Public Governance 2024).

6.3.4.4 Electricity customers in Catalonia — additional requirement for vulnerability verification

Provisions established by the national (Spanish) legislation also apply to Catalan consumers:
Severely vulnerable customers at risk of social exclusion’ cannot be disconnected, and vulnerable
consumers benefit from the extended grace periods of up to 10 months established by the

25 “Public administrations must establish the necessary agreements or conventions with companies
supplying drinking water, gas and electricity to ensure that they grant non-repayable aid to persons and
family units at risk of residential exclusion or apply very significant discounts on the cost of minimum
consumption” (Ley 24/2015 2015:Article 6.3).

26The average electricity consumption of Australian households ranged between 13.6kWh/day in Victoria (
4,953 kWh/a; many Victorian households use gas for heating and cooking) and 19.8kWh/day in Tasmania
(7,229 kWh/annum) (Frontier Economics 2020).
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Minimum Vital Supply. However, Catalonia has introduced additional consumer protection
measures for households “at risk of housing exclusion” and a mandatory vulnerability verification.

The regional Law 24/2015 established the precautionary principle that requires utility (electricity,
gas and water) companies to determine the vulnerability status of households that are at risk of
disconnection for non-payment. The Catalan law, thus, applies a “so-called precautionary principle:
before cutting off supply, utility companies must first contact social services in order to verify
whether or not the customer is energy vulnerable.” (Guiteras 2018). If the verification process
establishes that the relevant household is severely vulnerable and ‘at risk of housing exclusion’, as
determined by social services, then this household is fully protected all year round from
disconnection (Tirado Herrero 2020).

However, this law has also resulted in benefits to other householders experiencing less severe
vulnerabilities. According to an article by the Alliance against Energy Poverty (Fondation Abbé
Pierre 2023), the verification of any level of vulnerability requires the retailer to offer the household
to revise the contract to more favourable conditions, such as the regulated PVPC tariff, applying
the social bonus and removing any additional charges that consumer advocates have interpreted
as superfluous and profit driven. In addition, the verification of vulnerability through social services
entitles householders whose accounts are managed by the landlords or who are unlawfully
occupying a dwelling to a “social meter” in some cases (Fondation Abbé Pierre 2023:27), reducing
the need of an illegal connection and associated risks (Fondation Abbé Pierre 2023). A clear
definition of “social meter” was not readily available. However, considering the statement that “the
widespread installation of social meters [is] essential to avoid the risks associated with irregular
connections” (APE 2024), a “social meter” may be a smart meter that automatically applies the
cheapest tariff.

lllegal activities using electricity and electricity fraud, for example, in response to unaffordable
electricity costs and in connection with the cultivation of marijuana, have been on the rise is Spain
for the last decade and become characterised by “professionalisation” (CNMC 2024d:89). The
CNMC claims that “organised fraud [has] proliferated [and] encouraged by the absence of
economic risk that committing fraud entails today” - presumably with reference to a lack of
financial responsibility of the retailer towards the distributor (CNMC 2024d:89). The CNMC
proposes that electricity distributor should have the right to immediately cease supply when unsafe,
irregular activities, including tampering with the meters, is identified, and that there need to be
more effective tools to identify such cases (CNMC 2024d). The installation of ‘social meters’ would,
thus, also have benefits in costs coverage for retailers and distributors.

The Catalan law 24/2015 has been called “pioneering” by numerous Spanish and overseas
sources (Sindic 2023:10). While this additional protection is based on the premise of access to
electricity as a human right (Hesselman et al. 2019) and innovative, it does not guarantee indefinite
protection for vulnerable households other than those classified as “at risk of housing exclusion”.
Householder debt still accumulates while the disconnection ban is in place (Fondation Abbé Pierre
2023).

With regards to agreements between the local government and energy companies, at the time of
writing (January 2025) enhanced protection was only available to Endesa customers (cf. Section
6.6). Importantly, though, the Catalan law seems to have affected a significant shift in the
protection of Spanish customers experiencing vulnerability:
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While the implementation of Law 24/2015 is restricted to the territory of Catalonia, it is likely
influencing national decision making as shown in the latest reforms of Spain's social tariff for
electricity, subsequently approved as Royal Decrees 897/2017 and 15/2018. These national laws
established for the first time a prohibition to cut off vulnerable households with children up to the
age of 16 or with disabled persons. In 2019, the National Energy Poverty Strategy explicitly
recognized access to domestic energy as a ‘citizen right’ on the basis of articles 47 (right to decent
and adequate housing) and 43.1 (right to health protection) of the Spanish Constitution even if it
did not take any further legislative steps in this direction. (Tirado Herrero 2020)

With regards to the effectiveness of the precautionary principle introduced in 2015, official statistics
were not available (Sindic 2023). The Catalan Ombudsperson cites estimates by the Alliance
against Energy Poverty, claiming that due to this precautionary principle, 200,000 power cuts have
been avoided between 2015 and 2020 (Sindic 2023). Spanish researchers suggest that the
Catalan Law 24/2015 law that established the precautionary principle has been more effective in
reducing the number of water than electricity disconnections (Casals et al. 2020).

Not all electricity companies adhered to this law straight away, as demonstrated by the death of a
vulnerable woman Rosa Pitarch in 2016, one year after implementation of the full disconnection
ban. This disabled woman, who had been supported by social services for five years prior to her
death, died in a fire caused by candles after her electricity had been disconnected by the retailer
(Guiteras 2018; Tirado Herrero 2020). The Catalan Government imposed a EURO 500,000 fine on
the electricity distributor Gas Natural Fenosa (now Naturgy) (Guiteras 2018). However, the penalty
was controversial as the law had not been accompanied by clear regulations and may have
contravened the energy companies’ constitutional rights to disconnection for non-payment (Puente
and Sanchez 2017). Our search did not reveal any information about the company’s appeal
(Casals et al. 2020) and whether they paid the fine.

Although the death of Rosa Pitarch was an exceptional case, other incidents of unlawful
disconnections have been recorded. In 2016, protected households could still be subscribed to
contracts in the free market and likely to be paying a higher energy price?’. In many of these
cases, the municipalities engaged in mediation between the energy companies and customers and
sometimes contributed to the payment of bills (Puente and Sanchez 2017).

Furthermore, local authorities sometimes lack a register of vulnerable individuals within their area.
As a result, energy companies find it challenging to ascertain if those customers who are behind on
payments are classified as consumers at risk of losing their homes (Sindic 2023).

In addition, it seems that the effectiveness of the 2015 law is still hindered by insufficient
regulations on its implementation, in particular “the regulation of the communication protocol
between basic social services and utility companies” (Sindic 2023:14). The Ombudsperson calls
for prescriptions for “the documentation, format and length of the report issued by social services”
(Sindic 2023:17) to provide clarity for householders, social service organisations and the electricity
companies .

27 At the time of writing in 2025, all such households considered vulnerable had to be on a regulated price
contract.
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Finally, the Catalan law places additional and, as has been argued, unfair and unsustainable
burden onto the social service providers. The Alliance against Energy Poverty (Fondation Abbé
Pierre 2023) argues that the law shifts the work of contacting and engaging with customers onto
social services workers, who also have other tasks. The Alliance against Energy Poverty suggests
that the Catalan Government should create energy advice officers who are knowledgeable in the
legal and technical aspects of energy poverty (Fondation Abbé Pierre 2023).

6.4 Financial support for customers

Spain presents financial support to customers primarily through their tariff structures and energy
discounts.

6.4.1 The Voluntary Price for Small Consumers (PVPC)

Low usage customers with a contract of less than 10kW can subscribe to a regulated price contract
(Antepara et al. 2020). The Voluntary Price for Small Consumers (PVPC, for Precio Voluntario
para el Pequefio Consumidor in Spanish) is a regulated electricity pricing system designed for
residential customers and small businesses connected to low-voltage networks with a contracted
power equal to or less than 10 kW. ‘Contracted power that does not exceed 10kW’ refers to the
maximum amount of electrical power a customer can draw from the grid at any given time, as
specified in their electricity contract, 2 with most residential consumers in Spain using less than
10kW/day (Endesa 2024b). The PVPC has variable pricing that changes hourly based on supply
and demand in the daily energy market. Customers can switch between the regulated PVPC and
the free market without penalties (Spanish Government Directorate-General of Public Governance
2024). Only selected large retailers (comercializadoras de referencia, in Spanish) offer the
regulated Voluntary Price for the Small Consumer (PVPC) scheme (Antepara et al. 2020).

In 2024, about one third (approximately 8.5 million residential customers) had opted into the
regulated Voluntary Price for the Small Consumer (PVPC) scheme (European Commission 2024).
In 2020, the regulated contract was 10 per cent cheaper than that on the free market (Antepara et
al. 2020), however that was before the price setting reforms that linked the regulated price to
hourly prices in the market. Having a PVPC contract is a prerequisite for the receipt of the
electricity social bonus.

6.4.2 Electricity social bonus, discount or tariff

The electricity social bonus (bono social electrico) is a discount applied to electricity bills (Marin et
al. 2023) and only available through electricity companies that offer regulated contracts. Only
customers who are considered vulnerable, have a regulated PVPC contract and have a power

28 With a 10kW limit, a household could typically run multiple appliances simultaneously, such as a
refrigerator, a washing machine, a dishwasher, an oven or multiple heaters and several televisions and other
electronic devices (Poupa Energia 2025). In Australia, the concept of "contracted power" for residential
electricity customers is not commonly used. Instead, Australian residential electricity contracts typically focus
on tariff structures and pricing plans rather than a specific power limit. Nonetheless, Australian residential
electricity connections typically have between 3 kVA (e.g. apartments) and 7.5 kVA (large rural properties)
capacities (PowerWater 2024).
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contract of 10kW or less are entitled to the electricity social bonus (Endesa 2025). The electricity
social bonus provides significant cost savings up to a calculated consumption threshold based on
the household’s composition, and the discount rate is adjusted to the household’s vulnerability
level.

The electricity social bonus is only applied to a defined upper threshold of electricity consumption.
This maximum amount depends on the composition of the household in terms of number of
children and adults. In 2024, this upper limit ranged from 1,587 kWh (4.35 kWh/day) to 4,761 kWh
(13.04 kWh/day) (Endesa 2025). Electricity used above these thresholds is charged at the
regulated tariff (Endesa 2025).

In 2024, the leading Spanish electricity retailer Endesa (Endesa 2024a) reported that customers on
the social bonus discount received discounts ranging from 40% to 80% on their electricity bills
based on the regulated Voluntary Price for Small Consumers (PVSC), depending on their
vulnerability level.

However, the electricity social bonus for vulnerable households is being pared back.

e For vulnerable customers, a discount of 50 per cent will be applied in the first six months of
2025, then be reduced to 42.5 per cent for the next six months before reaching 35 per cent
on 1 January 2026 (Endesa 2025).

e Severely vulnerable customers receive a slightly higher discount than vulnerable
households, but this concession is being diminished, too. The maximum discount in 2023
was 80 per cent (Marin et al. 2023). At the time of writing, this rate had been reduced. A
discount of 65 per cent will be applied in the first six months of 2025, then be reduced to
57.5 per cent for the next six months before reaching 50 per cent on 1 January 2026
(Endesa 2025).

e The electricity costs for very severely vulnerable customers at risk of social exclusion is
equally shared between all Spanish electricity companies and the local or regional social
service authority (Gallego and Cabrero 2018). The national government does not cover any
of the costs of bills that cannot be paid by these low-income and highly vulnerable
consumers.

According to the regulatory body responsible for overseeing the energy market and its consumer
protection CNMC (2024b:67), in July 2024, the total number of social bonus beneficiaries was
1,660,869 households (769,946 vulnerable consumers plus 890,923 severely vulnerable
consumers).

With regard to effectiveness of the electricity social bonus, advocates and the media suggest that
the cheaper social tariffs alone are insufficient to protect households from disconnections or the
harms of energy disadvantage while shifting the financial burden on local governments. The
effectiveness of the social electricity tariff on the householders’ ability to pay electricity bills by the
due date seems to be sensitive to the severity of winters (Garcia Alvarez and Tol 2021). Advocates
agree that the discount is “insufficient” to ensure adequate protection against electricity
disconnections (Guiteras 2018). In addition, the lowering of the discount rates (65% and 80% in
2022, and 35% and 40% in 2023) has increased the burden of electricity costs above the — in
Spain deemed - acceptable rate of 2.65% of income (Sindic 2023). The Catalan Ombudsperson
(Sindic 2023) calls for a continuation of the reduced VAT of 5% (down from 21%) for all vulnerable
households which had been introduced as an emergency measure in 2022.
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Cost allocation has been another contentious aspect of the Spanish social tariff for electricity. The
discounts are not financed through the state budget or public cross-subsidies but by energy
companies and consumers. Until recently, the sole responsibility for funding fell on retail
companies that were “not allowed to pass these costs through to consumers” (Mastropietro
2022:3). Energy retailers challenged this rule in both Spanish and European courts (Mastropietro
2022). The Royal Decree Law 6/2022 changed the funding mechanism so that the costs are now
shared by the electricity generators, distributors, retailers and electricity consumers (Heller et al.
2024). All electricity consumers in Spain contribute to the financing of the Bono Social through a
daily charge on their bills. In 2025, this contribution was EURO 0.012742/day (Evergreen Electrica
2025) or EURO 4.65/year. The administrative burden falls on the local governments (Guiteras
2018; Mastropietro 2022).

In addition, blunt criteria have been controversial. Until recently, large families were eligible for the
social discount even if they did not present a low income (Sindic 2023), which led to inequities in
the distribution of the discount (Cadaval et al. 2022). The introduction of this limit (Endesa 2025)
would have improved the equity of this energy concession (Sindic 2023). Differences in dwelling
type and energy efficiency, however, which can also influence the effectiveness of the discount
(Cadaval et al. 2022), are still not considered.

In addition, energy bills should be simplified so that all households are able to understand the
terms and conditions. The Ombudsperson demands that utility companies should be transparent in
their pricing mechanisms and inform their customers about assistance programs (Sindic 2023).
Current energy assistance (Desvallées et al. 2020; Willand et al. 2024) is carried out via charities
and non-governmental organisations that provide immediate practical help with switching to
cheaper, lower capacity and regulated contracts, applications for the social bonus and establish
the vulnerability status that may provide legal protection against disconnections. In addition, these
trusted energy advisors help people understand their energy consumption and offer low-cost
energy retrofits (Desvallées et al. 2020; Willand et al. 2024).

Accessing the social electricity bonus if eligible is key for enhanced disconnection protection.
However, the electricity social bonus does not reach all those who would benefit from this
concession (Collado Van Baumgrghen and Martinez Jorge 2024; Gallego and Cabrero 2018). The
responsibility for applying for the social bonus lies with the customer. There seem to be a
significant number of vulnerable households who are eligible but do not apply for this energy
concession. Estimates in 2016 suggest that two out of five eligible households were missing out.?°
An analysis by the EsadeEcPol think tank (Collado Van Baumgrghen and Martinez Jorge 2024) in
2024 confirms an ongoing low coverage rate of the social bonus (24.5%), especially among low-
income households (20%) and just 9.2% for retirees receiving the minimum pension.

The literature suggests several reasons, including lack of awareness and information about the
scheme and the application process, stigma, limited digital literacy, reluctance of customers to
change and refusal of landlords to permit a change in contract (Antepara et al. 2020; Gallego and
Cabrero 2018). The application for the social bonus is free, however, there is evidence of

29 |n 2016, 4.5 million people were considered to be in energy poverty in Spain by the varied measures, but
only 2,414,507 customers (equal to 5.365%) received the social electricity bonus (Gallego and Cabrero
2018).
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fraudulent services that demand fees for the handling of the application (Endesa 2025). Such
service offers may reflect the burden of the application process (Antepara et al. 2020; Gallego and
Cabrero 2018). The application requires the presentation of a completed form and numerous
documents, including municipal registration certificates, low-income confirmation etc. (Endesa
2025). This process is difficult due to the number and type of documents that are required,
demanding calls that “red tape” must be removed from the electricity social discount application
process” (Sindic 2023:11). Intermediaries in social services may have an important role in
identifying and connecting vulnerable households to assistance like the social bonus, however they
tend to lack the knowledge and skills (Antepara et al. 2020). The leading electricity retailer in
Spain Endesa claims that it has “proactively” engaged with intermediaries to inform and train them
in energy assistance and how to help customers apply for the social bonus (Endesa 2024a).

In addition, the discount is “is not automatically applied to social housing” (Sindic 2023:11). The
Catalan Ombudsperson (Sindic 2023) calls for an automatic guarantee to the social electricity
discount. Further, households who are not the contractual entity on the energy bills are excluded
from any assistance or protections (Sindic 2023; Willand et al. 2024). These householders may be
renters, illegal migrants and squatters who are in housing precarity (Sindic 2023; Willand et al.
2024).

Moreover, the eligibility criteria are inert and cannot respond to sudden changes in a household’s
circumstance. The eligibility criterion for income is based on the income tax declaration of the
previous year. This means that households who suffer sudden income losses are not eligible
(Sindic 2023) and those who gain in income may be recipients without really needing it.

In addition, misalignment between poverty risk thresholds and electricity social bonus income
thresholds mean that households are ineligible for the energy discounts even though they are
officially living below the poverty line (Sindic 2023). According to the Ombudsperson, these
mismatches result in two out of three people at risk of poverty and one in four people experiencing
severe material deprivation to miss out on this income support (Sindic 2023). According to Eurostat
(Eurostat 2024), material deprivation refers to the inability to afford a set of specific goods,
services, or social activities that are considered by most people as essential for an adequate
quality of life. Criteria applied to assess the quality of life include the ability to heat the home
adequately, afford a protein-based meal at least 3 times a week, go on a week’s holiday once a
year, pay bills on time and possess a car, television and washing machine (Mussida et al. 2023). In
addition, some households may be protected from disconnections but ineligible for the electricity
social bonus (Sindic 2023).

6.4.3 Thermal Social Bonus, Discount or Tariff

The thermal social bonus has been in place since 2018 (Sindic 2023) to help with the costs of
heating, hot water services and cooking independent of the fuel used (Endesa 2021). In contrast to
the percentage value of the social electricity bonus , the Thermal Social Bonus is an annual
allowance that changes based on the consumer's geographic location and level of vulnerability
(Endesa 2021). With regards to heating, electricity seems to be the predominant fuel among
vulnerable households (Tirado Herrero and Jiménez Meneses 2016; Willand et al. 2024).

The requirements are similar to those for the electricity bonus and consider household income and
composition. Eligibility for the electricity social bonus automatically transfers into eligibility for the
thermal social bonus (Endesa 2021). The thermal bonus is a grant paid by the household’s local
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government once a year into the bank account of the individual who is responsible for the energy
contract. The amount of the grant is reviewed every year. In 2021, the average amount was EURO
90 (Endesa 2021). The amount for households in the most severe level of vulnerability, that is
‘severely vulnerable customers at risk of social exclusion’, is 60 per cent more than that given to
vulnerable customers in that climatic region (Endesa 2021). In 2023, the Thermal Social Bonus
ranged from a minimum of EURO 40 to a maximum of EURO 375 per household and per year
(Marin et al. 2023).

The costs of the thermal social bonus are government funded. In 2023, the thermal social bonus
budget was doubled from the year before to a total of EURO 453 million (SocialWatt 2023).
Information on the 2024 budget for the thermal social bonus were not readily available. The
estimated total cost for the electricity social bonus in 2025 is EURO 284.8 million (CNMC 2024a).
The Ombudsperson (Sindic 2023) claims that many vulnerable households are experiencing
delays in the receipt of this energy concession because the funds have to be transferred from the
federal to the regional governments (Sindic 2023).

6.5 Full disconnection prohibitions

At the time of writing (February 2025), full disconnection bans in Spain were in place for life
support customers and all recipients of the electricity social bonus. A full disconnection prohibition
for households on the social electricity bonus was introduced by the Spanish government in 2021
in response to the energy crisis triggered by the crisis in Ukraine. The full disconnection ban needs
to be re-considered yearly and has recently been extended until the 31 December 2025
(Presidency of the Government of Spain 2025).

Prior to these emergency regulations, certain categories of customers experiencing health and/or
energy vulnerabilities could never be disconnected from the electricity supply. These included:

o Households with members with critical, medical life support equipment

o Customers who receive the electricity social bonus, AND who have at least one child of
16 year or younger, OR include a household member with a disability of at least 33%3° OR
include a household member who needs help at least two to three times/day as confirmed
by the local Social Services department.

o households “with severe vulnerability protected by the social discount rate and who
are attended to by the social services, based on their income and their risk of social
exclusion” (Spanish Government Directorate-General of Public Governance 2024). For
these ‘severely vulnerable customers at risk of social exclusion’, the retailer and local
government share the electricity bill that is under a regulated contract (Endesa 2025;
Spanish Government Directorate-General of Public Governance 2025).

Customers that receive the social bonus and have not paid their bills after a 4 month grace period
experience a power reduction to 3.5kW (Spanish Government Directorate-General of Public

30 Examples of disabilities equal or greater than 33% include neurodegenerative and osteoarticular disease
and mental health impairments (Statista 2023).
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Governance 2024). A contracted power of 3.5kW means that a household can run a refrigerator, a
washing machine and a television set simultaneously (Poupa Energia 2025).

6.6 Voluntary disconnection restraint by Endesa in Catalonia through
an agreement with the Catalan Government

In the Spanish region of Catalonia, electricity customers of the retailer Endesa who are at risk of
housing exclusion and in arrears on their bills are supposedly currently fully protected from power
disconnections through an agreement with this retailer and the Catalan Government. However, the
agreement does not seem to be fully effective.

In 2021, Endesa entered a voluntary agreement with the Catalan Government. This agreement
aimed to prevent the accumulation of utility debt while a household is protected under the
disconnection ban established by Law 24/2015 (Ajuntament de Barcelona 2021). The agreement
reached has supported families living in energy poverty through debt write-offs that leave
households debt free. Endesa agreed to cover 73 per cent of the debts accumulated by 35,000
households between 2015 and 2021 (“more than EURO 28 million”) with the Catalan government
and local Councils sharing the remainder (EURO 10.36 million; 75% and 25% respectively)®'
(Ajuntament de Barcelona 2021; Right to Energy Coalition 2021). This scheme effectively reduced
the risk of supply disconnections. It seems that after 2021, local authorities were going to pay half
of what was owed to the energy company (Ajuntament de Barcelona 2021), and the remaining half
was to be waived by the electricity retailer (McRae 2023). Social activists interpreted this
agreement as their success (APE 2024).

6.6.1 Effectiveness

By 2023, at least 116,000 * vulnerable households had their energy debt written off, amounting to
EURO 18 million in outstanding payments (McRae 2023). However, the Alliance against Energy
Poverty (APE) claims that debt waivers have not been implemented for Endesa customers in
Catalonia since 2022 (APE 2022, 2024). In addition, the debt waivers only covered existing debts
and did not address future debts. The Catalan Ombudsperson suggests “it would be beneficial to
implement comparable criteria for the payment of future debts” (Sindic 2023:16). It is not clear
whether households can continue to accumulate debt through non-payment of bills.

Further, the Alliance against Energy Poverty calls for the agreed establishment of a solidarity fund
with at least half of the funds contributed by the companies. In April 2024, the APE claimed that the
solidarity fund intended to prevent debt accumulation under the 2021 agreement had yet to take
effect (APE 2024).

In addition, the APE also advocates for a more ambitious rollout of ‘social meters’ for households
irregularly occupying their homes and the extension of similar agreements with other energy
suppliers (APE 2022, 2024). At present, the debt waiver only protects Endesa customers and not

311f 73% equals EURO 28 million (Right to Energy Coalition 2021), then 27% is equal to EURO 10.6 million.
32 35,000 + 41,000 = 76,000 (McRae 2023); 116,000 families (McLaren-Kennedy 2023).
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customers of other companies, such as the other big companies Naturgy (formerly Gas Natural
Fenosa) and Iberdrola (Sindic 2023). Market share information for the residential electricity market
in Catalonia was not available, however, these three companies supply over 75 per cent of all
electricity customers across Spain (Statista 2024).

With regards to the cost burden, Catalan taxpayers share the burden of the debts that are covered
by their government through the Endesa debt waiver agreement. Spanish researchers note that
electricity customers who receive financial help from the local governments, and thus the taxpayer,
should be on the cheapest contract (Antepara et al. 2020). Therefore, providing energy contract
advice before households experience payment difficulties would be reduce the public cost burden.

Moreover, challenges remain with regards to the eligibility criteria. Electricity prices under social
bonus contracts are considerably cheaper than free market ones. Some households are fully
protected from electricity disconnections through the agreement with Endesa as they are
considered “at risk of housing exclusion” but ineligible for the social electricity bonus. Considering
that Catalan taxpayers pay some of the energy bills, the ineligibility of some households for the
social electricity bonus means that Catalan taxpayers carry an avoidable financial burden (Sindic
2023).

Finally, the Catalan Ombudsperson calls for a dedicated government authority in charge of all
energy poverty matters and “a network” of energy assistance to guide householders in the
management and reduction of their energy use (Sindic 2023:17).

6.6.2 Compliance

In addition to the financial contribution to debt forgiveness or non-refundable grants, local
authorities in Catalonia also ensure compliance with Law 24/2015 by issuing reports to prevent
disconnections and providing social services support to vulnerable households. Additionally, they
coordinate initiatives like Energy Advice Points to assist families in navigating energy rights and
financial aid (EuroCities 2023; Tirado Herrero 2020). However, there is a gap in understanding the
compliance of the agreement between Catalan Government and Endesa, as no report had been
published by 2023 (Sindic 2023).

6.7 Disconnection moratoria

Spain presents extended payment timelines for vulnerable and severely vulnerable customers up
to 10 months at times when they are not fully protected by emergency measures. Pre-2021,
vulnerable and severely vulnerable customers could only be disconnected from their power supply
after 10 months (4 months grace period and 6 months on reduced power supply of 3.5kW).

Vulnerable and severely vulnerable customers have an extended period to settle unpaid bills (4
months compared to the standard 2 months for other consumers) (Spanish Government
Directorate-General of Public Governance 2024), and the retailer must inform the relevant social
services about the reminder and disconnection notice to these customers (Gallego and Cabrero
2018). If payment is not made, after this 4-month period following the first payment request
notification, then the power supply is reduced to the Minimum Vital Supply (SMV, Suministro
Minimo Vital in Spanish) for six months (Spanish Government Directorate-General of Public
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Governance 2025). The SMV is a reduced power supply of 3.5 kW for all relevant customers who
have contracts with a greater amount, accommodating the operation of a refrigerator, a washing
machine and a television set simultaneously (Poupa Energia 2025). Hence, vulnerable customers
in Spain are protected from disconnections for 10 months past the due date (Spanish Government
Directorate-General of Public Governance 2025). Disconnection may occur after this grace period.

Since 2021, vulnerable consumers under the social bonus have been protected by a full
disconnection ban (Spanish Government Directorate-General of Public Governance 2024). The full
protection of vulnerable customers from disconnections was established in 2021 in response to the
energy price crisis caused by wars in Ukraine and the Middle East (Spanish Government
Directorate-General of Public Governance 2024) and is reviewed every year. The full
disconnection protection for these vulnerable populations groups has been extended to the end of
2025 (Presidency of the Government of Spain 2025).

6.8 Costs of disconnection bans

The costs of disconnection bans to retailers in Spain were not readily available. The Spanish
electricity sector recorded a surplus of EURO 3,902.9 million in the 2023 financial year (CNMC
2024c). In 2024, Endesa recorded a higher-than-expected net profit of approximately EURO 1.8
billion (Lombardi 2024), indicating that Endesa remained financially stable despite the costs
associated with the Catalan agreement.

7 Ireland

7.1 History of disconnection bans

Protection against disconnections for selected households have been in place in Ireland at least
since 2010 (ERGEG 2009) , and there is evidence of a winter energy disconnection moratorium for
protected customers as early as 2016 (Dobbins et al. 2016). In 2020, Electric Ireland introduced a
general stop to energy disconnection during autumn “to ensure those customers will be protected
and have peace of mind during the winter months as we deal with the challenges of the COVID-19
pandemic restrictions” (Electric Ireland 2020). In 2022, the usual three-week disconnection
moratorium over Christmas was extended in duration and eligibility to all households in response to
increasing energy prices (CRU 2023a; Houses of Oreachtais 2022) but shortened every year
since. In addition, in 2014, a group of retailers introduced the Energy Engage Code as a voluntary
code to help customers in arrears or at risk of disconnection maintain their energy supply. From its
inception, the Code's fundamental principle has been that suppliers commit to never disconnecting
an engaging customer (Dingley 2023a).

7.2 Disconnection rate

Disconnections of credit meter accounts for non-payment are rare in Ireland, possibly due to
prepayment hardship meters and voluntary disconnection restraints by retailers. In 2022, electricity
disconnections for non-payment in Ireland were less than 0.5 per cent and significantly below the
European average (ACER and CEER 2023). In 2024, the average number of electricity
disconnections was 84, which was a fraction of the 660 average disconnections pre-COVID (CRU
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2024a). The 2024 rate of disconnection for bill paying residential customers was very low
(estimated 0.0037% 33 ) despite Ireland having the second highest electricity prices in Europe in
that year (EURO 0.3736/kWh)** (Tait 2025).

7.3 Energy market

In Ireland, there are 2.2 to 2.3 million residential electricity customers (Hearne 2024; Houses of the
Oireachtas 2022). Prior to 2000, the Electricity Supply Board (ESB) held a monopoly over the
supply of electricity in Ireland. The Commission for Regulation of Utilities (CRU; formerly the
Commission for Energy Regulation, and the Commission for Electricity Regulation) was
established in 1999 as a national regulatory authority to oversee the transition to a liberalised
electricity market (Gaffney et al. 2017). EirGrid was established in 2006 as the electricity
Transmission System Operator for Ireland (EirGrid 2025), assuming the role from the ESB. The
majority of ESB’s shares are held by the Irish Government (Electric Ireland 2025) and the retail
division of ESB was rebranded to Electric Ireland in 2012 (Electric Ireland 2025). There are
currently 12 residential electricity retailers in Ireland (CRU 2025b). Electric Ireland is claiming to be
the largest energy supplier with 1.1 million gas and electricity customers (ESB 2024).

Customers in Ireland may have a credit or a prepayment meter. Prepayment or Pay As You Go
(PAYG) meters allow customers to prepay for their electricity usage either out of choice or, as
"hardship meters" . Retailers offer hardship meters to customers who face payment difficulties to
help them manage their electricity consumption and avoid accumulating debt. Prepayment meters
are generally offered as a voluntary option, but suppliers may install prepayment meters as a last
resort (CRU 2023b:Clause 5.8.3). Prepayment meters come with certain consumer protections
such as cap on debt recovery rates, emergency credits and ‘friendly credit’ periods (CRU 2023b;
Electric Ireland). In March 2024, 1.48 per cent of Irish electricity customer had a hardship meter
(CRU 2024a) *.

7.3.1 Regulatory framework

The Commission for Regulation of Utilities (CRU) (CRU 205) is Ireland's independent energy and
water regulator that tries to balance fairness in the treatment of customers and competitiveness of
the single electricity market. Its role and responsibilities encompass the economic regulation of the
electricity, gas and water sector as well as customer protection. With regards to customers, it
provides information on consumer rights, opportunities in negotiating the market and obligations of
energy companies, as well as a free dispute resolution service for customers who have unresolved

33 Based on 84 disconnections among 2.25 million residential electricity customers (Hearne 2024; Houses of
the Oireachtas 2022).

34 By comparison, France’s electricity price was ranked in the top third (EURO 0.2776/kWh) and Spain in the
middle (EURO 0.2436/kWh) of all European countries (Tait 2025).

35 Based on about 32,500 customers on PAYG hardship customers (CRU 2024a) and 2,200,00 electricity
customers (Houses of the Oireachtas 2022).
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complaints with energy suppliers or network operators (CRU 205). The CRU also accredits
Ireland’s three price comparison websites (CRU 2025a). The current retailer obligations are
published in the CRU’s Electricity and Gas Suppliers’ Handbook 2023, which contains a Section
called ‘Code of Practice on Disconnections’ (CRU 2023b).

7.3.2 Billing frequency and smart meter prevalence

In general, electricity customers in Ireland receive their bills every two months (Citizens Information
2025; Tait 2025), and readings of actual usage take place at least very three months (Citizens
Information 2025). With the roll out of smart meters, bills will become a more accurate reflection of
a household’s electricity usage (Citizens Information 2025). The Irish energy regulator expects all
household to have a smart meter by the end of this year (2025) (CRU 2025c).

7.3.3 Definition of vulnerability and energy poverty

Definitions of vulnerable customers and their protection from disconnection are laid out in the
European Communities (Internal Market in Electricity and Gas) (Consumer Protection) Regulations
of 2011 (S.1. No. 463 of 2011) (S./. No. 463/2011 2011) and reflected in the CRU handbook (CRU
2023b). In Ireland, two types of vulnerable customers are recognised:

1) Customers that are critically dependent on electrically powered equipment, including life-
supporting devices, assistive technologies, and medical equipment. Retailers must keep a
record of these customers in the Priority Services Register (S./. No. 463/2011 2011).
Eligibility does not seem to be means-tested.

2) Customers who are particularly vulnerable to disconnection during winter months due to
advanced age or physical, sensory, intellectual, or mental health reasons (CRU 2023b).
Vulnerability is extended to household members that are ...

“[...] 66 or over and live alone, with minors or other older people with physical, sensory, intellectual
or mental health needs”. (EAI 2023b:8)

Retailers must keep a record of these customers in the Special Services Register (S./. No.
463/2011 2011). In March 2024, there were 87,042 registered vulnerable customers (CRU 2024a).

Customers must self-identify as a vulnerable customer and to initiate their registration with the
retailers.

The CRU also refers to “hardship customers”, ‘financial hardship customers” and “customers in
difficulty”, yet does not offer specific definitions for these categories of customers (CRU 2023b).
The terms refer to customers who are having trouble meeting their bill obligations due to financial
difficulties or uncertainties. Some retailers who are a part of the Electricity Association of Ireland
(EAI), such as Electric Ireland, set up financial hardship funds between 2020 and 2023 to assist
these customers with discounts or energy credits (Electric Ireland 2022), however there was no
indication that this fund was still active at the time of writing (January 2025). Nonetheless, all
energy suppliers are obliged by the Commission for Regulation of Utilities (CRU) to assist
customers experiencing financial difficulties with alternative payment plans and other support
measures (CRU 2024a).

During the winter of 2022 to 2023, the Irish government also introduced additional measure to
improve the affordability and risk of disconnections, such as the requirement for energy suppliers
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to place customers in financial hardship on the cheapest available tariff (Government of Ireland
2022). These extraordinary requirements have been lifted (Government of Ireland 2024).

7.3.4 General disconnection safeguards, e.g. mandatory reminder and
warning notices before disconnections — timelines

7.3.4.1 Ordinary electricity customers in Ireland

Customers typically receive monthly or bi-monthly bills based on their actual energy usage (Tait
2025). Payment is due within 14 days but immediately if the account is in arrears. The retailer must
contact the customers with arrears at least four times with at least three working days between
each of these attempts to reach the customer and at least 10 working days between the written
letter of intent of disconnection and the request to the distributor (CRU 2023b). Assuming that
there is a 2-day weekend after 5 working days, customers have at least 19 days® after the due
date before disconnection occurs. Disconnections are also prohibited on “a Friday, Saturday,
Sunday, eve of a Public Holiday or a Public Holiday” (CRU 2023b:44). Customers may accrue debt
even if they are disconnected as “standing charges may still apply if the disconnection goes ahead”
(CRU 2023b:44).

In Ireland, disconnections or de-energisations for non-payment are also regarded “as a last resort”
(CRU 2023b:39). Retailers must try to “minimise the number of customers that are disconnected
for non-payment” (CRU 2023b:39). Currently, extra protection measures place more responsibility
on retailers to offer hardship meter customers more favourable conditions. Retailers also have to
“to actively promote the vulnerable customer register and the protections it offers, promote how
customers can have a ‘nominated representative’ manage their account, and how customers can
sign-up for level payment plans.” (CRU 2024b). This measure has proven successful, as the
number of electricity customers on the vulnerable customer register has risen by 80 per cent
between September 2022 and April 2024 (CRU 2024a).

Retailers must have their own ‘Code of Practice on Disconnections’ and have a duty to inform
customer with payment difficulties about and support them to avoid disconnections , through

e payment plans of up to 24 months and longer at the supplier’s discretion. This minimum
repayment period has been reduced to 18 months in 2024, but customers can complete
their repayments earlier (CRU 2024a).

e advocacy from recognised charities and financial counselling organisation (CRU 2023b).

o offer to swap the credit meter to a pre-payment meter (CRU 2023b) .

Staff needs to be “appropriately trained” (CRU 2023b:40) and “and hear each case
sympathetically” (CRU 2023b:41). Suppliers may disconnect customers if they fail to make
repayments according to the payment plan. The design of payment plans may not be optimal. In
April 2024, 17,549 residential electricity customers in Ireland had a payment plan, 37 per cent
(4,819) plans had been completed and half of these payment plans (50.33%; 8,833) had been
cancelled (“broken”) (CRU 2024a).

36 3+3+3+10 = 19 days
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In addition, individual retailers may put in place additional customer support measures. For
example, last year, Electric Ireland decided to refrain from passing on an increase to electricity
customers. Electric Ireland estimates that this measure will provide an average annual saving of
EURO 101 (ESB 2024).

Further, since 2020, some of the major retailers in Ireland have set up financial hardship funds to
support customers who need assistance in paying their energy bills. The first to implement one of
these funds was Electric Ireland. Since December 2020, Electric Ireland has provided EURO 8
million in funds to customers having trouble paying their energy bills (Electric Ireland 2022). At
least some of this money is from forgone profits from its residential electricity business (Electric
Ireland 2024). Access to the fund is administered by the Society of St. Vincent de Paul (SVP) and
the Money Advice and Budgeting Service (MABS) on behalf of the retailer, in the form of energy
credits (Electric Ireland 2022). Customers must have been with Electric Ireland for at least 12
months, and the account must be live to avail of the fund (Electric Ireland 2022). The credits may
only be used against energy usage.

7.3.4.2 Extraordinary measures to support hardship customers with a prepayment meter

Extraordinary measures to support PAYG hardship customers were put in place in 2022 and have
been extended to the Irish summer of 2025 (CRU 2024b). These extraordinary measures include
the requirements that retailers to reduce the debt repayment levels on top-ups from 25 per cent to
a maximum of 10 per cent (CRU 2024b; Government of Ireland 2022). Hence, for every EURO 20
that are put onto the hardship meter, only EURO 2 (instead of EURO 5) contribute to the
repayment (Houses of the Oireachtas 2022). Additionally, retailers must automatically place these
customers on the most economical tariff available (CRU 2024a). In addition, customers of hardship
meters qualify for the government Electricity Account Credit, even if their usage is below the
threshold of 150kWh per three months (Citizens Information 2024a).

7.4 Financial support for customers

The Irish government supports energy consumers financially through varied grants and
concession. As part of the 2025 budget, the Irish government has allocated EURO 250 to all
residential credit and prepayment meter customers other than those on very low consumption
(CRU 2024c). This universal energy grant has attracted criticism from charities, social justice and
community organisations for its unequitable approach (Friends of the Earth 2024). These civil
society organisations advocate for financial support targeted at economically disadvantaged
customers, including higher social welfare benefits, and measures that promise sustained relief as
well as carbon emission reductions, such as retrofit support and a Community Energy Advice
Service (Friends of the Earth 2024).

In addition, eligible customers can apply for an annual fuel allowance that currently amounts to
EURO 33 for 28 weeks (Citizens Information 2024b). The fuel allowance is means tested and
targeted at singles, single parent and other households on a low income or social welfare
payments (Citizens Information 2024b) and has proven effective in the past (Pillai et al. 2023). The
fuel allowance amount has decreased since 2022 and 2023 (Dingley 2023b). Consumer advocates
call for the reinstatement of the higher grants (Friends of the Earth 2024).

A further scheme is the Household Benefits Package that is awarded to electricity and gas account
holders who, in general, are 70 years or older and of all income levels. Means-testing only applies
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to younger applicants (Citizens Information 2024c). In 2023, the Household Benefits Package was
worth EURO 35 per month (Dingley 2023b).

7.5 Full disconnection prohibitions

Ireland presents some legal disconnection prohibition as laid out in Clause 5.4.2 of the Electricity
and Gas Suppliers' Handbook 2023 (CRU 2023b) and some voluntary constraints. Full
disconnection prohibitions apply to five groups of customers: Priority services customers, customer
who are honouring their payment plans, customers who have made a complaint about the bill
amount, customers who have failed to pay a good or service that has been offered in addition to
the supply and customers who dispute a bill that was estimated at no fault of the customer.

7.5.1 Priority services customers

In Ireland, a permanent disconnection prohibition is in place for vulnerable customers who are
“registered as priority services customers” (Citizens Information Board 2024). When a customer
depends on a recognised life support system and is properly registered with their supplier as per
the guidelines outlined in the ‘Code of Practice for Vulnerable Customers’, then the customer is
protected from disconnection for non-payment of bills at any time (S./. No. 463/2011 2011; CRU
2023b:Clause 5.4.2)

7.5.2 Customer who are honouring their payment plans

Any customer that has started a payment plan with the retailer and is “honouring that arrangement”
(CRU 2023b:Clause 5.4.2) These plans must consider the customer's ability to pay (CRU 2023b).

7.5.3 Customers who have made a complaint about the bill amount

If a customer is following the supplier's specified complaint handling procedures for a bill related to
the reason for disconnection, the supplier cannot proceed with disconnection until the complaint
process has been fully completed. The customer is required to pay all other bills while the
complaint process is ongoing (CRU 2023b:Clause 5.4.2).

7.5.4 Customers who have failed to pay a good or service that has been
offered in addition to the supply

Customers may not be disconnected for non-payment of a bill that is unrelated to the electricity or
gas supply. These goods and services may include a hire purchase agreement for buying an
electrical appliance or gas boiler (CRU 2023b:Clause 5.4.2).

7.5.5 Customers who dispute a bill that was estimated at no fault of the
customer

In general, electricity charges should be based on actual meter readings. If the bill is based on an
estimated bill without causes such as denied access to the meter, and the estimate does not align
with the customer’s usual consumption pattern, then the customer can dispute the bill and should
not face disconnection. Retailers may follow additional disconnection restraints at their discretion

(CRU 2023b).

72



How do electricity disconnection bans work?

7.6 Voluntary disconnection restraints by retailers that follow the
voluntary Energy Engage Code

Customers who are struggling to pay their electricity bills but are engaging with their retailers are
protected from disconnections throughout the year if their retailer has signed up to the voluntary
Energy Engage Code (Dingley 2023a). The Energy Engage Code was launched in May 2014 and
remains an active voluntary code of practice for energy suppliers (Dingley 2023a). The code is
designed to protect customers from disconnection and ensures that those struggling with energy
bills can still access energy services in their homes (EAI 2023b). The CRU states that “the [legally
required] customer protections are complemented by the supplier Energy Engage Code, that
provides a further level of security for domestic electricity and gas customers” (CRU 2024b).

At the time of writing (January 2025), eight out of the twelve residential electricity suppliers in
Ireland had signed up to the Code: Bord Gais Energy, Electric Ireland, Energia, FloGas, Pinergy,
PrepayPower, SSE Airtricity and YunoEnergy (EAI 2025). The exact proportion of households in
Ireland signed up to energy suppliers participating in the Energy Engage Code is not explicitly
stated in the available sources. However, consider that Electric Ireland is supposedly the energy
retailer with the most (1.1 million) gas and electricity customers (ESB 2024), Bord Gais Energy
claims to service over 514,000 residential and business customers across Ireland (Centrica 2025),
and Energia claims to have 189,200 residential electricity customers in the Republic of Ireland
(Energia Group 2025:19), we deduce that the Energy Engage Code suppliers collectively represent
a significant share of the Irish electricity market.

The Energy Engage Code takes a preventative approach as it is not only directed at those
customers who are not able to pay but also at those who are concerned that they may be at risk of
bill arrears (EAI 2023b). Suppliers who have signed up to the Energy Engage Code commit to
never disconnecting an ‘Engaged Customer’.

Engaged Customer is defined as a customer who is communicating with the retailer directly or
through a charity or free financial counselling service (EAI 2023b). Payment options include paying
equal amounts throughout the year (bill smoothing), a negotiated payment plan, “repayment
holidays [which are] short breaks from repayments” (EAI 2023b:8) and a pre-payment meter (EAI
2023b). Customers who are concerned but not in debt are offered “guidance and support on how
to manage [their] bills [and] information on energy efficiency measures” (EAl 2023b:4). Retailers
that have signed up to the Energy Engage Code may also offer information on how to improve the
energy efficiency of the home in terms of

e advice including a BER (Building Energy Rating) assessment
e grant information
e installation of new windows, solar panels or other measures. (EAI 2023b:10)

The Energy Engage Code allows for rapid changes in financial circumstances and renegotiation of
repayment plans (EAI 2023b).

7.6.1 Effectiveness

Eurelectric claims that the Energy Engage Code
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“is effective in reducing the number of customers disconnected and provides information to all
customers on how they can manage arrears” (Eurelectric 2024:20).

The Electricity Association of Ireland claims that this voluntary, electricity retailer-led “initiative has
prevented thousands of disconnections since its inception in 2014” (EAI 2023a). Eurelectric adds
that

“In practice, under Supplier Handbook obligations and Energy Engage Code, customers already
have adequate protection from the risk of disconnection, given the disconnection process can take
up to 14 weeks from start to finish with a non-engaging customer.

Around 85% of customers engage with their supplier and make payment on arrears between
receiving the final notice of disconnection and the request for the disconnection to be
progressed through the DSO (Eurelectric 2024:20)

Exact numbers or an evaluation of the Energy Engage Code by independent sources was not
readily available.

7.6.2 Gaps in protection

By design, customers who do not have a contract with any of the signatories to the Energy Engage
Code, are missing out on these protections. These would be the customers who have contracts
with the smaller energy suppliers in Ireland, such as Arden Energy, Community Power, Expower
and Water Power.

7.7 Disconnection moratoria

Ireland presents some legal disconnection moratoria as laid out in Clause 5.4.2 of the Electricity
and Gas Suppliers' Handbook 2023 (CRU 2023b). In addition to the short protection from
disconnection on “Friday, Saturday, Sunday, eve of a Public Holiday or a Public Holiday” (CRU
2023b:44), Ireland presents a winter moratorium. The winter moratorium on electricity
disconnections differentiates between vulnerable and other residential customers in terms of
duration.

7.7.1 All customers during the winter moratorium

Currently, residential electricity customers in Ireland may not be disconnected between 9
December 2024 and 17 January 2025 (CRU 2024b). This winter truce period or “Christmas
Moratorium” for all residential electricity customers was first introduced as an emergency measure
in 2022 has been announced again for the current (2024-25) winter.

7.7.1.1 Effectiveness

The CRU (CRU 2024b) is critical of the winter grace period for all customers. The CRU states that
extended winter moratoria that have been in place since 2022, are not effective in reducing
customer debts, claiming that customers may abandon communication with their retailers and that
it places additional financial burdens onto customers:

The data has shown that arrears levels are trending at historically high levels, both in terms of the

value of arrears levels overall and the average value of a customer’s account in arrears. (CRU
2024b).
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In addition, the CRU claims that the prohibition on electricity disconnections in the 2022-23 winter
resulted in consumer apathy and high default on repayment plans because of the long duration of
the moratorium (2023). The CRU requested a shorter moratorium for the 2023-24 winter (2023).
The winter moratorium for all customers has been shortened this winter (2024-25). Lump sum
energy grants seemed to ease the financial stress of accumulated debt during the winter
disconnection ban (Weston 2025)

Additionally, the Electricity Association of Ireland has raised safety concerns regarding universal
winter moratoria. The 2022-23 winter moratorium included a blanket ban on disconnections, even
for empty dwellings, which may have posed safety risks (Foxe 2023).

7.7.2 Vulnerable customers during the winter moratorium

Customer that are duly registered with their retailer according to the guidelines of the Code of
Practice for Vulnerable Customers may not be disconnected for non-payment of bills during the
winter period (from 1 November to 31 March every winter) (CRU 2024b). This period is longer than
the three weeks provided to other customers.

7.8 Costs of disconnection bans

The costs of disconnection bans to retailers in Ireland were not readily available. However,
approximately 230,000 electricity customers were in arrears in April 2024 (CRU 2024a). The
average debt of electricity customers in April 2024 was EURO 454.97 (CRU 2024a). The
accumulated value of electricity arrears from residential customers was about EURO 110 million
(CRU 2024a). The Electricity Association of Ireland raised concerns about “people gaming the
system” with the energy regulator Commission for Regulation of Utilities (CRU). Debts, some
“exceeding €10,000” without any intention of settling them meant that suppliers had to carry the
financial burden (Foxe 2023).

Further, the universal winter disconnection moratorium may have led to avoidable financial burden
for customers. The blanket ban on disconnections in the 2022-23 winter may have resulted in
unnecessary energy consumption and costs for consumers, as empty dwellings could not be
disconnected even at the request of the account holders (Foxe 2023). The Electricity Association
of Ireland put forward that asking other customers to carry the burden of these debts was unfair
(Foxe 2023).

8 Cross-country comparison

In this Section, we summarise our findings across the three European countries and compare them
with the rules and outcomes for consumers with billed electricity contracts in the AER responsible
Regions (AERrR), and Victoria. We identified varied types of disconnection bans, eligible
population groups and operational mechanisms as well as their effectiveness.

The review found that disconnection ban is an umbrella term for varied forms of protections against
disconnection from grid electricity supply. We distinguish between four types of disconnections
prohibitions, namely year-round legal disconnection prohibitions, winter disconnection moratoria,
disconnection moratoria as extended timelines to pay and basic individual supply mechanism for
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some ‘protected’ households and voluntary continuous disconnection restraints by energy
companies, and highlight temporary emergency measures (Table 2).
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Disconnection
ban category/

France

Spain Catalonia

Ireland

Australia — regions governed by
Australian Energy Regulator and

Jurisdiction Victoria

Full, year- Customers who have applied for Registered life support customers; | Registered life support | Registered life support customers,
round financial assistance through the *since 2022: all social bonus and customers paying ‘engaged’ customers, and those
disconnection Solidarity Fund for Housing. recipients off debt; those with a paying off debt; those with a debt less
prohibitions — formal complaint or AU$300, a formal complaint or

by law estimated bill pending application for energy

concession/relief. VIC; water
vulnerable customers.

Disconnection
moratoria —
grace periods
prohibiting
immediate cut-
off with or
without
reduced supply

All customers: reduced supply
1kVA for at least 30 days. Smart
meter customers: reduced supply
1kVA for at least 60 days. Energy
Cheque beneficiaries - additional
30 days for payment and basic
individual supply mechanism of
1kVA for 60 days .

Pre-2022 : Social bonus recipients
(vulnerable and severely
vulnerable customers): additional 2
months to settle unpaid bills
followed by reduced power supply
(3.5kW for 6 months (=10 months
extension in total).

*Since 2022: no social bonus
recipient may be disconnected

All customers: no
disconnections on
Fridays, weekends,
public holidays and the
days before a public
holiday.

All customers: no disconnections
between 2pm/3pm and 8am, on
Fridays, weekends, public holidays
and the days before a public holiday,
between 20-31 December and
extreme weather events

Disconnection

All customers: with reduced supply

Vulnerable customers;

disconnection
restraint by
energy
companies

all their customers

debt with Catalan
and local
governments

signed up to the
voluntary Energy
Engage Code will
never disconnect an
‘Engaged Customer’

moratoria — 3kVA; *in 2025: All customers
winter truce Energy Cheque recipients: no but for a shorter period
period power reduction

Voluntary Since 2022: EDF maintains a - Since 2021: Since 2014: 8 of 12 -
continuous minimal power supply (1 kVA) for Endesa is sharing Irish retailers who have

Table 2 Overview of disconnection prohibition types and eligible groups across France, Spain (with special consideration of Catalonia), Ireland and Australia. An asterisk (*)
indicates a temporary emergency measure.
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8.1 Year-round disconnection prohibitions — by law

Year-round disconnection prohibitions by law are provided to targeted households in Spain,
Ireland, and Australia. However, France does not have any ongoing legal disconnection
prohibitions except for customers who had applied for financial assistance through the Solidarity
Fund for Housing.

Laws prohibiting disconnections throughout the year are provided to registered life support
customers in Spain, Ireland and Australia, but not in France. Similar to Australia, registration as a
life support customer requires a medical confirmation but is not means tested in any of these
jurisdictions. The review did not reveal specific statistics on the number or share of households
protected from disconnections due to being life support customers. Information about the
effectiveness of this rule was only available for Australia. However, the continuity and lack of
criticism of the rule in the European countries as well as the high penalties for non-compliance in
Australia suggest that a year-round disconnection ban for life support customers is considered
effective and critical for ensuring the safety of these vulnerable consumers.

Further, Spanish customers with higher levels of vulnerability are protected from electricity
disconnections. Customers with severe vulnerabilities do not have to pay their bills at all, as their
retailer and regional or municipal government share their electricity costs. In addition, since 2021,
all customers who receive the electricity social bonus tariff have been protected from electricity
disconnections as an emergency measure. Vulnerability is a precondition for benefitting from the
electricity social bonus. The electricity social bonus ensures that, this year, electricity costs are up
to 65 per cent cheaper up to a daily consumption limit, ranging from 4.35 kWh/day to 13.05
kWh/day. Less than five per cent of Spanish customers are receiving the electricity social bonus,
and many are missing out.

Year-round legal disconnection prohibitions in Ireland are like those in Australia, and include
customers who engage with their retailers, honour their payment plans or have made a complaint
about their bill. Data on the effectiveness of this consumer protection measure in Ireland and
Australia suggest, though, that these measures are not fully effective in removing the risk of
disconnection. In Ireland, about half of re-payment plans had been cancelled (CRU 2024a). In
Australia, in the FY 2023-24, almost three quarters of hardship customers and more than half of
customers on payment plans were unable to fulfil repayment plans instalments (AER 2024b). Their
debts would have been increasing, and because of their cancelled repayment plans, these
customers would have been facing disconnections again.

Australia goes beyond the Irish criteria that ensure ongoing protection from electricity connection.
Australia also offers the additional consumer protection mechanism of prohibiting power cuts for
non-payment if the debt level is below AU$300. Considering that the amount has not changed
since 2017 (AER 2025), the upward trend of electricity prices since then (ECA 2022; Rai and
Nelson 2019) and the current average bill amount of AU$460.50%, this threshold may be

37 Based on average annual electricity cost of residential customer in FY 2023-24 of $1,842 (ACCC 2024)
and quarterly bills ($1,842/4=$460.50)
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considered too low even if prices may fall by 13 per cent in the next decade (AEMC 2024c). Finally,
France and Australia protect those customers who have applied for energy relief or concession
payments, however, this protections lifts when the financial support is granted.

The aim of full disconnections by law seems to be the protection of the physical health of
customers while encouraging payment resolution. In Australia, the scope of householders
qualifying for full protection is more outcome-based than in the other jurisdictions. Household
characteristics play a minor role, as they are only an eligibility criterion for life support customers.
All other categories offering full protection are based on the inability to pay, independent of income,
family composition or efficiency of the home.

8.2 Disconnection moratoria — winter truce period

France and Ireland presented winter truce periods that varied by eligible householder group, length
and implementation. Spain and Australia did not present seasonal electricity disconnection
protections.

The winter truce period in France extends to all customers from 1 November to 31 March of every
winter. The electricity amount may be reduced to 3 kVA for ordinary customers who experience
payment difficulties, but not for those eligible for the Energy Cheque scheme. The eligibility for the
Energy Cheque is based on income and household composition, however, disability is not listed as
a criterion. About 16 per cent of residential customers may benefit from Energy Cheques but many
are missing out. Data of the impacts of the winter truce for all customers was not available.

Ireland applies a winter truce period to vulnerable customers who are registered on the Special
Services Register for advanced age or physical, sensory, intellectual, or mental health reasons.
The annual truce period concurs with the one in France: 1 November to 31 March. Since 2022, as
an emergency scheme, the electricity disconnection moratorium applies to all customers. The truce
period for all customers varies from year to year. In the current winter of 2024-25, the winter
moratorium for all customers was shorter than those for vulnerable consumers, extending from 9
December 2024 to 17 January 2025. The lIrish utilities regulator is critical of the grace period for all
customer, claiming that it has led to consumer apathy, high default on repayment plans
abandonment of communication with their retailers and ... (CRU 2024b), exploitation (Foxe 2023),
and been ineffective in reducing customer debts as it places additional financial burdens onto
customers (CRU 2024b). Information on the householder experience was not readily available.

Other truce periods in Ireland and Australia do not extend beyond a few days before and after
public holidays and in connection with extreme weather events (AEMC 2024b; ESC 2024).

8.3 Disconnection moratoria — Extended timelines to pay and basic
individual supply mechanism for some ‘protected’ households

Disconnection moratoria, in the sense of extended timelines to pay in combination with basic

individual supply mechanism for some ‘protected’ households exist in France and Spain, with
Spain offering the longest timeline and most generous minimum supply (cf. Figure 4).
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Time periods before disconnections[Days]
150 200 250 300 350

France -ordinary customer

France -Energy Chegue customer
Spain - ordinary customer (<10kW)
Spain - vulnerable customer (pre-2022)
Ireland

Australia

B Payment period Reminder/s B Disconnectionwarning B Reduced power supply

Figure 4 Comparison of time periods before disconnections by jurisdictions and customer group

In France, Energy Cheque beneficiaries with smart meters are given an extra grace period of 30
days for payment and extra 30 days of basic individual supply mechanism of 1kVA in addition to
the 15 days for payment and 30 days at reduced supply provided to all other customers before
disconnection (Le Médiateur National de 'Energie 2023a; Service-Public-Fr 2023a). The extended
disconnection moratorium for protected customers in 2023 reduced electricity disconnections by 30
per cent compared to 2021 and 13 per cent compared to 202238 (Le Médiateur national de
I'énergie 2024).

The payment timelines for protected households are more generous in Spain than in France.
Usually in Spain, vulnerable and severely vulnerable customers, whose eligibility is based on
income, household size and disability, are given two months in additional to the common grace
period of 5 to 20 days to settle their unpaid bills (Eurelectric 2024:27-28; Spanish Government
Directorate-General of Public Governance 2024). After this period, their power supply is reduced to
3.5 kW for six months. Overall, these safeguards amount to ten months payment extensions. In
2025, however, these vulnerable and severely vulnerable customers were covered under the
general disconnection prohibition for all electricity social bonus recipients (Presidency of the
Government of Spain 2025). Information on the effects on payment resolution or householder
wellbeing was not available. We also did not find data on customer perspectives to support the
claim that “consumers [are given] ample opportunity to settle overdue payments” (ACER and
CEER 2024:52).

The different minimum power supply limits would affect the daily energy practices of householders
with uneven outcomes. The minimal power supply (1 kVA or 0.8kW) in France allows some
lighting, food cold storage and charging of some electronic devices (EDF 2021). In Spain, a power
supply of 3.5 kW, that is four times the French limit, allows food refrigeration, doing laundry in
one’s own washing machine and watching television (Poupa Energia 2025). These energy services
and outcomes appear deficient when compared with perceptions of essential energy across

38 Based on 279,950 electricity disconnections in 2019 (pre-COVID 19 pandemic), 254,422 in 2021, 205,576
in 2022 and 178,015 in 2023 (Le Médiateur national de I'énergie 2024).
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Europe (Willand et al. 2024), with the Spanish rules being more comprehensive in their perception
of essential energy outcomes and generous in the allocation of power.

8.4 Voluntary continuous disconnection restraint by energy companies

The review found voluntary continuous disconnection restraint by energy companies in France, the
Spanish Autonomous Region of Catalonia and in Ireland.

In France, the major French electricity supplier EDF has been maintaining a minimal power supply
of 1 kVA for customers with payment difficulties since 2022, encouraging customers to reconnect
with their supplier and social services to resolve their payment issues (Eurelectric 2024). According
to EDF, a trial of this voluntary disconnection restraint reduced the number of disconnections by a
third in five years (EDF 2021). More recently, evaluations claim that this measure resulted in four
out of five customers re-engaging and finding financial solutions (European Commission 2023b).

In Catalonia, the major energy retailer Endesa reached an agreement with the Catalan government
in 2021 to halt electricity disconnections, including provisions for debt waivers and debt sharing
with the Catalan and municipal governments (Ajuntament de Barcelona 2021; Right to Energy
Coalition 2021). More than 110,000 vulnerable households have had their energy debt written off
(McRae 2023), but debt waivers did not address future debts, customers are not necessarily put
onto the cheapest contract, and there has been no compliance report since 2023 (Sindic 2023).

In Ireland, retailer that have signed up to the voluntary Energy Engage Code have stopped
disconnecting an ‘Engaged Customer’ since 2014 (EAI 2023b). At the time of writing, eight out of
12 retailers were offering secure electricity access to their customers (EAI 2025). This voluntary
disconnection restraint has presumably avoided “thousands of disconnections” (EAI 2023a). More
accurate statistics were not available.

8.5 Supplementary initiatives to assist households with bill payments

In all four countries, disconnection rules are complemented by financial support and accompanied
by assistance through intermediaries. Financial support is offered through energy grants,
concessions and discounted tariffs. In France and Catalonia, social services play an integral role
in establishing vulnerability, assisting householders and as intermediaries between retailers and
customers. French retailers must nominate a “solidarity correspondent” at the departmental social
services, the municipal social services or consumer protection associations to identify and assist
households in energy poverty through collaboration (Le Médiateur National de 'Energie 2021). The
precautionary principle in Catalonia aims to ensure that retailers check the vulnerability status with
the local social services before disconnecting any consumers (Guiteras 2018). In Australia, it
seems, the responsibility to engage with intermediaries rests with the customers. Retailers are
expected to have systems in place to support customers experiencing financial difficulties and
provide information about available assistance programs. Retailers merely encourage account
holders to contact financial counsellors and community organisations to advocate on their behalf
about complaints and to negotiate more suitable repayment conditions. Hence, retailers are not
explicitly obliged to proactively contact financial counsellors or community organisations to assist
householders.
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9 Discussion

This literature review aimed to provide a better understanding of prohibitions of residential
electricity disconnections for non-payment of bills in exemplary jurisdictions to draw lessons for the
protection of Australian bill paying electricity consumers. On the one hand, disconnection bans
may improve householders’ health and wellbeing by reversing the aetiology associated with
electricity disconnections. On the other hand, legal arguments could be made about the
infringement of business rights and economic freedoms of electricity suppliers or their shareholders
in investor-owned utilities, as customer debts diminish company profits (Lawson and Mills 2023).
Hence, this review explored the types of disconnection bans, their contexts and outcomes, to
provide an understanding of how electricity disconnections work.

The study focused on nations that have been put forward as “good examples” (European
Commission 2023b; Fondation Abbé Pierre 2023; Housing Rights Watch 2023), namely France,
Spain and Ireland, to explore how their disconnection prohibitions balance social and economic
objectives. We conducted a comprehensive literature review of all data that seemed relevant,
including peer-reviewed journal articles, reports and websites by government, industry and
advocacy bodies as well as newspaper articles.

In summary, disconnection bans work by providing customers mandatory or voluntary, permanent
or temporary protection from electricity debt disconnections with or without reduced power supply
to protect the health and wellbeing of householders, to allow account holders more time to find
payment solutions and to reduce economic losses for energy companies. The effectiveness in
terms of avoided disconnections was shaped by the scope of eligibility criteria, prerequisites for
targeted disconnection prohibitions, the involvement of intermediaries, the climatic, financial and
housing contexts as well as supplementary financial support mechanisms. The costs of legal and
voluntary disconnection bans do not appear to have jeopardised the financial viability of electricity
retailers or imposed an undue burden on electricity customers in general.

Figure 5 presents a schematic illustration of the types of disconnection bans and conditions that
shape outcomes.
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Figure 5 Schematic illustration of the types of disconnection bans and conditions that shape outcomes

Our review suggests the following insights:

9.1 Disconnection rates in Australia compare favourably to those in
“good example” countries

The premise of this study was that Australia may be lagging other developed nations in protecting
electricity consumers from disconnections for non-payment. However, in terms of disconnection
rates, the review found, that disconnection rates in Australia compared favourably to those in “good
example” countries. With regards to disconnection statistics, Australia’s disconnection rates in the
FY 2023-24 of 0.23 per cent across bill paying customers in NSW, ACT, QLD, SA, TAC and
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0.003% in VIC?® were comparably low to those in France, Ireland (both below 0.5%) and Spain
(ACER and CEER 2023; AER 2024b; ESC 2025b).

In the case of Spain, the near absence of disconnections may be explained by the extraordinary
measure of prohibiting disconnections for all social bonus recipients. The disconnection rate may
be higher in other years. The low disconnection rates in the other countries may be explained by
ordinary and emergency policy measures that eased the financial burden of energy bills, such as
the lowering of taxes on energy costs and energy grants, and hardship prepayment meters in
Ireland. Further research is needed to understand how energy prices, tariffs and assistance
contribute to the affordability of electricity in each case and how they compare across countries.

9.2 Broad eligibility criteria ensure extensive protection against
disconnection

The definitions and perceptions of vulnerability shaped the eligibility for legal ongoing
disconnection bans and disconnection moratoria. The most common aim of disconnection
prohibitions by law seemed to be the protection of the physical health of customers. Legal
disconnection bans applied a democratic approach (Hillman 2004) to balancing the protection of
customers and industry interest by giving priority to those considered vulnerable. The review found
diverse and inconsistent perceptions of vulnerability, based on income, age, health, disability and
gender violence across all four countries. Inconsistencies across the European countries may be
interpreted as unfair. Injustice may also be inherent in those householder characteristics that were
not listed at all. This investigation did not find any evidence that full protection from disconnection
was based on gender in general, ethnicity or tenure, even though there is a body of international
literature that attests to these household characteristics as heightening the risk of energy
vulnerability, e.g. (Daniel et al. 2020; Middlemiss 2022; Nunez-Peiré et al. 2021; Wang et al. 2021).

Beyond the protection of life support customers, the eligibility criteria for full disconnection
protections seemed more outcome-based in Ireland and Australia than in France, Spain and many
other jurisdictions (Dobbins et al. 2016; ERGEG 2009). In Ireland and Australia, household
characteristics were of minor importance, serving only primarily as an eligibility criterion for life
support customers. Full protection for other categories was based on the inability to pay,
regardless of income, family composition, home efficiency, or disputes with the retailer. This broad
understanding of vulnerability may offer enhanced protection against disconnection, as
registration-based protections often failed to recognise some households, resulting in them missing
out on much-needed relief. However, effectively engaging all customers facing hardship in
assistance programs remains a challenge in Ireland and Australia (AER 2024d; DECC 2022).

9.3 Disconnection moratoria may offer temporary relief for some
customers but lead to over-indebtedness for others

Even though the review found little nuanced information on disconnection moratoria outcomes, the
evidence of suboptimal outcomes of extended payment timelines across the four countries

39 Based on 15,624 disconnections in the AERrR (AER 2024b) + disconnections in 7669 VIC (ESC 2025b)
=23,293 customers
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suggests that customer debt characteristics may play a key role. Disconnection moratoria may
offer temporary relief for some customers but lead to over-indebtedness for others. Disconnection
moratoria that extended payment timelines may have helped those customers who faced
temporary financial hardship. Disconnection moratoria that extended payment timelines may have
provided customers who experienced ongoing financial difficulties a sense of relief and comfort
during the grace periods but not an effective solution to their debts, leading to over-indebtedness
(Dobbins et al. 2016). Hence, disconnection moratoria with waivers of debt and late payment fees
may be more effective in safeguarding people’s mental and financial health. Catalonia and Belgium
acknowledge over-indebtedness as a social issue that necessitates substantial financial relief from
both retailers and governments (Ley 24/2015 2015; Dobbins et al. 2016).

9.4 Prerequisites for certain disconnection protections restricted free
choice in retailers

The requirements for certain disconnection protections limited householders' freedom to choose
their retailers. All countries had a largely liberalised market even though the number of retailers
varied greatly, ranging from 12 residential electricity retailers in Ireland (CRU 2025b) to 243
retailers in Spain (CNMC 2024d). Higher number of retailers may mean more competition and
choice for customers, however, the choice of households who stood to benefit from the equity -
social bonus — tariff in Spain was restricted to a few retailers.

Householders who do not qualify for the French Energy Cheque or the Spanish social bonus but
who still seek security from disconnection were obliged to sign up with EDF in France or Endesa in
Catalonia. Irish customers, who sought secure connections despite non-engagement with their
retailers and were not deemed vulnerable, seemed to have the largest choice of retailers, as two
thirds of Irish retailers had committed to never disconnecting a customer.

Australia presented at least 26 residential retailers with three retailers dominating the market. With
regards to electricity disconnection protection, the customers’ choice was not restricted, as all
retailers offered the same mandatory consumer protections. However, retailers develop their own
individual hardship programs, and these may offer varied assistance initiatives. Ideally, consumers
would compare the retailers’ individual hardship programs to identify the one that may offer the
best protections. However, a comparison of all hardship programs was not readily available.

9.5 Voluntary disconnection restraints did not threaten the financial
health of energy retailers

In contrast to the targeted protection in legal prohibitions of disconnections, voluntary
disconnection restraints by retailers followed an equality of rights approach (Hillman 2004) in which
all customers were treated equally. The aim of full disconnections through voluntary measures by
retailers in France, Catalonia and Ireland seemed to be the encouragement of payment resolution.
The report that the payment difficulties of one in five EDF customers had not been resolved
deserves investigation (European Commission 2023b). Nonetheless, such retailer practices
seemed to signal their willingness to serve “hard to serve’ or marginal profit customers” (Sharam
2001:13). Importantly, though, these ongoing voluntary restraints of energy companies did not
affect their financial stability. Australia did not present voluntary disconnection restraints by
individual electricity retailers.
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9.6 Large size of retailers may facilitate voluntary disconnection
restraints

The dominance of EDF in France and Endesa in Catalonia in the local electricity markets may
have facilitated their voluntary halt on debt disconnections. In Ireland, the voluntary Energy Engage
Code was also first established by larger retailers. Larger retailers may have a bigger profit margin
and more resources to employ staff and external trusted intermediaries to help householders with
payment plans and other support measures than smaller companies.

Interestingly, though, in Ireland, other, smaller companies have signed up to the Energy Engage
Code and its principle of voluntary disconnection restraint, too. This trend may be explained by
competitive pressure, if customers switched their contracts to signatories of the Energy Engage
Code; however, we could not find any literature on consumer behaviours on this matter. It may also
be that the voluntary restraint to disconnect billed customers has little financial burden, as Irish
retailers may switch customers in arrears to prepayment ‘hardship’ meters. Hence, further study is
needed to understand the rationale for three quarters of electricity retailers voluntarily ceasing
disconnections as well as their payment support practices and the financial implications.

Australia has also got large, so-called ‘Tier 1’ or ‘big 3’ retailers, namely OriginEnergy, AGL and
EnergyAustralia (Figure 3), who share more than 60 per cent of residential electricity customers
(ACCC 2024; AER 2024b; ESC 2025b). Data from Victoria suggests that these companies have
varied disconnection rates, some below and some above the Australian average.*® An implication
of this review for practice is that these companies may be able to engage in a voluntary
disconnection restraint. Further work is needed to understand the current practices of dealing with
customers at risk of non-payment and the willingness to — at least- trial a voluntary disconnection
restraint.

9.7 Government ownership may facilitate voluntary disconnection
restraints

Government shares in energy companies may also have supported the establishment of voluntary
disconnection restraints in France (EDF) and Ireland (Electric Ireland), however, the process of
how decisions around voluntary disconnection restraints were made is unknown. Nonetheless, if a
large share of state ownership is conducive to voluntary disconnection bans, such an approach
may be possible in Australia too. The most prominent state-owned retailer in Australia is Ergon
Energy Retail which operates in Queensland (EnergyQueensland 2025). Ergon Energy lists varied
types of assistance for consumers that are finding it “hard to pay for essentials like electricity”
(ErgonEnergy 2025). A voluntary disconnection restraint is not listed but perhaps worth a trial.
Further research is needed to fully understand voluntary disconnection restraints and their
relationship to energy company ownership types, such as government versus investor ownership.

40 EnergyAustralia 0.01%, AGL 0.59%, OriginEnergy assumed 0% as it is not listed on the Essential
Services Commission dashboard (ESC 2025b); accessed 24 February 2025.
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9.8 Smart meters enable customers in arrears to stay connected with a
reduced power supply

Smart meters were being rolled out across all four countries with varying coverage. Smart meters
have allowed all indebted French electricity customers during winter, Energy Cheque recipients,
and vulnerable customers in Spain to remain connected for a longer period, albeit with a reduced
power supply. This mechanism may also have merit in Australia. Victoria presents an almost full
coverage of smart meters already, and the AEMC is expecting every household in the AERrR to
have a smart meter within five years (AEMC 2024a). Reduced power supply to avoid disconnection
- albeit as a “temporary solution” - is also supported by Eurelectric, the organisation that advocates
for and represents the collective interests of the European electricity sector (Eurelectric 2024:8).
Australian energy peak bodies have, to the best of our knowledge, not expressed their views on
whether smart meters used in Australia facilitate reduced power supply or if they could imagine
reducing power supply as a precursor or alternative to electricity disconnections.

9.9 Collaboration with trusted intermediaries helped protect against
disconnections

Collaboration with trusted intermediaries was a frequent measure to engage and help protect
against disconnections. In France and Catalonia, the involvement of social service providers was
mandatory to connect customers in energy hardship to financial support or to check their
vulnerability. Voluntary disconnection restraints by EDF and signatories to the Energy Engage
Code were supplemented by collaborations with social service providers and community advocacy
groups to engage householders and, thus, to help them access help. Collaborations of retailers
with community groups to help consumer engage as a prerequisite to be protected from
disconnection is also encouraged by the Irish government (DECC 2022). The review also showed
that ombudspersons may be instrumental in achieving protection, confirming evidence that
ombudspersons play an important role in ensuring procedural justice (Stojilovska 2021). However,
the review revealed that social services may not have the capacity, knowledge or systems to
ensure optimal care of electricity consumers. It seems that there is a need to improve the
capabilities of intermediaries or to establish trusted actors that are competent in all matters of
energy at home in Australia (Willand et al. 2023) and elsewhere.

In Ireland, retailers were obliged “work with the relevant state agencies or state sponsored
bodies/recognised charities” and “offer [their] contact details” to customers experiencing payment
difficulties (CRU 2023b). In Australia, the relationship between retailers and intermediaries seemed
weaker than in the other jurisdictions. Australian retailers were not obliged to contact social
services and report customers with payment difficulties. Even though disconnection notices must
contain information about the state energy ombudsperson, including how it operates and its
contact details, the onus of involving intermediaries is placed on the account holders. This means
that a key pathway to connect with customers and to find sustainable solutions may be missing in
Australia.

Nonetheless, retailers that are part of the Energy Charter are engaging in initiatives that involve
front-line workers (The Energy Charter 2025b). Little information is available about the
geographical distribution of these assistance programs or the characteristics of the populations
reached. Nonetheless, independent research (Willand et al. 2023; Wilson et al. 2023) has
confirmed that a relational approach is helpful and effective in a system in which payment
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difficulties are considered private affairs requiring a financial solution rather than systemic change
that addresses the complexity of energy consumption and bills. However, long-term and secure
funding is needed to gain maximum benefit from retailer/community group collaborations and
government funded energy assistance programs as householders call for ongoing support (Willand
et al. 2023; Wilson et al. 2023).

9.10Home energy improvements are not given priority among
disconnection safeguarding measures

Disconnection safeguards mostly took the form of financial support. The scarce mention of housing
retrofits as measures that promise to alleviate one of the root causes of energy vulnerability
highlights that policy makers and the energy industry regard bill non-payment as primarily a
financial and individual problem rather than a sign of inadequate housing infrastructure
(Middlemiss 2020). Similarly, in Australia, energy concessions or grants are not linked to the
thermal quality of the home, even though recommendations to recognise home energy efficiency in
energy hardship policies have been made at least for 20 years (Sharam 2004). Interestingly,
most of the recommendations in the Irish Government’s ‘Report on energy poverty’ (Joint
Committee on Social Protection Community and Rural Development and the Islands 2024) entail
housing retrofits, in particular a change from current isolated and ‘shallow’ initiatives to
comprehensive, whole of home ‘deep’ low-carbon refurbishments targeted at households in energy
poverty and renters. Government and retailer energy assistance in Australia seemed to rarely
involve deep retrofits. However, comprehensive improvement of home energy performance
promises sustained relief from energy bill stress and greenhouse gas emissions reductions
(Russell-Bennett et al. 2017; Willand et al. 2021; Wilson et al. 2023).

9.11Global emergencies may trigger enhanced legal prohibitions of
disconnections

The review revealed that global emergencies triggered enhanced disconnection prohibitions and
safeguards, but little is known about the long-term effectiveness, sustainability and legacy of these
measures. The COVID-19 pandemic triggered energy disconnection prohibition around the world
(Hesselman et al. 2020; Hesselman et al. 2021). Emergency extension of winter moratoria and
income support for energy costs were also common measures during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Guiteras 2021; Hesselman et al. 2020). This review found that France, Spain and Ireland
presented extraordinary disconnection protections for vulnerable households again, such as
extended winter moratoria and exceptional energy bill support in response to the armed conflicts in
Ukraine and in the Middle East. The response of these European countries seems to highlight their
widespread acknowledgment of the crucial role that affordable and uninterrupted energy services
play in ensuring basic human well-being and capabilities in the 215! century. Yet, in most cases,
these measures did not entirely protect from accruing debt and may, thus, helped more in delaying
than permanently protecting from disconnections.

Australia has not experienced any universal legal prohibition of disconnections. During the
pandemic, the Australian Energy Regulator encouraged retailers to stop disconnecting households
due to non-payment, but this action was not mandatory (AER 2020; Blakkarly 2021). The AER later
changed its stance from "no customer should be disconnected" to "no customer in contact with
their retailer should be disconnected” (Blakkarly 2021) and disconnections resumed in 2021
because customers were unable to meet their financial obligations (Blakkarly 2021).
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Currently, Australia is undergoing a “cost of living crisis” and many Australians are attributing much
of the blame to energy companies (Heap 2024). In 2024, the Australian and some state
governments also implemented electricity bill grants to all customers to offset the rise in living costs
(ACCC 2024). However, disconnection rules were not changed.

9.12Disconnection moratoria presented seasonal bias

The review found that disconnection moratoria were unevenly applied to the winter months.
Disconnection moratoria explored in this study offered hour-, day-, or temperature based as well as
seasonal protections from power cuts that were combined with power reductions in France and
Spain. France and Ireland offered winter disconnection moratoria. This winter focus may be based
on the recognition that lack of heating during cold weather poses a significant health risk. Australia
does not have a winter disconnection moratorium despite ample evidence of the widespread
prevalence of cold homes and the health risks of unaffordable heating across Australia (Barlow et
al. 2023; Daniel et al. 2021; Porto Valente et al. 2021; Valente et al. 2023).

We did not find evidence of explicit and yearly summer truce periods in any of the four jurisdictions.
The Australian regulations prohibit disconnections during extreme weather events, but explicit
reference to summer heat is only given in the South Australian rules (“ heatwave or bushfire”
(Government of South Australia 2024)).

Nonetheless, the disconnection prohibition during the summer period between 20 and 31
December in Australia overlaps with the winter moratoria periods in France and Ireland. This
moratorium may be motivated by the closure of banks and post offices during the Christmas
holidays or the desire to give householders peace of mind during the “festive season” (EWOSA
2025). However, this moratorium may also be interpreted as a preventive health measure. It could
reflect that, historically, the hottest day of the year in the AERrR and Victoria was experienced in
mid-December to mid-January (BOM 2018). The rationale for this protection period deserves
investigation.

A previous review of disconnection bans lists a summer moratorium for Lithuania (Dobbins et al.
2016:36). Heat-protection disconnection bans are less common than cold-based ones in the USA,
but these heat-protections tend to be temperature-related rather than seasonal (Flaherty et al.
2020). Only a few states in the US have summer disconnection moratoria (Lawson and Mills 2023)
and Canadian social justice advocates are calling for such protection from hot weather, too (Kwofie
2024). Considering that summer heat can be a risk for health in all four countries (Achebak et al.
2024; Amoatey et al. 2025; Ballester et al. 2023; Nufiez-Peir6 et al. 2021; ONPE 2024), and the
potential increase of temperatures due to climate change (IPCC 2022), summer disconnection
moratoria may increasingly offer public health benefits.

9.13Disconnection moratoria lacked reconnection mandates at the
beginning of the protected periods

The review of disconnection moratoria in these four countries also failed to find evidence of a
disconnection moratorium that was accompanied by a reconnection requirement. The
disconnection moratoria in Australia, France, Spain and Catalonia seem to refer to delays to the
cutting of the power supply, presumably to allow householders more time to pay their debt.
However, it seems, once a customer had been disconnected and was not seen to be settling their
debt, then the electricity supply remained turned off until the matter was resolved. Previously
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disconnected customers were not automatically reconnected at the start of winter or other
protected periods, as is the case in Ontario, Canada.

Winter moratoria exist in Ontario and in other Canadian provinces (Kwofie 2024; Ontario Energy
Board 2017). However, since 2017, Ontarion customers who are without power supply due to non-
payment by the start of the winter moratorium period on 15 November are also re-connected to
their electricity supply. Customers with reduced load limits for non-payment have their full supply
restored (Das et al. 2022; Ontario Energy Board 2017). This energy guarantee also applies to gas,
and customers are not charged a reconnection fee (Kwofie 2024). Reinstatement of disconnections
seem to place people’s health and wellbeing above retailer interests.

9.14Irregular electricity connections are often a last resort measure for
households facing extreme energy poverty when legal protections
are inadequate or absent

The prevalence of irregular electricity connections underscored the critical importance of
comprehensive disconnection bans, as these illegal and dangerous measures are often a last
resort for households facing extreme energy poverty when legal protections are inadequate or
absent. The energy industry considered disconnections of residential electricity customers a last
resort to encourage payment. However, many households found themselves having to connect to
power irregularly as a last resort due to the increasing unaffordability of energy, housing and living
costs.

The review found evidence that illegal tampering with smart meters was common in France and
Spain. lllegal electricity connections and changing smart meters to record less electricity
consumption than consumed was a symptom of energy poverty, a sign of systemic failures to
provide people with the resources necessary for a decent life and an expression of social
resistance (Angel 2019; Ruiz-Rivas et al. 2023). Reasons for such direct action was not the
unwillingness to pay (ESC 2017; Foxe 2023) but rather the disempowerment and marginalisation
of householders. Research shows that many Spanish householders resort to irregular connections
for subsistence and feel ashamed about it (Angel 2019; Ruiz-Rivas et al. 2023). Yet, illegal
electricity connections are not reported by the Australian or European Regulators (ACER and
CEER 2023; AER 2024b).

Despite Australia’s history of housing activism, e.g. (Thorpe and Stickells 2014), there is little
evidence that Australians are engaging in direct action on residential energy. Australia presents
only isolated incidents of direct action by householders or energy company employees in the form
of tampering with smart meters and illegal connections (Tolhurst 2025; Willand et al. 2023).
Nonetheless, these rare reports confirm that irregular connections in Australia are also shaped by
desperation rather than malicious intent (Tolhurst 2025; Willand et al. 2023).

Irregular connections are symptomatic of deeper social and economic issues that require
comprehensive policy approaches to address energy poverty and ensure universal access to safe
and affordable electricity. However, these symptoms of energy poverty remain hidden as statistics
on illegal electricity connections are not captured in regulatory reports.

90



How do electricity disconnection bans work?

9.15Limitations of this research

This review was limited by the lack of quality evaluations of disconnection bans. The review
included some information on the influence of disconnection bans on disconnection rates and
customer engagement, yet this data was often provided by the energy industry or by advocates.
The dearth of evaluations by independent bodies was notable. In addition, we found scarce studies
that investigated how disconnection bans shape householder wellbeing. Future research on the
householder lived experience of disconnection bans of any type is critically needed to better
identify the conditions and mechanisms that promise optimum outcomes for householders.

In addition, the review was limited in scope to credit contracts and did not include a review of
protections for those in embedded networks. In Australia, customers in embedded networks, for
example in some apartment buildings, caravan parks and retirement villages, are not covered by
the same protections as customers with free market contracts (AER 2024d). The equivalent in
France are customers who must sign up with their local distributors and do not have a choice in
electricity suppliers (Le Médiateur National de I'Energie 2025b).

The review also excluded self-disconnections through prepayment meters. In Ireland, pre-payment
or Pay As You Go (PAYG) meters can be installed at the customer’s request or forced upon them
as "hardship meters”. In Australia, prepayment metering systems are common in some remote and
regional areas, particularly in the Northern Territory (Longden et al. 2021). Prepayment meters are
discriminating and associated with systemic inequalities. They are often mandated for First Nations
communities, associated with self-restriction and high rates of involuntary self-disconnections
(Longden et al. 2021; White et al. 2024). Households on prepayment meters are not provided the
three months credit on their energy use as bill paying customers, have less protection and less
access to assistance than bill paying customers (AER 2024d). Better understanding of systems
that can ensure protection from disconnection for customers in embedded networks and those on
prepayment meters is required urgently.

10 Conclusion

Secure access to affordable electricity is essential for a decent quality of life in the 215 century (UN
2021; Willand et al. 2024). Key instruments to secure householder access to electricity despite
non-payment are ongoing or temporary prohibitions to cut customers’ power supply. While
disconnection bans promise relief from energy stress, they can lead to challenges, such as the
accumulation of significant arrearages over time. In addition, temporary and permanent
disconnection prohibitions may put financial strain on retail companies. Hence, disconnection bans
require strategic implementations to balance customer protection with utility sustainability.

Energy companies play a critical role in the implementation of consumer protection. Energy
retailers bear the administrative and financial burden of consumer energy debt. Retailers are also
the direct contact for consumers and responsible for a fair treatment of households experiencing
payment difficulties. Retailer practices may exacerbate energy stress when they impose fees for
reconnection or late payments. On the other hand, retailers may alleviate energy and mental stress
through empathetic management of customers and debt waivers. Energy retailers may also face
costs associated with energy hardship and disconnections.
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The review found that, in quantitative terms, disconnection protections in Australia were at least as
effective in achieving low disconnection rates as in the countries put forward as “good examples”,
however, low disconnection rates do not capture the human impact of disconnection threats and
customers responses to disconnection warnings. Investigating initiatives like social tariffs and
reduced power supply could help improve affordability and equity of electricity prices and further
reduce the rate of disconnection. However, the negative impact of any electricity disconnection and
the evidence from other countries that there are opportunities for eliminating disconnections
without a significant destabilisation of the energy market calls for an honest and bold conversation
about the possible introduction of disconnection bans beyond the current protections in Australia,
too.

Even though Australia presented a relatively low rate among bill paying electricity customers in the
Eastern states, the threat of disconnection affected at least 20 times more account holders*'.
Policy makers and consumer advocates may appreciate the potential health benefits of secure and
continuous electricity access. However, year-round disconnection bans may also be attractive to
energy retailers in Australia. Universal disconnection bans offer reduced bad debt, and less
reputational damage and fines for wrongful disconnections. However, the impact of universal
disconnection bans may be unevenly shared among energy retailers.

The bad debts of disconnections are a financial loss to retailers that is not evenly shared. Overdue
accounts of households may also cause financial strains. Complete disconnection bans might
impose an undue and potentially unfair burden on certain energy companies. Retailers who
experience lower customer payment arrears would have a competitive edge (Eurelectric 2024).
This could cause retailers to withdraw from regions with low-income households, resulting in
reduced competition and increased energy prices, which would negatively impact all customers
(Eurelectric 2024).

Importantly, though, the review of how local context has shaped regulatory and voluntary
disconnection bans invites a closer look at the premises that underpin disconnections. The
discourse of disconnections as measure of “last resort” (CRU 2023b:39; ESC 2017:66) implies that
customers may be slow or not willing (ESC 2017) to engage with their retailer, and that the
disconnection or threat thereof will prompt households to engage. However, independent research
has shown that this blunt perception of household behaviours misrecognises the complex
psychological, social and material conditions that shape payment practices (Wodon 2000).
Furthermore, this discourse tacitly affirms that paying energy bills should take priority over the
satisfaction of other essential needs and expenses such as medical bills. The Catalan Law seems
to be a rare legal document that has articulated the policy makers’ indignation about the inequality
in wealth and power between householders and energy companies (Ley 24/2015 2015).

Nonetheless, in the last two years, there has been public dissatisfaction among Australians
regarding the profits of energy companies, particularly in light of rising energy costs and the
ongoing cost of living crisis (SBS News 17 August 2023; ACTU 2023; Richardson 2024). Recent
compliance breaches and enforcement actions against energy retailers in Australia have drawn
attention and concern from the media and regulators, and there is growing evidence of weak

41 In the FY 2023-24, 4.8 per cent of electricity customers were in arrears, with or without hardship programs
(AER 2024b).
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consumers trust, health impacts of energy underconsumption due to financial stress and public
discontent (Antipoverty Centre 2025; Crosswell 2025; ESC 2025a; McAuliffe 2025). Expanding
existing disconnection protections could signal that energy companies prioritize customer needs
over profits and potentially improve trust. The Australian electricity retailers may, for example,
follow the European examples or Internet subscription practices and consider a reduced power
supply before disconnection.*? Large retailers and state-owned companies, that is OriginEnergy,
AGL, EnergyAustralia and Ergon Energy Retail, may introduce or trial reduced power supply
instead of disconnecting certain customer groups or venture a universal disconnection stops.

Critically, in the words of the current Treasurer, Australians are experiencing “very substantial if not
severe financial pressure” (Chalmers 2025). Extended disconnection protections alone may not be
sufficient to fully ease customer anxiety about energy costs or avoid householders falling into
arrears. Other conditions that contribute to the lack of affordability of electricity include high energy
prices, confusing pricing structures, poor thermal quality and high costs of housing and inadequate
social welfare payments (McAuliffe 2025; Willand et al. 2021). Drawing on the right to energy
framework (Shyu 2021), protection from disconnection should not be regarded as complementary
to financial support but as a fundamental entitiement. Ultimately, eliminating electricity
disconnections will require a recognition that electricity is an essential determinant of health and
wellbeing and that disconnections leave people vulnerable to adverse outcomes in education,
physical and mental harms and lead to social exclusion. The realisation of a full electricity
disconnection prohibition for all requires more research into the amount of electricity that should be
guaranteed and a multi-faceted approach that addresses the varied root causes of energy
vulnerability in Australia comprehensively and sustainably.

While disconnections for non-payment of electricity bills may seem like a solution for energy
retailers to engage account holders in debt repayments, bill defaults are often symptomatic of
deeper social and economic issues that require comprehensive policy approaches to address
energy poverty and ensure universal access to safe and affordable electricity. To prevent
disconnections and non-payment in the long term, a systems-approach is needed that includes
housing retrofits, equitable tariff structures, financial assistance programs as well as education and
community engagement initiatives to empower and reach all consumers. In addition, recognising
the right to energy to protect householders’ health and wellbeing, may require the energy industry
to ensure universal, affordable and reliable access to electricity, and prioritising vulnerable and
low-income households in policy, pricing and service delivery. This approach would acknowledge
that access to energy is essential for maintaining health, comfort and social inclusion and position
the energy industry not just as a commercial provider of electricity but as a key partner in
safeguarding public health and a steward of a basic human right.

42 Australian Internet providers may ‘throttle’ the Internet speed once the customer has exceeded the data
allowance. Customers will experience a slower connection until the end of their billing cycle or until they
purchase additional data.
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Appendix EDF’s actions to mitigate energy poverty

The French energy company EDF engages in varied mandatory and voluntary, direct and indirect
initiatives to mitigate energy poverty in France.

Customer advisors and “solidarity correspondents” — mandatory direct
measures

EDF states that their approach is based on commitment to consumer engagement:

With its 5,000 customer advisors and 230 solidarity correspondents, all located in France, EDF
ensures a continuous and personalised dialogue with its French customers experiencing payment
difficulties: verification of the suitability of the contract taken out, advice on energy management,
payment methods adapted to each situation, and ongoing interaction with social and local partners.
In this way, EDF acts preventively and carries out targeted actions to find the best solution with the
customers concerned. (EDF 2021)

Under the principle of “solidarity”, that is active support for low-income households, EDF engages
in energy support measures through varied direct and indirect means. Regarding direct means,
EDF employs 5000 Customer Relations advisors (equivalent of 3.5% of all their workforce ) and
230 solidarity experts (EDF 2024b).

Customer relations advisors liaise directly with customers in energy hardship:

[They] are made aware of and trained in energy poverty situations. They detect the first signs of
hardship and offer the first forms of assistance. The EDF advisor checks that the customer is
getting the right rate for their consumption habits and that the bill has been calculated on the basis
of a real index. The advisor tells the customer how to lower their consumption and discusses the
terms of payment. They inform the customer about the energy voucher, directing them to those
who can help if necessary . (EDF 2024b:220)

Customer relations advisors seem to be increasingly communicating digitally with customers,
which may reduce their work burden:

EDF's debt collection process makes it possible to proactively maintain an ongoing dialogue with
customers experiencing payment difficulties, by sending them regular emails or text messages,
which automatically reduces the need for counselling under the Energy Support service. (EDF
2024b).

On the other hand, solidarity correspondents engage with “social workers, charities and social
mediation structures to implement customised solutions for customers in difficult situations ... in
more than 3,000 partnerships” (EDF 2021). EDF works with the local social service centres
(Centres Communaux d'Action Sociale (CCAS)) at municipality level, which are responsible for
providing support to people in need, particularly the elderly, disabled, and those experiencing
hardship.

Partnerships with charities and other organisations — Voluntary indirect
measures
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Indirect support measure by EDF include partnerships with charities and other organisations. The
charities that collaborate with EDF include Abbé Pierre Foundation, the French Red Cross,
Secours Catholique, and Secours Populaire Francgais (EDF 2024b:220). EDF also works with
PIMMS (Points d'Information Médiation Multi-Services or “multi-service conciliation and information
points") to develop mobile access points for people to access the services they need to
complement their physical locations (EDF 2024b).

A complete list of collaborative initiatives to prevent energy hardship is found in EDF’s annual
report (EDF 2024b). One notable initiative may be the Roofs First (Toits d’abord in French)
initiative by the Abbé Pierre Foundation that has help build and retrofit thousands of homes with
the financial support from EDF since 2012 (Abbé Pierre Foundation 2022; EDF 2024b). EDF
reports:

As the issue of housing renovation for precarious customers is a priority in the fight against energy
poverty, the partnership with Ashoka, signed in 2021, was born from the common desire to
address innovative responses to energy poverty through renovation. EDF, Eco-Habitat Network
and Ashoka have set up a collaboration to share and bring together their complementary expertise,
and thus, to help promote sustainable solutions for people in great energy poverty. EDF and the
Abbé Pierre Foundation have signed a three-year extension to the Toits d'abord (Roofs First)
programme, which aims to build and renovate housing for people on very low incomes. To this
effort, EDF contributed EURO 6.3 million over the period 2021-2023 (EDF 2024a:Data set sheet s-
Fuel poverty).

Indirect means — voluntary grant measures
Indirect means of supporting customers in energy hardship include the company’s contribution of
EURO 21.2 million to the Fonds de Solidarité Logement, making EDF the second largest

contributor after the French government, and a collaboration with the National Energy Poverty
Observatory to identify households experiencing vulnerability proactively (EDF 2024b).
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