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Overarching objective of the report: the three reports of the National Vulnerable
Consumers Steering Committees will be used to draft the Vulnerable Consumers Protection
Framework Paper – D7.2 of the project. In the context of the framework paper they are
particiularly expected to present existing measures and initiatives to support
vulnerable consumers and recommendations to policy (social and energy) actors on
measures/policies/strategies which can be used to improve the situation of those who
struggle to pay for their basic energy needs in terms of: consumer protection in general,
non-financial support and financial support policies. Therefore it is extremely important that
project partners organising national VCSC meetings include in the meetings’ agendas the
elements mentioned above.
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Chapter 1: Presentation and context of the meeting
1. Practical details of the meeting
Location: skype meeting
Date: 16/03/2020
Time: afternoon session
Attendees: 10 (5 VCSC members + 3 market actors + 2 project partners)
Remote involvement: Due to the precaution measures taken in the context of the
Coronavirus we were not able to organize a physical follow-up meeting with the market
actors, nor a physical 3rd national VCSC meeting. As we already had organized a 3rd MAD
end of January and only had to discuss the final version of the framework paper, we decided
to invite the market actors to the 3rd national VCSC (skype) meeting on the 16th of March.
By increasing the number of invitees we wanted to guarantee a sufficient attendance in the
skype meeting and have a meaningful discussion. We also allowed for written feedback on
the vulnerable consumers protection framework paper by the 20th of March.
Apologies: 2

4

2. Presentation of the meeting
a) Participants
Members of the VCSC
Annick Baert (Fluvius) (DSO)
Erika Meynaerts (VITO/Energyville) (research)
Roel Vermeiren (Vlaams Energie Agentschap) (government)
Kristine Landuyt (OCMW Antwerpen) (social sector)
Jill Coene (Universiteit Antwerpen) (research) (replacement of Bart Delbeke)
Shirley Ovaere (VVSG, Flemish Association for local authorities)
Stefan Goemaere (Samenlevingsopbouw) (social sector)
Additional participants:
Tom Godefroot (Fluvius) (DSO – network of energycutters)
Jolien Bosmans (Flemish Association for Social Housing – Vlaamse Maatschappij Sociaal
Wonen) (government)
The Flemish Society for Social Housing (VMSW) stimulates, advises and supports local
housing actors. Social housing companies, social rental offices, municipalities and PCSWs
can turn to the VMSW for information and support.
Geert Insleghers (Flemish Tenant Platform – Vlaams huurdersplatform)
The Flemish Tenant Platform (VHP) supports the operation of the tenant unions and the
network of social tenants (Association of Inhabitants of Social Housing). In addition, the
Flemish Tenant Platform defends the interests of all tenants, with attention for the most
vulnerable tenants.
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b) Meeting objectives
•

3rd meeting with the members of the VCSC (and relevant market actors that are not
represented in the national VCSC)

•

Discussing the “Vulnerable Consumers Protection Framework Paper” - the final
version of the “Vulnerable Consumers Protection Framework Paper” is the main
public document providing policy recommendations from the project.

•

Updating and discussing results of different Work Packages, in particular WP4, WP5
and WP6.

c) Agenda

Objectives of the ASSIST project & communication channels (link to ASSIST website,
facebook, twitter and youtube)

Final results of the ASSIST project.
Vulnerable consumers protection framework paper.
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Chapter 2: Final results ASSIST project
The results of the different work packages were presented for Belgium, namely HEA training
and HEA network (WP3&4), ASSIST soft/engagement activities and action (2%@2000
vulnerable consumers, 7%@750 consumers) (WP5) and information provision to vulnerable
consumers (WP6). Also, a brief overview was given of the main results for the Finnish and
Italian partners (results were not available for the other partners).
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Main questions and comments:
•

(VHP – Geert Insleghers) It would have been interesting if the HEA would also have
registered the state of ownership (does the vulnerable consumer rent or own the house?)
in the empowerment questionnaire (ex-ante questionnaire). It is important to link energyefficiency measures to quality of living, and as such, make a distinction between private
ownership, rental and social rental.
Fluvius confirms that the majority of the vulnerable consumers visited by the HEA rent
the house. Also, the question of ownership is less important as the energy saving
measures mainly focus on behavioural change, without or limited amount of money to
be spend by the vulnerable consumer.

•

Although the methodology to estimate the energy savings achieved with the ASSIST
action follows a rather theoretical approach, it is currently the most logic approach given
the lack of (representative) data. Comparison of energy consumption of an energy poor
household with an average household in Flanders is questioned by the VEA. Recent
data suggest that real energy consumption of an average household is app. 16.000 kWh
instead of the 23.000 kWh that is communicated by the VREG and used in our
comparison. Additional assessments have to done by the VEA to confirm if the 23.000
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kWh is still representative. However, in the meantime the 23.000 kWh can be further
used as a reference.
•

Some of the HEAs were disappointed in the magnitude of impact they had on the energy
consumption of the energy poor households they visited. This can most likely be
explained by the difference in frame of reference. Social workers are well aware of the
fact that the majority of the energy poor people rent a small apartment/house and have
limited financial means. The possibilities are limited in comparison to an average
household in Flanders. (Stefan Goemare of Samenlevingsopbouw (social sector)).

•

The VCSC members that participated in the meeting did not provide any additional inputs
(i.e. in addition to the results and lessons learned presented by the Belgian project
partners) on the training network, future job opportunities and possible formal structuring
of the HEA network in the national energy – social system. These questions are less
relevant for Flanders as we already have an established, well-functioning network,
namely the Energy cutters. The participants agreed that the ASSIST-project offered an
opportunity to assess some specific issues that can reinforce the current network of
Energy cutters and increase its impact (energy saved, number of vulnerable consumers
engaged).
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Chapter 3: Vulnerable consumers protection framework
paper
The goal, content and main conclusions of the Vulnerable Consumers Protection Framework
paper were presented. The paper was sent in advance to the members of the VCSC and
the market actors. The members and market actors can give their written feedback (in Dutch
or English) on the paper till the 20th of March 2020.
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Main questions and comments during skype meeting:
•

(VVSG – Shilrey Ovaere) It is important to link energy-efficiency measures to the
purchasing power of vulnerable consumers (their ability to invest in energy saving
measures). Behavioural change will depend on the financial capacity (disposable
income) of the vulnerable household. Reference is made to social tariffs as a measure
to support energy poor households but not only the price of energy is important also the
disposable income and the purchasing power (to invest in energy saving measures) is
important.

•

Reference is made to a “good practice” in the Netherlands (“woonlastenwaarborg”, i.e.
agreement between Aedes and Housing Union to reduce housing costs in case of
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energy-efficiency improvements – increase in rent is lower than the energy savings
achieved) and Joint BEUC/IUT policy paper on “Tenants’ access to solar selfconsumption - Policy recommendations on strengthening the social dimension of the
Energy Union” (2017).
•

With regard to the definition of energy poverty, Jill Coenen (University of Antwerp) refers
to the preparatory work of the EU energy poverty observatory. The observatory defined
different indicators that can be used as a starting point for a definition.

•

Local energy production and entrance to the energy market (of e.g. prosumers) should
definitely be dealt with in the framework paper (Geert Insleghers – Flemish Platform of
Tenants)

•

Roel Vermeiren (VEA) stresses that the Clean Energy package wants to abolish social
tariffs if they have a negative impact on the market and should only be a temporary
solution (root causes of energy poverty should be tackled instead). Geert Insleghers
(Flemish Platform of Tenants) stressed that it is important to keep the social tariffs, as
the energy market is currently not able to deliver affordable energy to lower income
households. In addition to social tariffs there is also a need to reduce the energy
consumption of the lower income households. Social tariffs should only be used to tackle
energy poverty (e.g. people with a handicap should get a higher income instead of social
tariffs) (Stefan Goemare, Samenlevingsopbouw).

•

Little attention is paid to the source of heating as a root cause of energy poverty (Stefan
Goemare, Samenlevingsopbouw). In Flanders we have energy poor households that live
in small apartments with unaffordable electric heating. They live in these kind of
circumstances as they cannot afford a different kind of house or apartment.

•

There are no comments made by the participants about the citations in the framework
paper.

Additional written comments:
Kristine Landuyt (OCMW Antwerp – Public Center for Social Welfare) confirmed that she
does not have further comments. (mail 19/03/2020)
Joachem Ceulemans (Herwin – Energy cutters) (mail 19/03/2020)
Pag. 20 In Flanders, similar services are provided by social economy organisations (‘energy
cutters’) in the context of the system of the free energy scan.
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Energy Cutters are lower educated and long-term unemployed people, trained to implement
energy saving interventions during home visits at target group households. They are active
in the social economy.
Pages 47 - 50: general remarks
In discussions about stigmatization, it has often been suggested to shift the focus from the
residents to the houses. In particular, for support measures related to energy renovation in
private rental homes, it means a gigantic detour to make the conditions for any unburdening,
support, premiums, etc. for the tenants dependent on specific target group. This is difficult
in both directions, as the Energy cutters constantly experience:
o The tenant often does not want the owner / landlord to be contacted for an explanation
about or an offer for premiums. They fear that this will not be well received. The
relationship between the vulnerable tenant and the landlord is often blurred.
o If the owner shows interest him/herself, it is often difficult to find out whether the tenant
belongs to a specific target group category. The owner is not inclined to inquire about
the income of his/her tenant, for example, or to ask whether he/she is a customer of the
Public Center for Social Welfare (OCMW in Dutch).
Therefore, a greater impact could be achieved if specific target group conditions are
formulated in such a way that the houseowner knows immediately whether the tenant is
eligible. E.g. the condition of the maximum rent for the rental and insulation premium.
Synergies across the various policy areas are still little explored or exploited. Given the many
poor quality homes on the private rental market and the large shortage of social housing, it
could be interesting, for example, to oblige a houseowner, who shows no interest to comply
with the minimum standards (e.g. roof insulation standard), to renovate and offer the
renovated apartment/house on the social rental market.
Pages 51 - 52: general remarks
It is important to emphasize the impact of energy prices on energy poverty. This is regularly
done in the framework paper, e.g. by recognizing the price dynamic as one of the neglected
root causes of energy poverty. However, in the policy recommendations it is only briefly
discussed. While it is recommended that energy suppliers should be checked more strictly
and certain practices, such as door-to-door sales, should be restricted (we would like to ban
these practices immediately), I miss a recommendation on energy prices, given the earlier
focus on price dynamics in the document.
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Chapter 4: Follow-up of the meeting
We informed the participants that the final conference on the 2nd of April in Brussels has
been postponed due to the Coronavirus. We agreed that written comments on the
Vulnerable Consumers Protection framework paper could be made till the 20 th of March. Our
speaker, Stefan Goemare, keeps his agenda open and is still interested to participate in our
conference.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions
[conclusions based on written comments are in italics]

It is important to link energy-efficiency measures to quality of living, and as such, make a
distinction between private ownership, rental and social rental.
It is important to link energy-efficiency measures to the purchasing power of vulnerable
consumers (their ability to invest in energy saving measures). Behavioural change will
depend on the financial capacity (disposable income) of the vulnerable household.
The source of heating is also an important root cause of energy poverty. In Flanders we
have energy poor households that live in small apartments with unaffordable electric
heating. They live in these circumstances as they cannot afford a different kind of house or
apartment.
Local energy production and entrance to the energy market (of e.g. prosumers) should
definitely be dealt with in the framework paper.
Energy Cutters are lower educated and long-term unemployed people, trained to implement
energy saving interventions during home visits at target group households. They are active
in the social economy.
Greater impact could be achieved if specific target group conditions for any unburdening,
support, premiums, etc. are formulated in such a way that the houseowner immediately
knows whether the tenant is eligible. E.g. the condition of the maximum rent for the rental
and insulation premium.
Given the many poor quality homes on the private rental market and the large shortage of
social housing, it could be interesting, for example, to oblige a houseowner, who shows no
interest to comply with the minimum standards (e.g. roof insulation standard), to renovate
and offer the renovated apartment/house on the social rental market.
It is important to emphasize the impact of energy prices on energy poverty. This is regularly
done in the framework paper, e.g. by recognizing the price dynamic as one of the neglected
root causes of energy poverty. However, in the policy recommendations it is only briefly
discussed.
There were no comments made by the members nor market actors about the citations in
the framework paper.
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Annexes
•

Annex I: invitation and agenda of the meeting
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•

Annex II: attendance list
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