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Carbon neutrality and the energy transition are, in 
the opinion of AK, not a purely technical issue, but a 
question with a deep social character. AK supports the 
aim of carbon neutrality by 2050. However, it wishes to 
underline the fact that it is up to politicians to ensure 
that the question of distribution is at the core of new 
measures. If a future policy for carbon neutrality and 
energy transition wants to be successful, it must be 
centred on social issues. 

For AK it is important that the aspects of 
distribution are considered in the fight to combat 
climate change and that the social dimension 
of carbon neutrality and the energy transition is 
in the centre of attention, next to the ecological 
and economic dimension. The problem of energy 
poverty and the social effects caused by climate 
change and the energy transition are still not given 
enough attention, even though it is clear that not all 
households are equally able to afford energy   
efficiency measures or renewable energy sources to 
heat.

The Commission’s proposals for the renovation 
wave are generally assessed positively. They 
try to demonstrate various options to address the 
social dimension of climate change and to propose 
alternatives for implementation. Energy poverty is 
seen as a multi-dimensional issue and therefore needs 
to be combatted through different measures.

Renovations are key for low-income and energy-poor 
households; therefore, affordable and uncomplicated 
support is required so they can carry out renovations. 
For these households, 100% of the costs of retrofitting 
or replacing a heating system must be borne by the 
state.

Offering more options for qualifications and further 
training in the field of renovations is key in the opinion 
of AK, since this will generate multiple positive 
effects: renovations will become feasible, jobs will be 
safeguarded, and new ones will be created.

Public funds for thermal renovation must focus on 
buildings with a low thermal performance or on those, 
which are of special public interest (e.g. schools or 
hospitals), since this is the only way to achieve a 
particularly effective utilisation of funds.

EU-wide CO2 pricing is clearly preferable compared 
to an expansion of the EU’s Emissions Trading 
System to private households because it allows 
private investors to plan with greater certainty and is 
accompanied by measures to shield against social 
costs. This must be embedded in an overall package 
of public investments and regulatory requirements.

More rights and better protection standards for 
consumers are needed in terms of heating supply. 
AK is also strongly against cutting or weakening 
substantial rights of tenants based on the ostensible 
argument of ecological issues.

AK proposes the creation of a national energy and 
climate aid fund as a key measure. Firstly, it would 
act as an interface to link the relevant players as well 
as a financing tool to implement or act as an incentive 
for measures to support the relevant households. 
Secondly, it would act as a centre of excellence, 
generating specific knowledge and promoting 
research on energy poverty and the social dimension 
of the climate crisis.

Executive summary
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With the Clean Energy Package from 2016 and the 
Green Deal from 2019, the European Commission has 
clearly mapped out the route for the coming years: the 
phase-out of fossil energy sources will bring profound 
changes to our lives and economic activity.  According 
to AK, the potential offered by this  transformation 
must be utilised to enable all to participate in a 
 climate-neutral future.

The next step proposed by the European Commission 
in mid-October 2020 in order to implement the Green 
Deal was the “renovation wave”, setting a long-term 
ambitious goal for itself: renovating 35 million  building 
units by 2030. The renovation wave will be used 
to improve the quality of life for the people living in 
these buildings; it should contribute to the economic 
 recovery after the Covid-19 crisis and secure existing 
jobs or create new ones; research will be encouraged 
and digitalisation advanced - all this in order to secure 
a lasting reduction in greenhouse gases. These main 
points are particularly important for the Commission:

1. Energy poverty will be combatted and, above all, 
buildings with the lowest energy efficiency levels 
will be renovated

2. Public buildings will be prioritised for renovation
3. District heating and cooling systems will be 

 decarbonised

1. Renovation as the key measure 
to combat energy poverty

Specifically, the Commission is proposing  renovations 
as the key measure to combat energy  poverty. 
AK  welcomes this approach since low-income 
 households often (have to) live in buildings with low 
energy efficiency or outdated heating systems and 
the high energy consumption due to these factors 
is the prime reason why they are confronted with 
high energy costs or an inadequate energy supply. 
At the same time, they do not have the financial 
resources to carry out improvements, trapping them 
in a vicious circle of high bills, cold houses, and an 
inadequate energy supply. As part of its renovation 
strategy, the Commission has published a working 

paper explicitly on energy poverty. This paper  contains 
 recommendations on possible definitions of and 
ways to measure energy poverty; it underlines the 
 multi-dimensional aspects and urges Member States 
to show more determination in combatting energy 
poverty effectively in order to ensure a fair transition to 
a  climate-neutral EU by 2050.

2. Other major areas of intervention 
and guidance

In 2021, the Commission will review the Energy 
Efficiency Directive and the Energy Performance of 
Buildings Directive in order to improve  information, 
legal certainty and incentives to carry out  renovation 
works; it will introduce compulsory minimum 
 requirements for the energy performance of  existing 
buildings and require the mandatory submission of 
energy  performance certificates. Building  regulations 
in Austria have long stipulated cost optimisation 
and energy requirements for all new buildings 
and  refurbishment activities. However, we must 
not forget that living must still be affordable for 
 low-income households and possible rent increases 
must not result in displacement effects.  Another 
positive approach is to develop the EU Building 
Stock  Observatory into a central European database 
 containing data on the building stock with related 
energy efficiency for each country.

AK has long called for a database, detailing the 
condition of buildings in Austria and their thermal 
efficiency, so that the magnitude of phasing out fossil 
energy sources and the necessary refurbishment of 
heating systems (so-called heat maps) can be  properly 
estimated. This is important from both a financing and 
regulatory perspective in order to be able to  identify 
future scenarios as well as their implementation. This 
must be an integral part of the current Austrian 
heating strategy.

With its review of the Renewable Energy  Directive 
and the EU Emissions Trading System, also 
 scheduled for 2021, the Commission intends to 
drive  decarbonisation of district heating and cooling 

The AK’s position

https://ec.europa.eu/energy/topics/energy-efficiency/energy-efficient-buildings/renovation-wave_en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/3/2020/EN/C-2020-9600-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/3/2020/EN/C-2020-9600-F1-EN-MAIN-PART-1.PDF
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 systems forward. Additionally, sustainability criteria for 
building products used in these comprehensive and 
integrated renovation measures will be considered. 
The Commission also wants to boost the  know-how 
of workers in the renovation sector as part of a 
future skills package in order to empower the whole 
 construction sector in terms of sustainable  renovation. 
It states that there was a lack of skilled labour in 
the field of building renovation and modernisation 
even  before the Covid-19 crisis and therefore there is 
 considerable potential to create jobs in this sector.

Offering more options for qualifications and 
 further training in the field of renovations, 
from AK’s  perspective, is key, firstly so that the 
 necessary energy renovations can be carried out at 
all and,  secondly, in order to provide requalification 
 opportunities for  employees in the spirit of a just 
transition. There is also anecdotal evidence in Austria 
that points to a lack of qualified workers to replace 
fossil fuel-based  heating systems in the coming years; 
this poses a problem both in terms of climate and 
energy policy as well as employment policy. This is the 
reason why AK is of the opinion that this aspect needs 
special  attention and welcomes the approach of the 
 Commission to include representatives of employees’ 
associations in the planning and implementation of 
measures. We will be happy to contribute with our 
expertise at the Commission’s disposal.

From the viewpoint of AK, the familiar dilemma 
 between owners and users is not addressed 
 directly in the Commission’s announcement.  Several 
 measures are broached which are of relevance in 
this regard. As a result, the owner-user issue can be 
addressed as follows: Two substantial measures are 
mentioned under the key words “ information, legal 
certainty and incentives”. First of all, the  Commission 
is proposing minimum requirements for the energy 
 performance of existing buildings.  Secondly, the 
 relevant energy certificates will  become  compulsory. 
This is intended to identify where and how much 
energy can be saved, and so create incentives to 
renovate. The renovation of building envelopes and 
the switch to sustainable heating systems need 
to be financed. The  announcement refers to loans 
and  subsidies from a series of  European funds. 
 Furthermore, the rules on aid for  renovations are to 
 become “simpler, clearer and easier to  implement”. 
Renovation incentives using tax relief schemes in 
Member States are also mentioned. Finally, the 
 situation of poor households in terms of  energy 
 poverty is dealt with separately. “Vulnerable 
 households must be shielded from rent increases that 
may follow  renovations.”  (p. 21). Cost-neutral financial 
solutions are also  addressed, where the total of rent, 
operating and energy costs are considered.

AK considers that the dilemma between owners and 
users of rental property is addressed adequately 
with these measures. Regulatory requirements for 
the thermal performance of buildings are welcomed. 
It is important, that what is technically feasible and 
 economically acceptable is harmonised to  optimise 
costs. Affordability is also a key aspect for the 
 European Commission. Ecological intentions are 
 often used as a pretext for cutting substantial 
tenant rights. AK firmly rejects such initiatives. 
 However, in its announcement on the renovation 
wave, the  Commission does not take a stance in 
this respect. It speaks in favour of public subsidies, 
more transparent and simpler rules on aid, and 
the protection of  low-income households in rental 
accommodation. This is a positive approach, in AK’s 
opinion.

Finally, we offer a brief overview of the situation 
in Austria: In Austria, regulatory requirements on 
the  energy efficiency of buildings were introduced 
 decades ago. Energy certificates were also introduced 
years ago. The past reduction of greenhouse gas 
emission in the building sector is certainly partly a 
 result of this. Finally, rental accommodation in Austria 
is largely provided by non-profit or municipal providers. 
The amount of rental accommodation which, roughly 
speaking, is managed in a “cost-covering” manner, is 
56 per cent. In this segment, gross rents without warm 
water and heating are around 20 per cent lower than 
in the for-profit sector. Despite this fact, for more than 
a decade the largest renovation activities in the whole 
of the residential market can be found in the non-profit 
and municipal rental accommodation segments.

A series of construction and planning issues are dealt 
with under the heading “creating a sustainable built 
environment”. AK’s position is as follows:  Significant 
efficiency improvements can be achieved in the 
construction sector using building data  modelling. 
This will facilitate cooperation between the  different 
players and improve documentation. This also 
 ensures better traceability, if individual trades do 
not function  properly. In the case of large projects in 
particular, identical digital buildings will bring about 
 considerable increase in efficiency. This tool can also 
facilitate and improve the work of public planning and 
building  authorities. Recording all buildings digitally 
at the level of a block or district, for example, will be 
useful in urban planning. The data could, for  example, 
be used to determine whether existing roof areas 
should be turned into green roofs to improve the 
 microclimate. If this is not the case, solar panels could 
be installed on the roofs instead. Finally, building data 
modelling could be used to delegate routine tasks of 
 building  authorities to be performed by computers. 
An  algorithm could be used to determine whether 
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emergency exits comply with regulations, for  example. 
Building authorities can then spend more time on 
other more relevant issues that arise during the 
 planning permission procedure.

However, AK is more sceptical regarding the matter 
of smart buildings. Generally speaking, the position 
of AK regarding smart buildings can be summarised 
by the slogan “as much technology as necessary” 
rather than “as much technology as possible”. The 
reasons for our position are as follows: Firstly,  ongoing 
consumption measurements raise questions of data 
protection among residents. Furthermore, this creates 
a relationship of dependency vis-à-vis the  companies 
carrying out the measurements.  Secondly, the 
 deconstruction of less complex  buildings is simpler. 
Recycling materials to achieve a circular economy is 
more difficult in overly technical buildings. The reuse 
of building products to create a circular economy is 
also very promising, according to the  Commission’s 
announcement, in avoiding greenhouse gases. Finally, 
the sensors used to measure consumption do not 
 normally have a particularly long service life. Thirdly, 
there are significant issues regarding consumer 
 protection in the case of cable and  pipeline-based 
building infrastructures. The  customers of district 
heating companies and of  heating  suppliers in 
 apartment buildings are vulnerable in this respect 
since these companies normally enjoy a  monopoly. 
These segments are often characterised by 
 contractual relations that are very disadvantageous for 
households and cannot be or are difficult to terminate. 
Builders/landlords agree on the contractual conditions 
and prices with the utility companies to the  detriment 
of others, namely, the end customers. It must be 
feared that the contractual conditions for future 
E-charging stations in apartment buildings will also be 
to the detriment of consumers. AK is calling urgently 
for better consumer rights in this regard.

Overall, AK considers that new technical options 
should be used primarily to create a “smart” 
 construction industry and “smart” building 
 authorities. Smart technology is also in demand 
particularly in the case of large-scale systems. District 
heating from sustainable energy sources with legally 
protected consumers is certainly desirable. It is less 
urgent - to slightly overstate the matter - to maximise 
the  number of people who can adjust the heating or 
open and close the blinds in their home from their 
office.

As part of its review of the Energy Efficiency Directive 
the Commission has announced it will make greater 
use of energy providers and energy supply contracts 
in order to make renovations available to households, 
which cannot afford prepayments of costs. AK is 

critical of this proposal since the rights and protection 
standards for consumers are insufficiently developed 
for the heating sector in Austria and presumably in 
other EU Member States. Transparent contractual 
conditions, easier assertion of legal rights and price 
controls would be required.

Regarding the recommendation of the Commission 
to promote an exit from fossil fuels through energy 
and CO2 prices, we believe it is important to note that 
taxes are an important tool for this, which should be 
used - but only one tool of many – and this must be a 
part of an overall package. From AK’s point of view, 
the steering effect achieved through taxation is 
more important than the financing function. At the 
same time, it is essential to focus on a social balance 
and fair  distribution. AK does not currently support 
the  inclusion of the building sector into the EU ETS, 
which is being considered by the Commission, since 
this would lead to a distortion of distribution. The 
 availability of heating is a basic need that should be 
provided as a part of public service and therefore be 
shielded to a greater extent from market forces. Price 
instruments are unsuitable for managing demand for 
such goods, as there is a risk that they may exacerbate 
social hardship and thus contribute to widening the 
distribution gap. Rising energy costs would exacerbate 
the already fraught situation in the housing market 
in conurbations because it is primarily low-income 
households which can no longer afford the rents.

3. Initiatives, options for subsidies 
and financing to support low-income 
households

The Commission is also proposing specific options 
as to how Member States can better support lower 
income households financially. Grants and  subsidies 
are mentioned, for example, as well as saved 
 payments thanks to energy saved or granting micro 
loans.

In the opinion of AK, there are various things to 
 consider: Subsidies and grants as well as micro 
loans are usually not a viable option for  low-income 
 households since they cannot make use of them. The 
reason is that by this only a part of the  investment 
costs is covered and poor households still often have 
to bear a (larger) part of overall costs  themselves. 
However, that is simply not possible for them. 
 Therefore, AK  considers it essential, that in the event 
of grants or subsidies being offered the costs for 
 renovation or  replacement of a heating boiler are 
 covered to 100%. AK also has some  misgivings 
 regarding the proposal to use cost savings as 
 repayment for investments: studies have shown that 

https://www.google.at/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwiytq6TkaDtAhXkD2MBHWK2BlgQFjAAegQIAhAC&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.sozialministerium.at%2Fdam%2Fjcr%3Abd481a0f-fc30-4630-955b-ba102f8e26cd%2Fstudie_energiearmut_endversion.pdf&usg=AOvVaw27qoNvggMbCb490r1uO1_o 
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energy-poor households are not necessarily faced 
with high energy  consumption and hence high energy 
costs, but face problems even with average energy 
consumption and having to pay those costs; some 
households even (have to) eschew an adequate  energy 
supply because they simply cannot afford it. The 
reason is their level of income, which is already low. 
However,  refurbishment or the installation of modern 
heating systems makes it possible for energy poor 
households to use  energy to the extent they need. 
From AK’s perspective this is just as important as a 
possible reduction in costs  because energy is a vitally 
important resource,  essential for  survival, without 
which it is not possible to participate in modern life. 
These measures are often  accompanied by significant 
improvements to people’s living environment.

In order to primarily support social housing projects, 
the Commission will launch an Affordable Housing 
Initiative, which will include 100 flagship projects to 
 renovate whole districts. In doing so, the  Commission 
envisages making available revenues from the 
 Emissions Trading System to finance national  projects 
to combat energy poverty and also funds from the EU 
budget specifically to finance national energy  efficiency 
and energy saving schemes for lower  income groups.

AK welcomes this approach, since energy poor and 
low-income households need financing tools tailored 
to their situation. This clear commitment is especially 
important in respect to the current Covid-19 pandemic 
and its socio-economic  effects. The  Commission will 
provide subsidies and loans to the extent of 672.5 
billion euro as part of its  development and resilience 
facility and will link the  release of these funds primarily 
to the plans of  Member States to carry out building 
renovation schemes and to national energy and climate 
plans. In a letter to the Austrian Federal Government 
AK presented  explicit calls for reforms and investment 
options and  demanded an  offensive for ecological 
change and for  climate-friendly towns and villages.

Financial aid from EU funds to encourage  investment 
in building renovation is generally spread widely and is 
applied at different levels. It should be  emphasised that 
the Commission is addressing the  social  challenges of 
the energy transition and climate change, and explicitly 
energy poverty, through direct  financial assistance 
for renovations, for example via the aforementioned 
development and resilience  facility, but also via the 
 European Social Funds, the Just Transition  Mechanism 
or the European Energy  Efficiency Fund, as well as 
via the promotion of  research and innovation, here 
 especially as part of the Horizon 2020 programme of 
the Green Deal.  Special focus is placed on schools, 
hospitals and social  housing.

AK welcomes this broad scope to provide as much 
funding as possible for renovations, as well as the 
focus on schools, hospitals, and social housing, i.e. 
buildings that particularly benefit from renovation. 
Generally speaking, at this point we wish to mention 
that from the viewpoint of AK, it is essential that public 
funds for thermal renovation focus on buildings with 
low thermal performance or which are of special 
public interest, since this is the only way to achieve 
an especially effective utilisation of funds and it will 
bring about multiple dividends. As much energy or as 
many greenhouse gas emissions as possible should be 
saved per euro of financial  assistance. Freerider effects 
should be avoided as much as possible. An  important 
prerequisite for the efficient facilitation of thermal 
refurbishment is to record the thermal  performance of 
buildings according to several parameters (e.g. age of 
the building, size,  utilisation, urban or rural setting, etc.) 
in order to carry out  targeted renovations on this basis.

AK also welcomes the provision of funding for 
research in the area of energy poverty because there 
is still an enormous gap of knowledge in this field. The 
phenomenon of “hidden energy poverty”, for example, 
has scarcely been investigated, even though it is a 
major problem for affected households. Hidden energy 
poverty describes the situation of a household that has 
scarcely any or no energy at all, who  cannot heat its 
living space or use warm water, although it  somehow 
makes ends meet with the household  income without 
generating high energy costs or  energy debts, but sees 
its daily life massively impacted by the lack of energy. 
It is not clear how high the  number of those affected 
is, how they are  distributed in regional terms, and what 
support measures can best target to this group. It is 
therefore vitally  important to study this group in more 
detail so they can be offered suitable aid.

4. Definition of energy poverty

The Commission describes energy poverty as a 
 situation where households do not have access to 
essential energy supplies (or services) and defines 
these essential energy supplies as being able to 
 access appropriate heating and cooling systems, 
 having sufficient lighting and energy to utilise electrical 
equipment. It emphasises the importance of energy 
for an  appropriate standard of living, health, and social 
inclusion. According to AK, these 3 aspects are key 
and show why energy poverty must be combatted 
 purposefully.

That is why AK has been calling for some time 
for a standard, practical, and generally accepted 
 definition of energy poverty which reflects the 
relevant national context of the Member States. 
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It welcomes the Commission’s awareness that 
energy poverty cannot be measured adequately 
through a single indicator but must be addressed 
as a  multi-dimensional problem, which can take on 
 different characteristics in different Member States. 
The idea put forward to use the indicators proposed 
by the EU Energy Poverty Observatory (EPOV) is, in 
the opinion of the AK, a good approach: 4 primary 
and more than 20 secondary indicators are used to 
measure energy poverty adequately. The primary 
indicators include a high percentage of income used 
for energy costs, (very) low energy costs overall 
(“hidden energy poverty”), the impossibility of keeping 
warm at home and arrears on energy bills (electricity, 
water, gas, heating). To supplement these indicators 
AK proposed to include being affected by poverty as 
a primary indicator since low income for a household 
represents the third major obstacle for those affected, 
as well as (high) energy costs and energy inefficient 
buildings.

It is important from AK’s point of view that a definition 
or indicators used are not limited by the current lack 
of statistical data. On the contrary, it must be made 
clear that blind spots must be uncovered through data 
acquisition in order to best comply with the call of the 
Commission to measure the number of households 
or persons affected. This should be done in  national 
energy and climate plans. This primarily applies to 
households affected by hidden energy poverty; too 
 little is known generally about them and, in addition, 
they cannot be mapped properly in terms of statistics.

5. Measures to combat energy 
poverty

AK welcomes the emphasis placed by the 
 Commission on the interrelation between social and 
energy measures to combat energy poverty and 
the  importance of cooperation between the various 
 relevant stakeholders in this field. For AK it is clear, 
that improvements are needed in both areas of policy 
in order to alleviate energy poverty comprehensively 
and above all in the long term: neither social nor 
energy policy measures by themselves are  sufficient 
for the task. We also wish to highlight the clear 
 commitment of the Commission to include the general 
public as well as important stakeholders from various 
sectors, such as social welfare organisations.

At a national level, AK has long called for a national 
observatory for energy poverty to be established, as 
has been the case at European level: specifically, it 
is calling for an energy and climate aid fund which 
can provide short-term help by paying energy bills, 
 ensuring an affordable and uninterrupted supply of 

energy in the medium term and in the long term, 
supports energy poor households so that they can 
 participate in a zero-carbon future. This fund would 
 assume several tasks: firstly, it would act as an 
 interface to link the relevant players as well as a 
financing tool to implement or act as an incentive 
for measures to  support the relevant households 
and, secondly, it would act as a centre of excellence 
to generate  specific knowledge and to promote 
 research on energy poverty.

From the point of view of AK this fund would  facilitate 
a coordinated approach and existing measures 
could operate in a more harmonised manner, whilst 
 avoiding overlaps. In Austria, at least some measures 
have  already been put in place by a wide variety of 
stakeholders to support those households affected; 
however, these are operating side by side in an 
 unstructured manner. Coordination could massively 
increase the potential for help.

6. Renewable energy communities 
as a possible solution to energy 
poverty

One interesting detail of the renovation strategy is 
that the Commission is proposing Renewable Energy 
Communities (RECs) as an explicit option to overcome 
energy poverty. As defined in the Renewable Energy 
Directive, energy communities should enable a new 
form of joint participation by citizens in the production 
of renewable energies. Whether this is realistic for 
energy poor households will largely depend on how 
well energy communities are generally accepted and 
implemented.

In any case, AK is in favour of enabling energy 
poor households to participate in Renewable 
 Energy Communities. This means that  households 
can generate savings, as shown by a study of 
 Joanneum Research Graz commissioned by the AK: 
for  example, participating households can save some 
of the power grid fees or have their own local tariff 
 calculated or certain taxes applied (e.g. an electricity 
tax). In  addition, it would be possible to provide these 
 households with part of the electricity generated free 
of charge as an additional means of supporting them. 
Facilitating the participation in energy communities 
would not only enable energy poor households to save 
costs, but would also facilitate the supply of renewable 
energy, which otherwise would be difficult for them to 
access.

https://www.joanneum.at/life/aktuelles/news/news-detail/potentielle-mehrbelastungen-vulnerabler-haushalte-durch-ortstarife-in-energiegemeinschaften-studie-veroeffentlicht
https://www.joanneum.at/life/aktuelles/news/news-detail/potentielle-mehrbelastungen-vulnerabler-haushalte-durch-ortstarife-in-energiegemeinschaften-studie-veroeffentlicht
https://www.compile-project.eu/downloads/
https://www.compile-project.eu/downloads/
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7. Concluding remarks

As explained above, AK welcomes many of the 
 strategies planned in the renovation wave of the 
 European Commission and their focus on lower 
income or energy poor households and population 
groups.

It is essential that the planned measures are designed 
to be socially fair and democratically acceptable in 
order to enable all to participate in a zero-carbon 
future. It is AK’s opinion that the Commission is trying 
to satisfy this. Nevertheless, it remains to be seen how 
the specific measures and financing options or their 
criteria will be formulated. AK is happy to make its 
expertise available in the different fields.
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