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Overview
In many countries, competitive electricity reforms have been accompanied by measures of social policy. Several measures of this type aim at giving vulnerable customers access to affordable energy, which is justified by the “essential” nature of electricity. In countries like the UK, where retail markets have been opened relatively early, these policies have taken the form of “fuel poverty strategies” since the beginning of the decade. More recently, the British “fuel poor” customers have been designated as the main target of energy efficiency programs. Contrasting with the UK, France, whose retail electricity market has long been dominated by one main supplier, developed formal policies toward vulnerable customers more recently. The French policies of access to affordable energy differ from the UK policies by the fact that they have not been defined as a single strategy. Therefore, there appears to be a considerable fragmentation of policy measures directed toward vulnerable customers.

The aim of this paper is to analyze to what extent these new public policies benefit to vulnerable customers. This requires an analysis of how the different policy measures fit together in practice. One aspect appears important in this respect. It’s the question of the definition of the target of these policies. Contrary to the UK, there is nothing like an official definition of “fuel poverty” in France. Therefore, policies towards vulnerable customers often take the form of more limited measures directed toward sub-groups of vulnerable customers.

Methods
The first part of the paper analyzes the definition of energy poverty. Using the economic literature on poverty and the UK definition of fuel poverty, we identify what main aspects public policies directed to vulnerable customers should take into account in defining their target. Then, the second part confronts these results with the definitions of energy poverty that are currently in use in French policies towards vulnerable customers. The fragmentation of policy objectives and of institutional responsibilities requires a detailed empirical examination of the definitions used and of the policies that have been conducted. Informations on these issues have been collected by interviews with local actors in that field in the French region Ile de France, which is the region surrounding Paris.
Results
The analysis shows that French policies of access to energy directed towards vulnerable households have mainly been directed towards low-income consumers and consumers with payment difficulties. These policies essentially aim at reducing the symptoms of energy poverty, for example by alleviating the debts of these customers. This has two types of consequences. Firstly, certain types of “energy poor” customers are insufficiently taken into account. Secondly, the social and environmental sustainability of these policies is probably low, as few of the measures taken have an effect on the causes of energy poverty.
Conclusions

While policies of access to energy for vulnerable customers have been developed in several countries, these policies differ considerably in the way they treat this problem. Our paper proposes an analysis of the French policies of access to affordable energy for vulnerable customers, which have a fragmented character. We highlight the obstacles to successful implementation of these policies, namely the fragmentation of responsibilities, the role of consumers in the implementation process, and the lack of social and environmental sustainability of these policies.

































