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Empowering energy-poor households to reduce energy usage is an important step in energy
poverty abatement, but it needs to be accompanied by wider measures on a policy level. The
purpose of this document is to provide and systematise policy recommendations for systemic
measures to abate energy poverty in Bulgaria.

1 Energy poverty context in a nutshell
State of the art in terms of energy poverty
Based on the State of the Energy Union country factsheet for Bulgaria published by the EC in
2015, three proxy indicators are used to assess energy poverty: (1) arrears on utility bills, (2)
inability to keep home adequately warm, and (3) dwellings with leakages and damp walls. In
this context, Bulgaria is considered the most vulnerable EU country in terms of energy
poverty.
In 2014, 40.5%1 of the total Bulgarian population answered that they could not keep the
home ‘adequately warm`, thus giving the country first place among the EU-28, while the
average EU number is 10.2 %.
Despite having the lowest energy prices in the EU, the low-income groups are facing serious
problems with regard to affordability. All major factors that could exacerbate energy poverty
are present in Bulgaria: low incomes, an upward trend in energy prices, poor energy efficiency
standards of the dwellings, and faster-rising energy costs than household income. Even with
the lowest energy prices in the EU, a large number of households rely on social support. The
share of households relying on social support within the period 2009 – 2013 varies between
7% and 9%2 of all households. Thus, approximately 2,955,100 people are experiencing
difficulties in adequately heating their homes and are experiencing energy poverty.
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Within the population at risk of poverty, a majority is unable to keep homes adequately
warm. Bulgaria is one of the countries with the highest share of persons at risk of poverty or
social exclusion in EU-28, as nearly 49 % of the population in 2011 was at risk of poverty or
social exclusion. In 2013 Bulgarian households spent approximately 14.2% of their income for
water and energy bills – up from approximately 11% in 2002. Average annual household
housing costs increased by 36% between 2008 and 20133.

3

Energy poverty definition
The term energy poverty is still not defined in Bulgarian legislation, although the energy
poverty topic was part of the election program of the currently strongest-represented
parliamentary party.

Schemes supporting vulnerable customers
In Bulgaria, there are still only general principles for providing social support for heating
purposes, concentrated on assisting people whose average monthly income for the previous
six months was lower than the differentiated minimum income. The program provides direct
financial support, worth the equivalent of 450 kWh of electricity, towards heating bills,
electricity, coal briquettes or wood and natural gas for heating granted for a period of five
months. Household energy needs and housing condition remain outside the scope of the
programme. This highly inefficient and unsustainable short term household budget support is
worth around 40 million euros every year and is able to help 250,000 of the most vulnerable
households.
The winter supplement programme, as the only existing programme providing heating
support, targets a very limited part of the population and provides very low heat allowances,
for the poorest groups, in particular. In addition, by providing support for wood and coal,
burnt in primitive stoves, it also further contributes to the poor air quality in Bulgarian cities.
Currently, Bulgaria remains the leader in the European Union in terms of air pollution,
according to the World Health Organization. 4
In conclusion, Bulgaria lacks targeted residential energy efficiency programmes for vulnerable
households.

Energy consumption structure and patterns
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According to estimates electricity accounted for 40% of the final heating energy consumption
of Bulgarian households in 2011; around 32% comes from primitive biomass consumption,
9% from coal, 16% from district heating and 1-2% from natural gas. This mix is highly
inefficient and results in high costs for primary energy. The share of electricity consumption
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has even increased in recent years due to the many district heating users switching to
electricity in order to be able to keep their energy costs low.
Another existing trend can be seen among low-income households, which cannot afford to
heat their dwellings with electricity, with prices growing every year; as a result, Bulgaria has
seen a shift towards wood fuel and coal among low and medium-income households. The
trend can be seen even in the central areas of all major Bulgarian cities.

Structure of the housing stock by year of construction:
Based on the national census undertaken in 2011 representing the structure of the housing
stock by year of construction, about 92.1% of the housing stock in Bulgaria was built by 1999,
when the energy efficiency norms in buildings entered into effect. All those buildings are
characterized as highly energy-inefficient and more deeply emphasise the energy poverty
problem.

2 Proposals for definition of energy poverty
Energy poverty in Bulgaria mostly refers to the inability to ensure adequate heating in a
dwelling at a reasonable cost; however, there is a strong need of political debate on what
definition would work best to serve as a basis for policy measures to abate energy poverty.
Fixed thresholds might be one of the easiest ways to get an exact idea of the number of
energy-poor households; however, again, there is a strong need to evaluate the threshold. In
some EU countries the 10% threshold works, but in countries like Bulgaria it would not work,
as it is believed that the majority of the population would be considered energy-poor.
Possible definition #1
A household in energy poverty in Bulgaria could be defined as one which needs to spend more
than 20% of its income on all energy use, including heating its home to an adequate warmth
standard. This is nearly one and a half times the percentage of income that the average
household currently spends. On average, Bulgarian households in 2013 spent approximately
14.2 % of their income for water and energy bills – up from approximately 11% in 2002.5

5

Report on national situation in the field of fuel poverty – Bulgaria, D2.2 REACH

wwww.reach-energy.eu

Possible definition #2
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If your dwelling requires heating energy that is worth double the value of the energy if your
dwelling belonged to a building that is energy-efficient (energy class B is considered for
energy-efficient buildings) and that energy is worth more than 20% of your annual income.
you should be considered energy-poor.
Facts behind the definition proposal: The current situation doesn’t allow some households to
adequately heat their homes, due to a lack of enough income and, to a certain extent, proper
technology. Thus, their energy expenditures are below the 20% or 10% threshold, due to the
fact they don`t maintain adequate warmth conditions, but still should be considered energypoor.

3 Possible policy solutions for energy poverty
Policy solution #1: Recommendations for the terms and conditions for granting
heating allowances
A concrete proposal for changes in the terms and conditions of granting heating allowances
within the winter supplement programme was sent on March, 2015, to Mr. Ivaylo Kalfin,
Minister at the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs.
The concrete proposal was about a change in a bylaw that regulates the terms and conditions
for heating allowances, namely:
Ordinance № RD-07-5/16.05.2008 for the terms and conditions for heating allowances
Art. 4а, p.3 adding the following:
"In order for a household to receive heating allowances when heating is with solid fuel, the
following conditions should be satisfied:
1. the firewood to be with humidity equal to or less than 30% ;
2. the coal to have a calorific value equal to or greater than 3,500 Kcal/kg;
3. the heater, stove, boiler, etc. to be with efficiency higher than 60%.

Art. 4b “The director of “Social Assistance Directorate” or other authorized person have the
permission to provide to entitled households for heating allowances, under this Ordinance,
energy-saving materials, heating tools and devices to improve the energy efficiency of the
household.”

wwww.reach-energy.eu

In this manner a new Art. 4b should be established containing the following wording:
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Policy solution #2: Position on the planned financing measures to improve air
quality within priority #5 under the Operational Programme “Environment”
2014-2020
Short description:
Priority Axis №5 under Operational Programme “Environment” 2014-2020 intends to grant
58,8 million euros for measures improving air quality. In this manner a position containing
several recommendations for specific measures for improving air quality to be granted under
OP “Environment”, including measures targeting energy-poor and vulnerable households was
developed and signed by the Energy Agency of Plovdiv, Bulgarian Association of Municipal
Environmental experts and Za Zemiata – Friends of the Earth Bulgaria organization, and will
be sent to the Ministry of Environment and Water of Bulgaria, to the programme's
management body and to Directorate-General "Environment” and to Directorate-General
"Regional development” in Brussels.
The position concerns the planned financing measures for improving ambient air quality
(AAQ) in the urban environment with available budget amounting to 58.8 million euro within
the framework of Priority axis No. 5 of OP “Environment” 2014-2020 – “Improving Air Quality
Currently the following actions are intended to be financed under this Axis:





Review and analysis of a municipality`s air quality programs
Supporting the competent authorities in the processes of preparation, redevelopment, implementation and monitoring of the municipality`s programs for
development and optimization of air quality monitoring systems
Measures to reduce the quantities of PM10 and nitrogen oxides from the main
sources of pollution.

Thus, the priority axis developed aims at funding review and analysis of the air quality plans,
when the causes of pollution with PM10 (domestic heating, transport and to some extent,
industry) and working measures to reduce this pollution (efficient household combustion
installations, solid fuels with humidity equal to or less than 30% and greener transport) are
clear. For the application of these soft measures - analyses, plans and strategies - we
recommend to redirect to Priority Axis 6 "Technical Assistance".
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Set of recommendations:
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We recommend the following:
1. Recommendation № 1 – Financing under Priority Axis 5 for soft measures not to exceed
1% of the total resources available under the priority axis.
2. Recommendation № 2 – The main focus of financing should be placed on measures for
introducing efficient household combustion installations rather than on measures
addressing air pollution from public transport.
3. Recommendation № 3 – Avoiding 100% grant funding of combustion installations. Grant
schemes should be within the frames of 40 - 70 % and respectively own contribution 60 –
30%.
4. Recommendation № 4 – Introduction of an independent grant scheme for energy-poor
households amounted between 60÷70 %, and for all others – 40 %.
5. Recommendation № 5 - Introduction of mandatory criteria for stimulating only the use of
installations with a high energy efficiency utilizing solid biofuels/biomass as follows:



Heating appliances burning wood pellets for residential premises up to 50 KW with
COP ≥ 85 % and CO calculated to 13 % oxygen (О₂) ≤ 0,04 %
Heating appliances burning eco briquettes for residential premises up to 50 KW
with COP ≥ 85 % and CO calculated to 13 % oxygen (О₂) ≤ 0,40 %

6. Recommendation № 6 – We recommend stimulating the use of common heating

installations in buildings utilizing solid biomass.


Biomass boilers above 50 KW with COP ≥ 85,0

7. Recommendation № 7 - Financial aid under Axis 5 must be focused mainly in providing
grants for modern biomass installations with high COP (wood, woodchips and pellet
stoves with high thermal efficiency. All of these have the potential to be manufactured
and distributed by local suppliers and to bring much greater value to the local economy.
8. Recommendation № 8 - Introduction of a certification system for heating fuels and a
quality control system for the fuels and combustion systems used for household heating.

The position, sent to the Ministry of Environment and Water of Bulgaria, concerns the draft
decision of the Council of Ministers which aims to determine the order and manner of
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Policy solution #3: Position on the planned for spending funds from the sale of
quotas for greenhouse gas emissions
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spending the revenue from the sale of quotas for greenhouse gas emissions from installations
by auction, received in the budget of the Ministry of Environment and Water by 31.12.2012
Currently the following actions are intended to be financed under this Axis:



providing part of the amount for management of National Trust Fund (NEEF) under
the Investment Climate Programme;
for actions promoting the use of electric and hybrid vehicles by public authorities.

The set of recommendations sent to the Ministry aims at proportioning some of the amount
for implementing a number of measures for improving the conditions under energy poor and
vulnerable consumers live, e.g. insufficient levels of heating, inefficient dwellings, inefficient
heating systems, etc.
We can summarize that the current policies and actions in terms of assisting energy poor
households in Bulgaria are fully geared to support by provisioning of income that does not
result in a change of causal factors for the condition and are not sustainable. We believe that
the provided short-term budget support is ineffective and can`t provide solving the problems
of energy poverty or are not able to improve their living conditions - "the poor remain poor,
their number is even increasing."
Enabling energy-poor households to reduce their energy consumption sustainably is an
important step in mitigating the problem, but these efforts need to be accompanied by
broader, systematic and comprehensive coordinated measures at a high level, so we
recommend:
The recommendations could be summarized as follows:
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1. Recommendation 1 – Introduction of scheme for energy-poor households, amounted
to 75% of the total amount, necessary for the implementation of energy-saving
measures.
2. Recommendation 2 – Introduction of financial incentives for the construction of small
and district boiler heating systems for residential buildings.
3. Recommendation 3 -Supporting modern heating systems to biomass with high
efficiency
4. Recommendation 4 – Implementing information campaigns to explain the benefits of
using only dry wood for heating and stimulating the use of better quality fuels.
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Policy solution #4: Establishing heating financial incentives with mandatory
efficiency criteria
Different financial incentives targeting energy poor households with grant ratio between 50%
and 75 % with mandatory criteria set for funding heating systems with high efficiency, RES
systems, including specifically biomass criteria for air quality, when heating with boilers and
stoves, should be established.
The schemes should be aimed at switching to more environmentally friendly domestic
heating, e.g., heating/cooling systems with high seasonal coefficient of performance, efficient
biomass boilers and stoves, which will allow vulnerable consumers an affordable energy price.

4 Good Practice: learning by doing
Energy -poor household visits in Slovenia
In Slovenia the Ministry of Infrastructure adopted a nationwide programme for visits to
energy poor households with a total budget of 24,600 EUR targeting 300 households. The aim
of the programme is to help to energy poor households to decrease by 100 euros their annual
energy bill by providing them with free energy saving devices, but also tips for improving the
overall energy efficiency of the dwelling and tips for behavioural changes on how to save on
energy and water. The development of this national level program was triggered by the
REACH project. The visits are implemented by the national network of energy advisers - ENSVET and for that purpose 50 energy advisers were trained on how to conduct an energypoor household visit.
Energy Efficiency Incentive Programme for household boilers in Germany




Investment grants for fuel-cell heating systems – the measure targets assistance for the
market roll-out of the fuel-cell heating systems
Greater support for efficient heating technology – the measure will introduce a package
of measures to tackle the problem of old, inefficient heating systems. There will be a

wwww.reach-energy.eu

Through the new Energy Efficiency Incentive programme, a total of €165 million in the form
of low-interest loans and interest subsidies will be available each year for a period of three
years starting in 2016, for householders who would like to replace their heating systems or
install ventilation systems. The Economic Affairs Ministry's new Energy Efficiency Incentive
Programme provides important assistance in four areas in order to make the heating of
buildings more efficient:
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label for boilers to provide consumers with initial information, as well as thorough
studies of a building's entire heating system which deliver information about the
optimal settings, and increased funding for the replacement of very old, inefficient
heating systems with new, highly efficient appliances.
Special support for combinations of measures to boost energy efficiency and home
comfort – the measure will provide targeted assistance towards optimally coordinated
components in buildings that simultaneously boost energy efficiency and improve home
comfort. Ventilation equipment is one example; it delivers a pleasant atmosphere in the
room, helps to save energy, and prevents the formation of mould.
The measures are being supported by comprehensive quality, advice and awareness
campaigns - broad-based regional measures to inform and educate people about energy
efficiency will be established. All of the measures are to go hand in hand with the
establishment of a combined advisory service from financial institutions and energy
consultants so that homeowners can be given a comprehensive service covering
improvement and financing aspects.

The German Energy-Saving-Project "Stromspar-Check PLUS“, an Offer for Low-Income
Households
A nationwide project that helps people with low incomes to reduce their energy consumption
and to save money through advisory services and installing free energy-saving devices. It is a
cooperative project of the German Caritas Association (DCV) and the German Federal
Association of Energy and Climate Protection Agencies (eaD). It is part of the National Climate
Initiative of the German Federal Ministry for Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear
Safety.

There is no doubt that energy poverty is becoming a major problem across the EU and is likely
to expand in coming years as a result of anticipated energy price increases. Currently there is
no systematic research or rigorous scientific basis on this issue in Bulgaria, the most affected
country in EU-28. The trend of increasing housing energy costs in Bulgaria looks set to
continue in the coming years, which means that, unless swift and effective action is taken, the
number of vulnerable energy consumers would also increase. The causes of the problem
reside in the poor affordability of heating services, the inadequate energy efficiency of the
residential sector, the lack of energy efficiency incentives, and the lack of a systematic
governmental approach to the problem.
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5 Executive summary
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On the practical side, there are significant opportunities to address the issue via demand-side
energy efficiency policies—mainly in the form of deep building retrofits and appliance market
transformations. Such measures are clear win-win solutions in the case of energy poverty, as
they can also assist the broader process of poverty alleviation.
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The seriousness and the difficulty of the decision stems from the fact that in order to achieve
sufficient thermal comfort in a vulnerable household, it is necessary to ensure an adequate
match between housing type and heating system. It is necessary for the temporary measure –
granting social heating aid in order for a large number of households to survive the winter
months in only room - to be replaced by a comprehensive and well-coordinated long-term
institutional program, which would allow for an affordable heating bill for vulnerable
households.

6 Annex I
Proposal #1
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Proposal for changes in the terms and conditions of granting heating allowances
sent to Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs.
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Proposal #2
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Position on envisaged financing activities under Priority Axis 5 of the OP
"Environment 2014-2020".
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Proposal #3

wwww.reach-energy.eu

Position on the planned for spending funds from the sale of quotas for
greenhouse gas emissions
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Partners
Focus - Association for Sustainable Development, Slovenia
www.focus.si

Society for Sustainable Development Design, Croatia
www.door.hr

Energy agency of Plovdiv, Bulgaria
www.eap-save.eu

Macedonian Centre for Energy Efficiency, Macedonia
www.macef.org.mk
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The sole responsibility for the content of this document lies with the authors. It
does not necessarily reflect the opinion of the European Union. Neither the EASME
nor the European Commission are responsible for any use that may be made of the
information contained therein.
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