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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”.    

Please insert here a table with all the activities carried out, following the model below:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Practical details of the meeting 



 
Location: Brussels 

Date: 27th of June 2019 

Time: 9.30 – 15.30 

Attendees:  

Shirley Ovaere - VVSG 

Christel Herman - OCMW 

Guy Reynebeau - Fluvius 

Sofie Lauwaert – VREG 

Kristien Triest  - VEA 

Marc Spelier – Fluvius 

Eric Houtman – Ombudsman Energie 

Kristof Vanden Berghe – Fluvius 

Kato Mannaerts – Kabinet Minister Lydia Peeters 

Emmy Verhaeken – OCMW Mol 

Jan Maris – Samenlevingsopbouw 

Veronique Van de loo – Samenlevingsopbouw  

Stefan Goemaere - Samenlevingsopbouw 

Wim Somers – VREG 

Annick Baert – Fluvius 

Erika Meynaerts - VITO 

Remote involvement: not applicable      

Apologies:  

Jolien Bosmans (VMSW) 

Ben Forier (VMSW) 

Geert Inslegers (Vlaams huurdersplatform) 

Joachim Ceulemans (Komosie) 

Bart Fret (OCMW Antwerpen) 



 
Kristine Landuyt (OCMW Antwerpen) 

Josephine Vanhille (Universiteit Antwerpen) 

Henk Vanhootegem (CNTR) (Centrum voor Gelijke Kansen en racismebestrijding) 

Jef Deschutter (ThomasMore) 

Our approach of the 2nd market actor dialogue 

In Flanders we already have a 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, we decided to co-organize a dialogue in close 

collaboration with the chairman of the Working Group on Energy and Poverty. The agenda 

was set with a focus on topics that are currently relevant in the Belgian context of energy 

poverty, and which are relevant input for drafting the “Vulnerable Consumers Protection 

Framework Paper”. We also reserved a time slot to present and discuss the interim results 

of the ASSIST project.  

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 on the other hand (e.g. progress report of the Ombudsman for  Energy, 

social statistics of the Flemish Regulator of the Electricity and Gas market and interim results 

of ASSIST project). 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), Flemish Regulator of Electricity and Gas Market (VREG), Flemish Energy 

Agency (VEA), government (different policy levels – municipalities, 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: 

▪ Minimum supply of gas (Fluvius) 



 
▪ Communication and information campaign targeted at vulnerable consumers with 

focus on non-native speakers and households with an immigration background 

(VREG) 

▪ Progress report 2018 (Ombudsman of Energy) 

▪ Digital budget meter (Fluvius) 

▪ Papillon project (Samenlevingsopbouw) 

▪ Social Statistics (VREG) 

▪ Assist project (Fluvius & VITO/Energyville) 

After each presentation, there was time for questions and discussing/brainstorming about 

relevant issues, e.g. how the effectiveness of existing/planned measures to alleviate energy 

poverty can be increased. 

Sharing results of the ASSIST project 

Short introduction to the ASSIST project and progress made on implementation of the 

ASSIST action. Cf. presentation in Annex. 

Regarding the aim to inform 5.000 vulnerable consumers on energy efficiency measures (by 

means of mailings, face book and info sessions), the participants suggested to contact 

intermediaries who organize integration courses. 

Questions discussed and information shared at the meeting 

1) Minimum supply of gas 

The Flemish Government introduced a facultative measure “minimum supply of gas” to avoid 

that poor and vulnerable customers that have a budget meter for gas and that are not able 

to charge the meter card, are disconnected from the gas grid during winter time. The 

minimum amount of gas supplied is made available through periodic charging of the 

budget meter card (60% of average gas consumption). The cost can be recovered from the 

distribution system operator (70%) and the customer (30%).  

The implementation of this measure is under the authority of the local governments and their 

Public Centers of Social Welfare. The Public Centers of Social Welfare (OCMW’s in Dutch) 

can choose whether or not to implement the measure and can also decide on the modalities. 

Some Public Centers of Social Welfare take an proactive approach and contact vulnerable 



 
customers if they think they qualify for a minimum supply of gas. Other Public Centers of 

Social Welfare only react on the explicit request of the vulnerable customer.  

The measure can result in a considerable increase of the administrative burden and related 

workload. If a vulnerable customer applies for a minimal supply of gas, the OCMW e.g. has 

to assess the social and financial situation of this customer. The administrative burden and 

the fact that 30% of the cost has to be recovered from the customer, result in some of the 

(smaller) municipalities being reluctant to implement the measure. So, vulnerable customers 

have different “rights” depending on the municipality of which they are an inhabitant. 

The participants were asked to share ideas on how to increase the allocation of the 

minimum amount supplied and improve the effectiveness of the measure. 

Administrative simplification: how can we simply the decision making process?  

Uniform implementation in all Flemish municipalities: how can we guarantee that vulnerable 

customers have the same “rights” in each municipality when it comes to minimum supply of 

gas? has the Flemish Government the legal power to enforce  the application and modalities 

of the minimum supply of gas? 

Expansion of the target group: also minimal supply for vulnerable customers that use 

electricity for heating their homes? Or even expand the measure to all energy sources that 

are used for heating? 

Currently, the minimum amount of gas supplied is determined as 60% of the average gas 

consumption, differentiated for 3 types of houses (detached house, terraced house / corner 

house or apartment) and 2 tariffs (social, regular). Other parameters, like e.g. the number of 

people that are living in the house or the housing conditions, are not taken into account. So, 

there are definitely improvements possible to get a better indication of the energy consumed, 

but this would probably make the decision making process more complex and increase the 

administrative burden. One of the participants made the remark that with the introduction of 

the digital budget meter, also real consumption data can be used to determine the minimum 

amount of gas supplied. 

It is observed that the Public Center of Social Welfare that ask from their vulnerable 

customer to pay for the 30% in advance, have the highest allocation of the minimum amount 

supplied.  

It is not clear if allocating the minimum amount automatically to predetermined categories of 

vulnerable customers would reduce administrative burden. Nevertheless, this would imply 

that the contact between the vulnerable customers and the social workers would be reduced. 

VVSG (Association of Flemish Cities and Municipalities) stressed that automatic allocation 

is a step backwards in guidance/advise given by the social workers on how to save energy 



 
and reduce their energy bills. This contact is necessary to tackle the problem of fuel poverty 

in a structural way. (quote) 

The participants came to the conclusion that the correction for the ‘type of tariff’ should 

definitely be kept. The parameter ‘type of house’ can be discussed. However, the allocation 

criteria and decision making process should only be changed if this results in a significant 

improvement of the allocation rate and the effectiveness of the process. More investigation 

is needed on what the impact would be of adapting the allocation criteria and the decision 

making process. 

Vulnerable customers often do not notify the Public Center of Social Welfare if their debts 

are repaid because they do not want to lose the advantages of a budget meter (compared 

to commercial supplier – unexpected expenses, complicated tariff structure). 

An expansion of the measure to vulnerable customers with electric heating is supported by 

all participants as this is a target group that needs it the most. In Ghent this measure is 

already in place, financed by the municipality and energy fund. If such an expansion is 

considered a methodology has to be determined to define the target group. If only the 

consumers with exclusive night tariff (like in Ghent) are considered than a large part of the 

consumers who need it the most will be excluded from the measure. 

2) Information and communication campaign targeted at non-native speakers and 

households with immigration background 

The Flemish Regulator for the Electricity and Gas market (VREG) wants to launch an 

information and communication campaign that is targeted at non-native speakers and 

households with immigration background. These people are very often in a vulnerable 

position as they do not know the language nor the structure/organization of the energy 

market (as they e.g. come from a country where energy is supplied by the national 

government and you do not need to search for an energy supplier). When they do not speak 

the language, it is complicated to understand the energy bill and to get information about 

their obligations and rights (e.g. minimal supply of gas).  

In preparation of this campaign the VREG has spoken with intermediaries (organizations 

that are in contact with the target group) and people from the target group to collect 

information about their needs and the barriers they experience. Based on these interviews 

the VREG decided to focus on the importance of communicating the meter readings to the 

energy suppliers (how to inform the DSO about the energy consumed? how to communicate 

the meter readings?), the importance of having an energy contract and the existence of the 

social tariff. The launch is planned for the end of this year/beginning of next year. 

The VREG set following targets for the information and communication campaign: 



 
► 75% of the target group is able to communicate correctly the meter readings of 

electricity and gas to the energy supplier (alone or with support). 

► 75% of the target group is able to sign a contract for electricity and gas with an energy 

supplier (alone or with support) (regular or social tariff). 

► 75% of the target group is able to find the cheapest contract for electricity and gas 

(alone or with support).  

► 25% of the target group is able to use the V-test to find a cheaper energy supplier. 

 

The participants were asked to share ideas on how to reach the target group with the 

campaign. 

Some of the participants stressed that the intermediaries (social organizations like Public 

Centers of Social Welfare or Samenlevingsopbouw, volunteer organizations that help 

refugees or immigrants to fill in forms, religious communities) play a crucial role in this 

campaign. You have to involve them in the preparatory and implementation phase of the 

campaign. Otherwise it will be very difficult to inform this target group.  

Facebook and other social media are considered as an important communication channel 

to reach the target group.   

Other possible communication channels that were suggested: 

► Videos in different languages (with subtitles)  

► Sticker on the meter with link to videos 

► Teaching material (that is input for e.g. integration courses, starters package “migrate 

to Flanders”, toolkit for volunteer organizations that support refugees in Flanders and 

Brussels)  

► Flyers (e.g. brochure of energy cutters in more than 11 languages) 

► Show videos on TV screens in waiting rooms (e.g. in buildings municipality) 

The participants belief that an implementation in the field will be successful given the 

thorough preparation of the campaign with involvement of intermediaries and people from 

the target group. 

3) Progress report of the Ombudsman of Energy 

An increase of the number of complaints can be noted since 2015. This increase is mainly 

due to liquidation / bankruptcy of energy suppliers, higher energy prices and market 

practices (door-to-door sales). Most suppliers have more complaints than their market 

share. There is an increase in the number of complaints per province and region. Most 



 
common complaints are: meter problems, payment problems, market practices, invoicing 

process.  

There is a significant increase in complaints about market practices e.g. non-compliance 

with contractual conditions, price increase, etc. despite the code of conduct endorsed by 

most energy companies. The Ombudsman informs the General Directorate of Economic 

inspection about each complaint. The Directorate has more legal power - can impose 

sanctions or go to the public prosecutor. The Ombudsman can only mediate. 

Customers complain about the fact that they do not have a contract with an energy supplier. 

There are some malpractices with door-to-door sellers that ask to sign electronically a form 

to confirm that the seller passed by. In reality you sign a contract. It is up to the supplier to 

prove that there is a contract. If there is no signature, then no contract. 

Customers complain about the fixed, yearly fee (for gas and electricity) that you have to pay 

even if you change from supplier after a few months (can go up to 100 euros). 

Complaints about the social rate have not risen in recent years. This positive trend can be 

explained by the measures that were taken/are planned to reduce or keep complaints about 

social rates under control, e.g.: 

- Decision to freeze the rise in the social rate in function of the rise in market price. 

- Legal framework approved in May for extension of the social rate to collective heating 

and heating networks for houses of social rental offices and public centers for social 

welfare.  

Since June 2018 telecom companies can no longer charge administrative costs for the first 

rappel they sent. It would be recommended to expand this decision to energy suppliers.  

58% complaints are justified. For 75% of the complaints, including unfounded complaints, 

there is an agreement between customer and energy company.  

Recommendations from the Ombudsman to energy companies: 

- Strengthen consumer agreement by: 

o Curbing the fixed, yearly fee that energy suppliers charge (and that you have 

to pay even when you change from supplier after a few months); 

o No more invoices with name of resident / owner in case of relocation 

procedure; 

o Commitment of energy suppliers to stop with door-to-door sales (consumer 

deal); 

o Informing customer about the cheapest rates and extension of energy 

contracts with active products, such as the ones offered to new customers; 

o Limiting period for billing to 12 months, starting from the date that energy 

supplier received the (correction of the) meter readings from the customer. 



 
o Fight against payment problems (no administrative costs or interests for 

payment plans, limitation of collection costs to a maximum of 55 euros, 

guarantee scheme, etc.) 

- Simple and uniform invoicing. 

- Involving stakeholders in evaluating and improving the consumer agreement. 

On the initiative of the Ombudsman for Energy, the Ombudsman for Consumers has initiated 

a collective legal action against energy suppliers aiming at a collective settlement with 

regard to the fixed, yearly fee they charge. 

  



 
4) Introduction of digital budget meter 

End of May – beginning of June a final pilot with digital budget meters was started in the 

region of Lubbeek and Leuven (Province of Vlaams-Brabant, Flanders). Currently, 30 

customers have a digital budget meter. The DSO experienced that the time between 

installation of the digital meter and activation as a budget meter is longer than anticipate 

(approximately between 5 to 7 calendar days). 

The 1st of July the large scale implementation will kick-off and within 2 years all vulnerable 

consumers will have a digital budget meter. The digital budget meter aims at increasing the 

frequency of payment (as payments can be done online). The consumers receive an email 

to inform them about the remaining budget on the meter card and the need to charge the 

meter card.  

The Public Centers for Social Welfare will organize regional information sessions, including 

a demonstration. 

The participants had several questions about the communication with vulnerable 

consumers that do not have access to the internet. Possible solutions were 

discussed. The vulnerable consumers with a digital budget meter can still pay by means of 

the existing payment terminals. If customers do not have an email address, information 

about e.g. activation of the meter or the remaining budget, can be sent by phone (e.g. text 

messages). 

5) Papillon project 

Research showed that vulnerable consumers often have old appliances that consume too 

much energy. In order to promote energy efficient appliances, two models are suggested, 

namely provision of a loan to buy more energy efficient appliances and rental of more energy 

efficient appliances.  

As the Flemish Government had already introduced a loan for more energy efficient 

appliances, the Papillon project focused on investigating the potential of the rental model. 

The Papillon project started in September 2018 as a collaboration between 

Samenlevingsopbouw and Bosch (co-creation between social sector and industry). The aim 

of the project is to alleviate energy poverty by offering a product (more energy efficient 

appliances) as a service. Appliances are rented by the consumer at a monthly fee, 

depending on the type of product (7 euros on average). This fee is paid during 10 years and 

includes installation, service and pick-up. Consumers that sign the contract also get support 

from Samenlevingsopbouw for 2 years. Samenlevingsopbouw collects the money on a 

monthly basis from the households and pays Bosch at a yearly basis. There is a fund in 

place in case some of the households do not pay their monthly fee. 

The advantage is that the vulnerable consumer does not have to make a large upfront 

investment, but can immediately benefit from the energy saved. The project demonstrates 

that vulnerable consumers are prepared to pay a higher sum in total for an appliance if they 



 
can avoid unexpected expenses. Bosch keeps the ownership of the appliances. As such, 

the debt collector cannot confiscate the appliances. Currently there are 63 households that 

rent 100 appliances. Given the positive evaluation of the project, Bosch has decided to 

introduce 2.000 additional appliances on the short term and 4.500 on the longer term. The 

project partners have the ambition to expand the rental model to other countries.  

6) Social statistics 

An energy supplier cannot drop a customer and an DSO cannot disconnect a customer if 

that customer does not pay his/her bill on time. Different measures are in place to protect 

household consumers (social services obligations). E.g. if the customer does not pay his bill 

after at least 15 days, energy supplier has to send a notice. 

The social statistics give a yearly overview of the implementation/impact of these measures 

by the energy suppliers and DSOs. 

Status for commercial energy suppliers: 

The amount of notices has risen with 2% since last year and has reached its peak since 

2011. It is not evident if the increase is related to money problems or just forgetfulness. As 

the amount of installment plans remains at its peak of 2017, it appears there are some 

persistent money problems. It is important to monitor this trend carefully as it is an important 

first signal of possible energy poverty and an opportunity to tackle the problem more 

proactively. 

The number of cancelled contracts has risen slightly in comparison to last year (1,8% for 

electricity and 2% for natural gas). The increase is related to the bankruptcy of energy 

suppliers. 

Status for social energy supplier (= supply by DSO): 

There is an increase in the number of customers that are supplied by the DSO compared to 

last year, primarily for electricity. The number of active budget meters remains stable. The 

minimum supply of natural gas is an important measure to alleviate energy poverty. The 

minimum supply was granted to 20% of the consumers that have a budget meter for gas. 

There is a strong increase in the number of consumers that are cut off from the supply of 

electricity (+26%).  

 

  



 
Annex  

Signed attendance list. 

 

 



 

Presentation of ASSIST project. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 


