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Energy consumers in the EU

SUMMARY

Consumers are considered a key element of EU energy legislation and the efforts to
achieve a transition to a carbon-free society. Back in 2009, the third energy package,
which sought to establish a liberalised internal energy market, granted energy
consumers a number of rights, such as the right to an electricity connection, to switch
energy providers and to receive clear offers, contracts and energy bills.

However, some of these rights have not yet been put into practice: consumers often
do not understand their bills, are unable to compare different offers, are charged for
switching, or a switch takes too long. Besides, they do not always seem to be aware
of their rights. The ongoing revision of EU energy legislation aims to improve some of
the rules concerning consumers and to introduce new rights, such as the right to self-
generate and self-consume electricity, to ask for a smart meter, or to engage an
aggregator.

The European Parliament has repeatedly voiced concern that the truly competitive,
transparent and consumer-friendly internal energy market envisaged by the third
energy package has yet to materialise and that consumers are still having trouble
understanding their bills, offers and contracts. It has called, among other things, for
providing consumers with increased protection and clearer information, and for
requiring suppliers to automatically put customers on the best possible tariff for their
individual circumstances.
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Consumers in EU energy policy
Consumers are considered a key element of EU energy policy. The EU energy union
strategy presents a vision in which citizens would 'take ownership of the energy
transition, benefit from new technologies to reduce their bills, participate actively in the
market, and where vulnerable consumers are protected'. The European Commission
communication on Delivering a New Deal for Energy Consumers puts consumers at the
core of the energy union. A 2014 communication, Progress towards completing the
Internal Energy Market, considers consumers as both the 'key enablers' and the 'ultimate
beneficiaries' of the energy transition.

In force since 2009, the third energy package recognised that energy market liberalisation
requires strong consumer rights: for competition to work, consumers need to be able to
pick and switch suppliers, while being protected and accurately informed. It was these
efforts to create and subsequently liberalise the internal energy market that saw the
introduction of many of the current energy consumer rights, which form the core of the
protection laid down by general EU consumer legislation. Consumer protection aspects
can be found in the 2009 Electricity Directive, the 2009 Gas Directive, the 2009 Renewable
Energy Directive, the 2010 Energy Performance of Buildings Directive and the 2012
Energy Efficiency Directive. All of these are currently being revised as part of the clean
energy for all Europeans package, with the exception of the Gas Directive.1

The revisions were informed by the 2016 second consumer market study on the
functioning of the retail electricity markets for consumers in the EU, produced by the
Ipsos-London Economics-Deloitte consortium for the European Commission. It shows
that 58 % of electricity consumers think the electricity market in their country is not
functioning well, with just 40 % 'strongly' agreeing that their electricity company respects
the rules on consumer protection. Consumers do not always seem to be aware of their
rights. To remedy this, the Commission announced in its Second report on the state of
the energy union that in 2017 it would launch a pilot awareness-raising project among
consumers, especially regarding the benefits of energy efficiency and switching providers.
The pilot project would start in several Member States and would be introduced EU-wide
if successful.

The network of energy ombudsman bodies in six Member States, NEON, reported that in
2015 it had received 27 % more complaints than the year before. Overall, 47 % of the
complaints were about invoicing and billing, with some variations among the six Member
States: 78 % of UK consumers' complaints were about billing, 42 % of Czech complaints
about provider switching, 45 % of French complaints about metering, and 58 % of Belgian
complaints about tariff-related issues.

Existing consumer rights
Right to an electricity connection
According to the 2009 Electricity Directive, EU consumers have a right to be connected to
an electricity grid.2 To ensure this universal service, Member States may appoint a
supplier of last resort. However, the 2009 Gas Directive does not grant consumers the
right to be connected to the natural gas grid and, according to the European Commission,
around 40 million homes in the EU have no access to the natural gas network.3 Consumer
organisation BEUC has been critical of this situation, given that natural gas is an essential
energy source for European households (Eurostat data show they relied on gas for 35.6 %
and on electricity for 25 % of their energy needs in 2015).

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2015%3A80%3AFIN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2015%3A80%3AFIN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52015DC0339
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/sites/ener/files/documents/2014_iem_communication.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/topics/markets-and-consumers/market-legislation
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A32009L0072
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32009L0073
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A32009L0028
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A32009L0028
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A32010L0031
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32012L0027
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/news/commission-proposes-new-rules-consumer-centred-clean-energy-transition
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/news/commission-proposes-new-rules-consumer-centred-clean-energy-transition
http://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/just/item-detail.cfm?item_id=53331
http://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/just/item-detail.cfm?item_id=53331
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM:2017:53:FIN
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM:2017:53:FIN
http://www.neon-ombudsman.org/2016/06/15/neon-92335-energy-related-disputes-handled-in-2015/
http://ec.europa.eu/energy/sites/ener/files/documents/20140106_vulnerable_consumer_report_0.pdf
http://www.beuc.eu/publications/x2013_083_mst_consumer_rights_in_electricity_and_gas_markets.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/graphCreator.do?tab=graph&a=3&cp=noValue&c=2&d=0&h=0&time=0&geo=0&product=0-5&x=product&language=en&pcode=t2020_rk210&plugin=1http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/graphCreator.do?tab=graph&a=3&cp=noValue&c=2&d=0&h=0&time=0&geo=0&product=0-5&x=product&language=en&pcode=t2020_rk210&plugin=1
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Switching providers
According to the 2009 Electricity and Gas Directives, EU consumers have a right to switch
gas and electricity suppliers. The switch has to be completed within three weeks without
extra charges, provided the terms of the original contract, such as notice period and
minimum duration, are respected. However, in some Member States this process often
takes longer and switching rates remain low.4 According to the above-mentioned 2016
Commission study on electricity markets, between 2012 and 2015 a quarter of consumers
in the EU had switched either electricity supplier or tariff, but in several countries the rate
was below 2 %. Of those who did switch, 18 % did so as part of a collective move. This
was especially successful in Portugal, Belgium, Italy and Spain.

While most electricity consumers taking part in the poll were aware of their right to
switch (68 %), they were not so savvy about the details: 45 % knew that the switch should
be free of charge, while only 35 % knew that it should be done in under three weeks.
Furthermore, only 24 % of consumers said they thought they were on the cheapest tariff,
and an additional 41 % said they did not know whether this was the case or not. According
to the study, this situation was partly due to the difficulty of comparing offers (one in
seven consumers said they had a problem in this regard) and to consumers' unwillingness
to change suppliers because of the hassle involved in switching ('status quo bias'). The
2016 study showed that more than 40 % of mystery shoppers were able to find a better
offer easily, but that only a quarter were able to estimate the savings they would achieve.

The proposed revision of energy legislation strengthens the right to switch providers. The
proposed revision of the Electricity Directive abolishes switching fees, except in cases
where a fixed-term contract that offers demonstrable advantages to the customer is
terminated early. The fees involved in such cases should not exceed the direct economic
loss to the supplier. Additionally, the proposed revision of the Renewable Energy
Directive introduces the right for customers to switch suppliers of district heating and
cooling (and even to disconnect from the network and produce heating and cooling
themselves), if their supplier does not produce heating and cooling in an efficient way. In
multi-apartment buildings, this would only be possible if the whole building decided to
switch. Member States could restrict the right to disconnect or switch to customers able
to prove that the alternative supply would have a significantly better energy
performance.

Clear offers and contract information
EU legislation on consumer protection5 requires that consumers receive offers with clear,
intelligible, unambiguous and timely information without omitting material information
that the average consumer needs. Before concluding a contract, consumers should
receive clear information about it, as specified in Annex I of the Electricity Directive and
Annex I of the Gas Directive. The Consumer Rights Directive further stipulates the
elements that a contract should contain, and explicitly specifies that this also applies to
contracts for the supply of water, gas and electricity (where they are not put up for sale
in a limited volume or set quantity), and of district heating. Offers should be received on
paper or another durable medium. If the contract is signed outside the supplier's business
premises, or concluded online or on the phone, consumers can change their mind within
14 days.

Consumers are also entitled to be informed of any changes to the contract and can
choose to withdraw from it if they do not agree with the changes. According to the
Electricity and Gas Directives, suppliers need to inform customers of a price change at

http://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/just/item-detail.cfm?item_id=53331
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1493023274893&uri=CELEX:52016PC0864R(01)
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1493023386322&uri=CELEX:52016PC0767R(01)
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32011L0083
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least one normal billing period after the increase comes into effect. The proposed revision
of the Electricity Directive requires that consumers be informed one normal billing period
before the new price comes into effect.

In practice, BEUC draws attention to the fact that contracts are often lengthy documents
using complicated language and a very small font size, and that the conditions for
renewing or ending a contract are often not clearly explained. It also voices concern about
aggressive marketing practices, such as doorstep selling and bundling of energy supply
contracts with other services (for instance, insurance or telecom services), which often
means that energy services are not offered at the best price.

Suppliers seem to be aware of this shortfall: in 2016 Eurelectric and Eurogas, together
with BEUC, recommended the elements that should be part of a short, easily
understandable and accessible offer. Their further recommendations included that
consumers should get time to carefully read a contract before signing it, and that the key
elements communicated in the offer must be the same as in the contract.

Clear energy bills and metering
Energy bills seem to be one of the biggest problems of EU energy consumers. According
to BEUC, bills are the most common cause of complaint for household energy consumers,
as they are often difficult to understand, are lengthy, and present prices in complicated
ways. The 2016 Commission study similarly concluded that bills did not contain all the
information required by EU legislation and that consumers had difficulty understanding
the bills.

Billing for gas, electricity, district heating, cooling and hot water is governed by the
Electricity, Gas and Energy Efficiency Directives. These prescribe the contents of bills6 and
the frequency for receiving bills and billing information.7 Consumers should receive billing
information on gas, electricity and district heating based on their actual consumption at
least twice a year, or quarterly upon request or if they have chosen electronic billing.8 The
bills should include prices and tariffs, and consumers could request to receive data on
historical consumption, if available. Consumers with smart meters should receive the
billing information once a month, as well as cumulative data for at least the past three
years, and detailed data according to the time of use for at least the past 24 months. Bills
based on actual consumption should be received at least once a year, regardless of the
type of meter.

The proposal for a revised Electricity Directive suggests new minimum requirements for
billing and billing information, and stipulates that, where remote reading of meters is
possible, billing information should be provided every month. Once a year, consumers
would have a right to receive all relevant demand-response data.

When it comes to billing for district and collective heating and cooling schemes, the
Energy Efficiency Directive requires that individual meters for heating and cooling be
introduced in all multi-apartment/multi-purpose buildings by 2017. Alternatively,
individual heat-cost allocators can be used. This should enable billing twice a year on the
basis of actual individual consumption, or quarterly if so requested. Whenever a new
connection in a new building is made or an old meter is replaced, an individual meter has
to be introduced. The proposed revision of the directive stipulates that, as of 2020, only
remotely readable district heating, cooling and hot water meters and cost allocators at
individual radiators can be installed. Old meters and allocators would have to be
upgraded or replaced by 2027. The revised directive allows exemptions to all these

http://www.beuc.eu/publications/beuc-x-2016-126_fixing_daily_energy_headaches.pdf
http://www.beuc.eu/press-media/news-events/joint-call-consumers-and-energy-providers-improve-information-energy-offers
http://www.beuc.eu/publications/beuc-x-2016-126_fixing_daily_energy_headaches.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/resource.html?uri=cellar:9796c7a3-b7ba-11e6-9e3c-01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_2&format=PDF
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requirements in cases where this would not be technically possible or cost-efficient.
Member States would have to inform the Commission of the technical conditions,
economic thresholds or other criteria that justify invoking these exceptions.

Helping vulnerable consumers pay their bills
Member States are required to introduce measures to protect vulnerable consumers of
electricity and gas. This can be done through a series of measures, including by prohibiting
the disconnection of gas and electricity at critical times, providing social benefits or
making energy-efficiency improvements. Member States are free to choose which
measures to put in place and are not obliged to use any of the above-mentioned specific
measures. According to the Commission's 2016 study, only 24 % of respondents were
aware of the measures aimed at protecting people who cannot pay their bills, including
only 27 % of those consumers who actually had such problems.

BEUC has previously argued that, especially when it comes to disconnection of gas in
critical times, energy suppliers should be obliged to avoid disconnections as much as
possible, to inform consumers of potential disconnection and to help them manage debt
to avoid it. Some of this could become reality, if the proposed revision of the Electricity
Directive is accepted. It would strengthen the existing provisions and introduce the
requirement for consumers to be given free and adequate information on alternatives,
such as sources of support, alternative payment plans, debt management advice or a
disconnection moratorium, well before a planned disconnection.

Helping consumers lower their consumption
Electricity, gas and district heating bills have to include advice for consumers on how to
use energy more efficiently. The bills have to include the current energy price, a
comparison with the use from the previous year, and contact points that can give advice
on how to save energy. In addition, the Energy Efficiency Directive requires Member
States to promote and facilitate efficient use of energy by consumers, including through
tax incentives, access to financing and grants, provision of information and carrying out
demonstration projects. Consumers are also informed on the energy use of electric
appliances via energy efficiency labels, which are prescribed for a number of new
appliances, and energy performance certificates for buildings. As of 2016, such
certificates are obligatory when selling or renting residential property in the EU. The
revised Renewable Energy Directive would also introduce energy performance
certificates for district and collective heating schemes.

Resolution of complaints and disputes
Electricity and gas suppliers are required to include information on how to make a
complaint about a consumer bill. Consumers are entitled to prompt dispute settlement
and possibly reimbursement and compensation. If they are not satisfied with the result,
they have the right to complain to an independent body for out-of-court dispute
settlement, such as an energy ombudsman. Consumers are also entitled to get informed
about their energy rights, relevant legislation and how to deal with disputes, through a
single point of contact.

The 2016 Commission study found that about 10 % of respondents had complained to
their electricity supplier in the past three years and that many were not satisfied with the
result. However, it also showed that only 40 % of those who experienced problems
actually complained. A third of those who did not complain said they thought the result
would not be satisfactory for them, while 21 % thought it would be too time-consuming,

http://www.beuc.eu/publications/x2013_083_mst_consumer_rights_in_electricity_and_gas_markets.pdf
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and 17 % thought the sums involved were too small. Of those who complained, 35 % said
the matter was dealt with in one to four days.

New rights for energy consumers
The proposed revision of EU legislation on electricity markets under the clean energy
package would introduce some rights that EU energy consumers do not currently enjoy.

Self-generation and self-consumption of electricity
The revised Electricity Directive would introduce an explicit right for final customers to
'generate, store, consume and sell self-generated electricity in all organised markets
either individually or through aggregators without being subject to disproportionately
burdensome procedures and charges that are not cost reflective'. Meanwhile, the revised
Renewable Energy Directive would allow them to maintain their rights as consumers and
would not consider them as energy suppliers if the annual amount of renewable
electricity they feed into the grid does not exceed 10 MWh for households or 500 MWh
for legal persons. The electricity they feed into the grid would be paid for at market value.
However, they would become subject to cost-reflective network charges both for the
electricity they consume from the grid and the electricity they feed into the grid.9 They
would have the right to receive all relevant data on electricity supplied and sold once a
year.

Right to collective and community schemes
The proposed revisions of the Electricity Directive and the Renewable Energy Directive
explicitly mention the right of consumers to participate in an energy community as
shareholders or members, without losing their rights as household customers or active
customers. Renewable energy communities would be entitled to generate, consume,
store and sell renewable energy; they would also have the right to access all organised
markets directly or through aggregators or suppliers, without being subject to
disproportionate procedures and charges that are not cost-reflective. Individual
consumers are the key to the definition of energy communities, as at least 51 % of the
shareholders or members with voting rights in the small and medium-sized enterprise or
non-profit organisation constituting the energy community must be natural persons. If
consumers living in the same multi-apartment or multi-purpose building decide to engage
in self-generation together, they will have the same rights as if they were an individual
self-consumer.

Comparison tools
According to the revised Electricity Directive, Member States would have to ensure that
customers have access, free of charge, to at least one independent tool comparing the
offers of electricity suppliers. The comparison tools would be subject to certification by
an independent body appointed by the individual Member States, and could be operated
by public authorities or private companies. According to the Agency for Cooperation of
Energy Regulators (ACER), 20 Member States already have price-comparison tools for
electricity and 15 have such tools for gas.

Smart meter and dynamic price contracts
The proposed revision of the Electricity Directive entitles final customers to have a smart
meter installed no later than three months after requesting it, even when a cost-benefit
assessment of the national roll-out of smart meters in a Member State is negative. In such
cases, the offer to the final customer would have to describe clearly what functions,
services and benefits could realistically be achieved by the smart meter, and specify any

http://www.acer.europa.eu/Media/Press releases/ACER-PR-09-16.pdf
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associated costs for the customer. In addition, every final customer would be entitled to
request a dynamic electric price contract from the supplier and to be fully informed of
the risks and opportunities of such a contract.

Right to engage an aggregator
The proposed revision of the Electricity Directive introduces a right for the final consumer
to choose and hire an aggregator and to do so without the consent of the electricity
supplier (who might see the aggregator as a competitor). Aggregators would facilitate
participation of individual consumers on the energy markets, for instance by pooling their
self-generated electricity and demand-response loads. According to the proposed rules,
consumers would be free to switch aggregators within three weeks (subject to respecting
contractual conditions), and would not be expected to pay any termination fees
exceeding the direct economic loss to the aggregator.

European Parliament's view
In its resolution of 26 May 2016, Delivering a new deal for energy consumers, Parliament
expresses concern that the goals of the truly competitive, transparent and consumer-
friendly retail energy market envisaged by the third energy package have not yet been
attained in all Member States. It recommends that energy bills be delivered more
frequently, and that both bills and contracts be more transparent, clear and with fewer
technical terms, to make them more understandable and comparable. The bills should
clearly state fixed charges, and taxes and levies, and enable consumers to better
understand the part of their bills that reflects their consumption. It recommends that
consumers be informed through their bills or otherwise, about the best tariff for them
based on the history of their consumption. It recommends creating a one-stop-shop,
providing consumers with all of the information they need for choosing a supplier, as well
as price comparison tools. It points out that many vulnerable households are stuck using
tariffs that are not optimal for them. It also urges Member States to properly enforce the
provisions of the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive, as well as consumer rights
relating to doorstep selling, unfair terms or practices and aggressive marketing.

In its resolution of 23 June 2016 on the Implementation report on the Energy Efficiency
Directive, Parliament expresses concern that energy bills are still unclear and inaccurate,
and suggests introducing EU rules with the goal of making the information they contain
more comparable. It suggests that 'energy efficiency obligation schemes' be changed to
'energy saving support schemes', in order to emphasise that these are meant to help
reduce consumers' energy consumption and bills. It proposes that priority in such
schemes be given to improving energy-efficient renovation of buildings, and that a
significant minimum percentage be targeted on low-income consumers.

In its resolution of 15 December 2015, Towards a European Energy Union, Parliament
points out that the EU energy retail market is not functioning properly and calls on the
Commission to enforce the implementation of the third energy package in the Member
States. It also warns that consumers in many Member States do not have enough choice
of suppliers, and that less-informed citizens tend to be stuck with uncompetitive and
outdated tariffs because they are not likely to compare different offers. It calls on the
Commission to set guidelines for energy self-consumption and community energy
schemes. It also calls for the encouragement of collective switching schemes, to require
energy bills to include comparisons with competitors, and to require suppliers to
automatically put customers on the best tariff for them.

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2015/2323(INI)&l=en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2016-0293
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/popups/ficheprocedure.do?reference=2015/2113(INI)&l=en
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Endnotes
1 The 2017 update of the energy union roadmap does not envisage a revision of the Gas Directive. For analysis of the

proposed revisions, see EPRS EU Legislation in Progress briefings on Common rules for internal electricity market,
Promoting renewable energy sources in the EU after 2020, Improving energy performance of buildings and Revised
Energy Efficiency Directive.

2 In fact, one household can have more than one electricity supplier: the 2014 Directive on the deployment of
alternative fuels infrastructure requires that households be allowed to enter into a contract with an additional
electricity supplier for their electric-car recharging point. The date for transposition of the directive was 18 November
2016 and a review is planned for November 2017.

3 Eurostat does not have data on access to electricity and natural gas.
4 See the Council of Energy Regulator's 2002 report on Electricity and gas retail market design, with a focus on supplier

switching and billing and the Commission's 2016 Second consumer market study on the functioning of the retail
electricity markets for consumers in the EU.

5 See the Unfair Commercial Practices Directive, Consumer Rights Directive, and Unfair Terms in Consumer Contracts
Directive. See also an EPRS in-depth analysis on Consumer protection in the EU.

6 See Annex I of the Electricity Directive, Annex I of the Gas Directives and Annex VII of the Energy Efficiency Directive.
7 Article 10 of the Energy Efficiency Directive distinguishes between 'billing', which constitutes a demand for payment,

and 'billing information', which informs consumers of their consumption. Member States can decide that billing
information does not constitute a demand for payment. See also the Commission's Guidance note on Directive
2012/27/EU on energy efficiency.

8 The Energy Efficiency Directive allows for exceptions where billing based on actual consumption is not technically
possible and economically justified. Gas used only for cooking may also be exempted from these requirements.

9 For a discussion of the issues with the network charges for self-generated electricity, see the EPRS briefing on
electricity 'prosumers'.
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