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Introduction  

This report aims to illustrate all the activities carried out in Belgium to promote market 

actors’ dialogue.   

The aim of these activities (meetings, events) is to build national engagement on the topic 

of fuel poverty, illustrate and share project results and set the basis for future political follow 

up activities. The reports of these meetings will contribute to the writing of the “Vulnerable 

Consumers protection Framework Paper”.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Practical details of the meeting 

Location: Brussels 



 
Date: 23th of January 2020 

Time: 9.30 – 15.30h 

Attendees: 21 

Christel Herman – OCMW Gent 

Emmy Verhaeken – OCMW Mol 

Kristine Landuyt - OCMW Antwerpen 

Wim Somers – VREG 

Kristien Triest  - VEA 

Henk Vanhootegem - Centrum voor Gelijke Kansen en racismebestrijding (Steunpunt tot 

bestrijding van armoede) 

Jan De Pauw - Ecopower 

Gert Mampaey – Ombudsman Energie 

Samir Louenchi – Kabinet Minister Zuhal Demir 

Jan Maris – Samenlevingsopbouw 

Veronique Van de loo – Samenlevingsopbouw  

Stefan Goemaere - Samenlevingsopbouw 

Wim Somers – VREG 

Joachim Ceulemans – Herwin 

Bob D’Haeseleer – Stad Eeklo 

Marc Spelier – Fluvius 

Kristof Vanden Berghe – Fluvius 

Guy Reynebeau - Fluvius 

Tom Godefroot - Fluvius 

Annick Baert – Fluvius 

Erika Meynaerts - VITO 

Remote involvement: not applicable      

Apologies:  



 
Sofie Lauwaert (VREG) 

Eric Houtman (Ombudsman Energie) 

Jolien Bosmans (VMSW) 

Ben Forier (VMSW) 

Shirley Ovaere (VVSG) 

Piet Vanschuylenbergh (VVSG) 

Geert Inslegers (Vlaams huurdersplatform) 

Bart Fret (OCMW Antwerpen) 

Josephine Vanhille (Universiteit Antwerpen) 

Jef Deschutter (ThomasMore) 

 

 

Our approach of the 3rd market actor dialogue 

In Flanders we have an existing, well-established platform that brings together all relevant 

market actors in the domain of energy poverty, namely the Working Group on Energy and 

Poverty. This working group meets 3 to 4 times a year. The aim of this working group is to 

build national engagement on the topic of fuel poverty and to set the basis for future political 

follow-up activities. 

As the aim of this working group is in line with the aim of the market actor dialogue as 

stipulated in the project agreement of ASSIST, we decided to co-organize the dialogue in 

the frame of the ASSIST-project in close collaboration with the chairman of the Working 

Group on Energy and Poverty. The agenda of the market actor dialogue was set with a focus 

on topics that are currently relevant in the Belgian context of energy poverty. We also 

reserved a significant time slot to present and discuss the final results of the ASSIST project.  



 
As the vulnerable consumer protection framework paper was not finalized at the end of 

January, we could only share and discuss the draft conclusions with the market actors. We 

decided to present and discuss the final content of the paper with the market actors during 

a follow-up meeting in March. However, due to the precaution measures taken in the context 

of the Coronavirus we were not able to organise a physical follow-up meeting with the market 

actors, nor a physical 3rd national VCSC meeting. As we already had organised a 3rd MAD 

and only had to discuss the final version of the framework paper, we decided to invite the 

market actors to the national VCSC 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. We refer to the report of the 3rd national VCSC meeting for an overview of the 

collected feedback on the vulnerable consumer protection framework paper.  

Presentation of the meeting  

The purpose of the meeting was to promote dialogue between different market actors on 

the topic of fuel poverty on the one hand and to share relevant information in the field of 

energy and poverty, such as the final results of the ASSIST-project, on the other hand. The 

meeting was co-organised with the chairman of the Working group on Energy and Poverty.  

Following organisations/people were invited to the meeting: representatives of the energy 

sector (DSO, Ecopower), Flemish Regulator of Electricity and Gas Market (VREG), Flemish 

Energy Agency (VEA), government (different policy levels – municipalities/VVSG, provinces, 

national), tenants platform, social sector (Social Housing companies, Public Centres for 

Social Welfare, Centre for Equal Opportunities and Opposition to Racism, 

Samenlevingsopbouw – social workers) and research (VITO, Thomas More, University of 

Antwerp). 

During the meeting different presentations were given related to the topic of energy and 

poverty: 

▪ Good practice: supporting vulnerable customers to enter the commercial energy 

market (Bob D’Haeseleer, City of Eeklo) 

▪ Policy vision on energy & poverty (Samir Louenchi, representative of the cabinet of 

Minister Zuhal Demir, Flemish Minister of Justice and Enforcement, Environment, 

Energy and Tourism) 

▪ Biennial Report 2018-2019 on "Sustainability and poverty" (with focus on energy) 

(Henk Van Hootegem, Combat Poverty, Insecurity and Social Exclusion Service) 



 
▪ Final results of the ASSIST project (Annick Baert, Fluvius & VITO/Energyville) 

After each presentation, there was time for questions and discussion. 

Promote dialogue between different market actors on the topic of fuel 

poverty 

Good practice: supporting vulnerable customers to enter the commercial energy market  

The City of Eeklo has 22 on shore wind turbines that produce sufficient energy to meet all 

consumption on the territory of the city. The city wants to establish a support mechanism by 

the end of 2020 to allow vulnerable consumers to participate. The city aims at a participation 

of government and citizens of at least 50%. The city of Eeklo intends to finance the 

participation for the vulnerable consumers. As such, the vulnerable target group also 

becomes a cooperative and can benefit from the affordable price and the supply of 

renewable energy. The savings on the energy bill can be used by the vulnerable target group 

to buy the share of the city within a period of 6 years. The City wants to set up a pilot or 

demonstration project. Opportunities to cooperate/support the initiative were discussed with 

the different market actors.  

Policy vision: Energy & Poverty 

The cabinet of the Minister of Justice and Enforcement, Environment, Energy and Tourism 

presented their vision on energy & poverty. Further efforts will be made on all sorts of energy 

related premiums specifically focusing on vulnerable target groups. The existing energy 

poverty program will be continued and further optimized. With regard to achieving a 

maximum EPC score (especially important for rental properties), further steps will be taken 

to the achievement of the long-term renovation target for 2050.With regard to the budget 

meter, it was decided to replace the traditional budget meter more rapidly (by the end of 

2021) with digital budget meters. The existing work of the Energy-cutters and interest-free 

energy loans will be continued. A fund of 15,5 million euros (“noodkoopfonds”) is made 

available that can be used to finance the renovation of around 620 homes. At the local level, 

the focus is on information provision by means of the Housing & Energy info desks (“woon- 

en energieloketten”). Finally, the option of a home renovation premium with a standard 

premium and an extra premium for certain target groups (such as vulnerable consumers) 

will be evaluated. 

The participants pointed out that many social housing units have poor living conditions. 

Moreover, tenants cannot choose to do the investments themselves and also, they do not 

have the financial resources to invest even if they could. They also stress that certain energy 

related premiums may have a counterproductive effect and that possible side-effects of 

policy measures should be assessed. As such, the participants were in favor of continuing 



 
the “poverty test” and asked to consult stakeholders in time about the policy measures to 

which the test should be applied. 

Biennial Report 2018-2019 on "Sustainability and poverty" 

A general conclusion of the report is unfortunately that "poverty is often sustainable". People 

in poverty are often concerned with sustainability. The impact of environmental problems 

and climate change is often greater for people in poverty and their health. However, they 

contribute less these problems, have less freedom of choice and usually benefit less from 

policy measures (Matthew effect). 

Tackling poverty is tackling different inequalities. In addition to existing inequalities e.g. 

health inequality, also new types of inequality emerge e.g. access to nature and green 

spaces. In terms of energy, people also identify inequalities, e.g.: budget meters without 

minimum delivery, people and families that live on the street without energy, poor housing 

quality and energy performance, ... 

Recommendations: 

1. Government has an important responsibility concerning sustainability and should use the 

SDGs as a policy instrument. 

2. Focus on effectiveness of rights. 

3. Long-term management: better cooperation between governments and more involvement 

of stakeholders, including people in poverty. 

4. Support actors and initiatives for change. 

5. Other financing of sustainability policy, with a plea for a more redistributive tax system. 

6. Invest more in dialogue. 

General conclusion of the report is that number of households in poverty did not decrease 

in the past 10 years and that there is a sense of urgency. The fight against poverty must be 

at the center of climate policy. A redistributing poverty policy contributes to more 

sustainability. Inter-federal cooperation should be organized again and it is important that 

the further reporting on SDGs adequately reflects the link to people in poverty. 

Final results of the ASSIST project 



 
Presentation and discussion of the final results of the ASSIST project. Cf. presentation in 

Annex. 

We shared the results of the HEA network, ASSIST-action, soft engagement strategies and 

synergies. We focused on the added value of the project for the different actors that were 

present at the meeting. We discussed with the actors how these results could be anchored 

in the current policies and practices to tackle on energy and poverty in Belgium. We 

promoted the final conference of the ASSIST project on the 2nd of April in Brussels. 

Information shared on the HEA-network and the activities of the HEAs (HEA-survey, 

feedback received during Lunch & Learns, bilateral meetings with HEA-coordinator) 

- For the active HEAs the main driver was to help vulnerable consumers.  

- The HEAs that followed the training were very satisfied with the content of the "energy-

efficiency and energy savings" and "social aspects" modules.  

- Each HEA received some materials and tools to support them in giving advice, including a 

“woonmeter” for each household visited, a consumption meter for each HEA to measure the 

consumption of electrical appliances, a brochure with a visual summary of relevant energy-

saving tips, a list of all possible energy-efficiency measures, etc. The HEA's indicated that 

they were most satisfied with the “woonmeter”. This was a very useful tool that allowed the 

HEA to have an impact in 2 major areas: on the one hand heating (which represents the 

largest share in the energy costs of households) and on the other hand humidity. Humidity 

problems can result in mould (bad for your health) and higher energy costs as you have to 

heat more. The HEAs indicated that the vulnerable consumers were also very satisfied with 

the “woonmeter” as it was really a helpful tool for them. 

- Most HEAs felt that they could really help vulnerable consumers to save energy. Some of 

the HEAs indicated that they couldn't always make a big difference in terms of savings, but 

they could make a difference in terms of comfort. The HEAs also indicated that they were 

well-received everywhere, and that the households that they visited were very grateful.  

Information shared on the lessons learnt from ASSIST-actions, soft engagement 

strategies and synergies 

- Although the existing network of Energy cutters is already successful, the ASSIST-project 

offered an opportunity to assess some specific issues that can reinforce the existing network 

and increase impact (in terms of energy saved and number of vulnerable consumers 

engaged). 

- Working with volunteers is not the ideal formula. Volunteers are engaged people but 

scheduling visits and all the administrative work takes a lot of time and is too much to ask 

from volunteers. The workload is reduced if they can combine the HEA-tasks with their 

current job, e.g. OCMWs, Charity Organisations.  



 
- While the Energy cutters often visit the households only once, the HEAs monitor the 

households visited over a long period of time. We learnt that it helps to visit the households 

several times, but that the largest impact is still achieved during the 1st and 2nd visit. 

- By working with volunteers we managed to reach vulnerable consumers that are only 

available during the evenings or weekends (Energy cutters only work during office hours). 

As we have a deaf HEA, we were also able to reach the deaf and hard of hearing group. 

This is a very isolated group in society for which it is often difficult to find a job and has 

financial problems as a result. We learnt that you can only reach this target group when you 

have someone who can speak the deaf language and has contact with this target group. We 

learnt that if you want to engage with specific target groups you have to align the HEA-profile 

with those skills that are indispensable for engaging and communicating with this target 

group.  

- The majority of the vulnerable consumers were contacted starting from the addresses that 

were provided by the HEA-coordinator. It was difficult to find “relevant” addresses, i.e. 

addresses of vulnerable consumers that are not visited by the energy cutters yet and were 

the ASSIST-action can be of added value to the existing network of the Energy cutters.  

- We tested the “woonmeter” as a tool that can support the HEAs in giving dedicated advise 

to vulnerable consumers. Both the vulnerable consumers and the HEAs were very 

enthusiastic about this tool. The “woonmeter “proved to be a very useful instrument for 

engaging vulnerable consumers for the home visits. Also, the HEAs indicated that the 

“woonmeter” is a very useful tool to give advice as it is very straightforward (esp. in case of 

“language” barriers).  

- By involving the existing network of Energy cutters we were able to test the HEA-training 

material extensively. We learned that modules on relational skills and protection were 

currently missing in the training program of the Energy cutters and were considered very 

valuable. As a result, the training material of the Energy cutters was extended with two 

modules on relational skills and protection. 

- In frame of the ASSIST-project we have also implemented some new (soft) activities to 

engage with vulnerable consumers in addition to home visits and dedicated energy advice, 

such as information sessions on energy-efficient behaviour for the meter readers and a large 

marketing campaign with energy savings tips, specifically targeting vulnerable consumers. 

- Multiple social organizations are already working in the field of energy poverty such as 

Kamp C, Samenlevingsopbouw, Public Centres for Social Welfare. In the frame of the 

ASSIST-project we took some specific actions for maximizing the synergies and exchange 

lessons learnt. We invited social organizations to our national VCSC and/or Market Actor 

Dialogues. We had bilateral meetings to explain the ASSIST-project and the added value of 

the project for their work on energy poverty. We involved them in setting up the HEA-network 

and implementing the ASSIST-action and soft engagement strategies, e.g. Energiefit 

workshops co-organized with the Public Centers for Social Welfare. 



 
Information shared on the draft conclusions of the framework paper 

- definition of energy poverty at European level or at least clear guidelines for national 

definition 

- more research and knowledge building with regard to causes energy poverty so that 

effectiveness increases policy measures 

- improve information provision and involvement of existing networks ("feedback" from 

vulnerable consumers to policy makers) 

- increase the active participation of vulnerable consumers in the energy market through 

a more democratic decision-making process 

- new mix of policy measures (multi-pillar, multi-layer, multi-level) 

Feedback from the market actors 

The market actors consider the ASSIST-project as a very interesting project and confirmed 

the added value of the project. The lessons learnt are of great value for the existing network 

of Energy cutters and future collaborations between the social and energy sector. The fact 

that the 7% savings target also takes into account the increase in comfort was considered 

as a big plus. The different soft engagement strategies that were set up in frame of the 

ASSIST-project were received with great enthusiasm. The Public Welfare Centers are eager 

to co-organize Energiefit workshops in the near future.  

The market actors discussed the different tools available for comparing different energy 

suppliers. Currently, the Energy cutters as well as the HEAs use the V-test of the Flemish 

Regulator for Electricity and Gas. However, this tool is often considered complicated, it does 

not take into account the commercial offers of the suppliers and the consumer still has find 

out how to change supplier. It would help if there would be a link that directs the consumer 

to a webpage where the switch of supplier is immediately (automatically) taken care of. 

There are commercial websites, e.g. mijnenergie.be, that take into account the current offers 

of the suppliers in the comparative analyses. They make it also very easy for you to change 

supplier by just clicking on the preferred offer and they take all the steps to arrange the 

switch for you. It was agreed that the best approach is to use different tools and compare 

the results and chose for the supplier that has a good score in all the tools. 

There were no comments on the draft framework paper. The final version of the framework 

paper will be sent by mail. It was agreed that the market actors will comment in writing. 

Presentation of final “Vulnerable consumers protection framework 

paper” (skype meeting 16/03/2020) 

We refer to the report of the 3rd national VCSC meeting for an overview of the feedback 

collected on the final “Vulnerable consumers protection framework paper”  



 
Annex  

Signed attendance list. 

 

 



 

Presentation of final results ASSIST project. 

   

    



 

    

    



 

 

 


