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Analysing the Influence of the Energy Model on Fuel 

Poverty and the Role of Citizenship Mobilisation: A 

Case Study of the Platform for a New Energy Model in 

Spain 

PAU LILLO AND VICTORIA PELLICER1 

 

Fuel Poverty (FP) is increasing throughout Spain. This growth has been 

caused not only by the general economic crisis, but also by the current 

national energy model. Examples of this include: the domination of the 

energy market by an oligopoly; the complexity and limited competitiveness 

of energy regulations; the restriction of renewable energies and the 

revolving door between the Government and energy companies. The 

current national energy model has also contributed to the strong negative 

impact on FP through the creation of tariff increases; an absence of public 

plans to reduce energy poverty; a lack of access to credits to improve 

energy efficiency; heavy usage of environmentally unsound fuels and 

devices and social illiteracy regarding energy issues. In this context, as a 

result of social mobilisation, the Platform for a New Energy Model 

(PNEM) was created, aimed at establishing networks to construct an 

informed and critical society, and to influence the Spanish Government to 

change its energy model. Since the creation of PNEM, FP has been 

increasingly analysed and debated in the media and hundreds of actions 

have been performed. This article reflects upon the influence of the Spanish 

Energy Model over FP and the role of citizenship to change it. 

                                                           
1 Pau Lillo is a PhD student at the Local Development and International Cooperation Programme, 

Universitat Politècnica de València, Camino de Vera s/n, Valencia, Spain. He is analysing renewable 

energy projects from the Human and Sustainable Development approaches. He can be contacted at:  

palilrod@gmail.com. Victoria Pellicer is a PhD student at the Local Development and Cooperation 

Programme at Universitat Politècnica de València, Spain. She is investigating fuel poverty 

conceptualisation, processes and policies from the human development approach. She can be contacted 

at: vicpelsi@dpi.upv.es. 
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Introduction 

At present, fuel poverty (FP) is not addressed by the Spanish Government in its laws 

or policies. For the purposes of this article FP is understood to be the inability of 

households to maintain a comfortable temperature. It refers to those households which 

need to spend more than 10% of their income on maintaining an adequate level of 

energy services (heat, light and appliances) in the home (Tirado et al 2014). This article 

will argue that FP should be recognised and addressed by the Spanish Government as 

it has both human and environmental impacts. These include negative impacts on 

physical and mental health, excess winter deaths and increased CO2 emissions (Liddell 

and Morris 2010; GFA 2013). 

 

Despite the Spanish Government’s failure to acknowledge FP, there are statistics to 

suggest that FP is increasing throughout the Spanish state (Tirado et al 2012). The first 

full analysis of statistics concerning FP in Spain show that during 2012, more than 

seven million people spent more than 10% of their monthly income on energy 

expenses; and, approximately four million people affirmed that they could not maintain 

their households at a comfortable temperature (Tirado et al 2014: 9). This represented 

increases of 34% and 19% of the population respectively, who are concerned about 

these two issues since 2010 (Tirado et al 2012: 40). Consequently, this article questions 

the Spanish Government’s failure to recognise FP as a specific problem, including the 

failure of the state to introduce laws or policies aimed at addressing this issue. 

 

One of the main challenges, which has resulted in the high levels of FP, is the constant 

energy price increases (See Figures 3 and 4). As a result, social mobilisation has 

emerged and a large number of citizens and institutions are demanding an urgent shift 

towards a more just and democratic energy model. Among these stakeholders, the 

Platform for a New Energy Model (PNEM)2 can be considered as one of the most 

important, as it has had great success in this process. The PNEM understands FP as a 

violation of the rights of citizens; and it argues that the main cause of this phenomenon 

lies in the increase in energy prices, thus directly pointing to the Spanish Government 

                                                           
2 See ‘The PNEM: A Critical View from Citizenship’ sub-section below. 
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and large companies as responsible for this problem. These ideas can be reflected in 

statements such as: 

 

"[n]ow we cry together because FP freezes our consciousness, because 

energy is a fundamental right, because this winter millions of families 

cannot turn the heating, cooking or lights on, because oligopoly’s greed 

has increased and so did the electricity bill, because unemployment is 

rampant, wages decrease and their desire to take everything and everyone 

over responds to an unlimited and irrational bulimia… Everybody against 

FP and its originators: energy oligopoly and the Spanish Government" 

(PNEM, 2014a)  

 

FP is a complex issue. This article aims to contribute to the ongoing discussion by 

analysing the major relationship between the Spanish Energy Model (SEM) and FP, 

with a view to understanding the reasons why social mobilisation has recently increased 

and to identify the main issues that should be addressed to reduce FP in Spain.  

 

Spanish Background 

FP is widely understood as a consequence of three main causes. These are low income, 

poor energy efficiency and high energy prices (BERR 2001: 6; Boardman 1991: 291). 

The subsections below present the general data regarding these three causes at the 

national level in Spain. 

 

Incomes 

Figures 1 and 2 show the evolution of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita 

and the Gini coefficient3 in the selected countries. Spain’s GDP per capita decreased 

by 7.2% between 2008 and 2012, and the Gini coefficient increased by 9.7% in the 

same period (becoming the second highest in the European Union in 2012). Taking into 

account these two parameters, it can be affirmed that the economic crisis has had a 

greater negative impact on working and lower-middle class people in Spain, who are 

                                                           
3 This coefficient is a measure of statistical dispersion intended to represent the income distribution of a 

nation's residents. A higher Gini coefficient equates to a less equal society in terms of income. 
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the most vulnerable to FP (See for example Ruel et al 2010; Marmot Review Team 

2011: 19). 

 

Figure 1: GDP per capita in purchasing power standards (PPS) with respect to the 

EU28 average. Source: World Bank 2014. 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Gini coefficient of equalised disposable income. Source: Eurostat 2014. 
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Energy Prices 

The price of energy has substantially increased in the last decade, as is shown in Figures 

3 and 4.4 The Spanish Energy Sector was liberalised in 1997 when Law 54/19975 was 

passed, and since then prices have been set by the market. This means that the Energy 

National Commission (ENC) stopped monitoring the costs of energy production 

because it was thought that a liberalised market would set efficient prices; however, 

this has not been the case. 

 

Figure 3: Electricity prices for household consumers in the European Union. Source: 

Eurostat 2014. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4Germany, Italy, Ireland, United Kingdom, France and the EU28 average data are presented to allow a 

comparison with Spain. 
5 Law 54/1997, 27th November, ‘Del Sector Eléctrico’ (Published on the Official Spanish Bulletin no. 

285, on 28th November 1997. 
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Figure 4: Gas prices for household consumers in the European Union. Source: 

Eurostat 2014. 
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Energy Efficiency 
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6 Real Decreto 2429/1979, 6th July, in order to approve basic norm of constructions NBE-CT-79, about 

thermic conditions of buildings. 
7 Real Decreto 314/2006, 17th March, in order to approve the Technical Code of Construction. 
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to assist with energy saving and the reduction of emissions (Dalle et al 2010: 125; 

WWF 2010: 52; Cuchí and Sweatman 2011: 6). 

 

The Spanish Energy Model and its Impact on Fuel Poverty 

According to data released in May 2013 by the Association of Renewable Energy 

Producers (APPA); 95% of Spain’s electricity, 99.7% of the distribution and 79.5% of 

the commercialisation is generated by five companies (AEA 2013). This means that 

the Spanish energy sector is an oligopoly.8 This situation gives these companies great 

power to control prices, either to push the prices up to increase benefits or to pull them 

down to throw out competitors. Furthermore, these five companies were fined 61 

million euros by the Competence National Commission (CNC) in 2011 for impeding 

users from a free change of energy distributor and fixing energy prices (Carcar 2011).  

 

In addition to this, energy regulations are extremely complex. It might be suggested 

that this is an instrument in and of itself to limit competitiveness: it is very difficult and 

expensive for new companies to enter the Spanish energy market, and challenging for 

users to perfectly understand this market and make decisions regarding the best energy 

provider. In assessing the available information it can be deduced that, since 

competitiveness is very weak and the market’s capacity to fix prices is inefficient, 

differences between prices and costs can be huge. This is especially controversial as 

the tariff deficit9 has been increasing since 2002, when the Real Decreto 1432/200210 

was approved, establishing that the energy prices could not increase more than 

inflation. This meant that any larger increase in energy prices would be considered a 

debt and, as energy prices have greatly increased, this debt increased to over €28 billion 

by the end of 2012 (Fabra and Fabra 2012: 1).  Since the interests of this debt are being 

added to the electricity tariff in the race for economic sustainability in the electricity 

system, this is having a big impact on the energy tariff increase. However, as energy 

                                                           
8An oligopoly is a market form in which a market or industry is dominated by a small number of sellers. 
9 The debt the Government assumes with energy companies because domestic tariffs are lower than real 

market tariff, as imposed by the Government in 2002. 
10 Real Decreto 1432/2002, 27th December, in order to establish the methodology for the approval or 

modification of electricity tariffs. 
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costs are not audited and energy prices are not efficiently established, many experts 

claim that this debt is unfair (Barcia 2014). 

 

Furthermore, Spanish civil society claims that the five companies constitute a lobby 

that has great influence on the Spanish Government’s laws and regulations (Amigos de 

la Tierra n.d.; Carcar 2014; Ortiz 2014). The revolving door between energy companies 

and the Government is common practice. The newspaper, El Mundo, reported in 

February 2014 that forty-three senior politicians were hired by energy companies after 

leaving politics (Gonzalo 2014). This provides an example of how the entrenchment of 

companies’ power to influence Government decisions for their own benefits stiffens 

the energy system against transformations that might negatively affect energy 

companies. 

 

The Spanish electricity system is also oversized. While the demand for electricity 

decreased by 1.1% between 2005 and 2012, the peninsular installed capacity has 

increased by 38.1%; and 46.9% of that growth is due to Combined Cycle Gas Turbines 

(CCGT). In fact, the Spanish CCGTs worked at an average load factor of 0.13 in 2013 

(Sedagas 2014) because of the excess of installed generation capacity in the country.  

 

Figure 5 shows the evolution of peninsular installed capacity and the evolution of 

electrical energy consumption. As shown, Spain has relied on fossil fuels to increase 

installed capacity, which is concerning considering that the peak11 in oil and gas 

extraction is about to be reached (Legget and Ball 2012: 611; García-Olivares and 

Ballabrera-Poy 2014: 4); and, fossil fuel prices are expected to increase in the coming 

years (Solé 2014). Moreover, as there is a surplus of installed generating capacity, the 

CCGT are generating at low load factors, which means a huge decrease in corporations’ 

incomes. However, a new tax called ‘payment for capacity’ was introduced in 2013 to 

pay power plants to be ready to generate electricity if needed. The Government has 

earmarked €7.5 billion (which amounts to approximately €750 per family for the next 

                                                           
11 The peak is the moment when the maximum rate of petroleum or gas extraction is reached. 
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decade) for this purpose. It is contended that the statistics show this expense might not 

be necessary as the installed capacity is very high and the supply is safe. 

 

Figure 5: Peninsular installed power and average hourly power demand for maximum 

peak. Source: Red Eléctrica Española 2014. 
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new taxes on the value of electricity production, and the Law 2/201312 removes the 

economic incentives of the Special Regime (RE and cogeneration). This regulatory 

framework has made investors stop promoting new RE systems and the result has been 

that, while Spain saw $2.9 billion (approximately €2.255 billion)13 worth of investment 

in RE in 2012, this is an investment decrease of 69% with respect to 2011 levels and 

the lowest figure for at least eight years (BNEF 2013: 25). Consequently, as 

summarised in Table 1, there are a number of major issues that must be addressed and 

improved to reduce FP levels in Spain. These include competitiveness, regulations, 

tariff deficit, vulnerability against energy lobbies and the promotion of RE. 

 

The Appearance of Social Mobilisation: The Platform for a New Energy Model 

Table 1 shows the need for an urgent shift towards a more just and democratic energy 

model in a context of economic, financial and social crisis, since the constant energy 

price rises have led to very high levels of FP (BERR 2001: 6; Boardman 1991: 291). 

Although some European Directives (for example, 2009/72/CE14, 2009/73/CE15, 

2010/31/CE16 or 2012/27/UE17)  include certain obligations to tackle FP, it is still not 

recognised by the Spanish Government and, as the statistics show, Spanish energy 

policies have proven ineffective in addressing this problem.  

 

Hence, citizenship and the so called 'third sector' (NGOs, social services, mobilised 

citizens, social institutions, energy cooperatives, etc.) have led the process to change 

the perception held by many members of the public about Spain’s current energy model 

and to demand reform. 

                                                           
12 Real Decreto Ley 2/2013, 1st February, about urgent measures in the electricity system and financial 

sector. 
13 This figure uses the yearly average exchange rate in 2012. 
14 Directive 2009/72/CE of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 July 2009 concerning 

common rules for the internal market in electricity and repealing Directive 2003/54/EC. 
15 Directive 2009/73/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 13 July 2009 concerning 

common rules for the internal market in natural gas and repealing Directive 2003/55/EC. 
16 Directive 2010/31/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 May 2010 on the energy 

performance of buildings. 
17 Directive 2012/27/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 25 October 2012 on energy 

efficiency, amending Directives 2009/125/EC and 2010/30/EU and repealing Directives 2004/8/EC and 

2006/32/EC Text with EEA relevance. 
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Table 1: Summary of the major impacts of the Spanish energy model on fuel poverty. 

Source: Personal compilation. 

 

Characteristics of 

the Spanish 

Energy Model 

Indirect impacts Impacts on Fuel Poverty 

Oligopoly/lack of 

competitiveness 

Ineffective mechanisms to 

fix energy prices 
Energy prices increase 

Complex energy 

regulations 

Customers’ energy illiteracy 
Inability to choose proper 

offers 

Difficulties for new 

companies to get into the 

Spanish energy market 

Energy prices increase due to 

lack of competitiveness 

Tariff deficit 
Lack of financial 

sustainability 

Energy prices increase due to 

debt’s interests 

Energy companies 

constitute a 

powerful lobby 

Governments might be 

influenced when defining 

laws and regulations 

Difficulties for social mass to 

influence the Government to 

define laws and regulations 

that mostly benefit fuel poor 

people 

Energy prices increase due to 

inefficient taxes 

Renewable 

Energies are 

restricted 

Dependence on fossil fuels Energy prices increase 

Reduction of jobs 
Fewer possible working 

opportunities 

Energy distribution costs 

increase 
Energy prices increase 
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The PNEM: A Critical View from Citizenship 

The most representative stakeholder in this process of mobilisation is the Platform for 

a New Energy Model, which currently consists of 315 institutions and 2,604 citizens, 

including: environmental organisations, trade unions, political parties, social 

organisations and mobilised citizens. It was created in 2012, aimed at establishing 

networks to construct an informed and critical society and to influence the Spanish 

Government to change the energy model.  

 

The Platform proposes a new energy model on the basis of four main pillars (PNEM 

n.d.): 

 

Savings: The main strategy to manage energy should seek to eliminate all unnecessary 

consumption. This has to do not only with electricity, but also with establishing plans 

to refurbish residential buildings, improving transport mechanisms, and reducing 

people’s perceived needs. The economy should be structured to fight energy waste. 

 

Renewable Energy: Renewable energy should displace environmentally unsound 

technologies18 as soon as possible in accordance with environmental, economic and 

social standards. The introduction of renewable energy must be gradual, but expansive. 

 

Efficiency: Managing energy efficiently means readjusting consumption habits and 

using technologies which automatically optimise the best possible use of energy at 

every moment.  

 

Sovereignty: This means favouring individual independence through self-supply, as 

well as giving preference to medium-sized renewable energy plants tied to local 

consumption. Sovereignty also means education and information, as well as democratic 

decision-making about which energy model to choose in local and regional spheres. 

 

                                                           
18 Environmentally unsound technologies include the use of gas, coal and nuclear as energy sources. 
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Even though FP is not mentioned explicitly in the PNEM’s strategy, it is transversally 

considered as all the aforementioned proposals would contribute strongly to the 

reduction of FP in Spain. 

 

Main Milestones Reached by the PNEM: Problem Visibility and Changes in Socio-

Political Spheres 

The PNEM believes that only with an informed and critical citizenry is it possible to 

“break the steel bonds of Government and the big power companies” (PNEM n.d.). 

Thus, it has focused on informing and mobilising Spanish society, as well as 

introducing the energy issue into the policy and media agendas. As a result, FP is no 

longer ignored; and, even if it is still not a priority for the Government, it is becoming 

a visible issue. This increase in visibility is shown by the increase of FP related news 

reports which have appeared in the three main national newspapers in recent years (see 

Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6: Fuel Poverty related news reports in the three main national newspapers. 

Source: Personal compilation.19 

 

 

                                                           
19 Taken from news reports that include the words ‘fuel poverty’ in the title. 
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While it is true that social mobilisation has not been able to change the Government’s 

position on FP, the transformation of the social context and its critics toward the energy 

model has had a strong impact on political parties’ values and policies. For instance, in 

December 2013, fourteen political parties signed a Declaration committing them, once 

they have governance responsibilities, to repeal the Electricity Sector Reform and 

implement measures against FP, including creating a new energy model (PNEM 2013). 

Furthermore, on 20 May 2014, twenty political parties signed a Declaration committing 

them, once they have governance responsibilities, to prohibit fracking (PNEM 2014b). 

 

The PNEM has also had an impact on social culture. Public opinion and values are 

moving towards a more accountable and democratic model. 81% of Spaniards now 

think that RE should be prioritised in the next 30 years (TNS Political & Social 2013: 

101). Moreover, people’s attitudes are also changing as a result of an increasing 

awareness of energy-related issues. Due to being better informed about the energy 

tariffs and more aware of the benefits of RE and the need for new market stakeholders, 

energy cooperatives are increasing their number of customers and green energy 

demand is growing (MINETUR 2013).  

 

Moreover, the PNEM has contributed to a change in Spanish political culture. In 

addition to the aforementioned successes regarding political parties’ promises, the 

PNEM has successfully lobbied for new participatory processes for decision-making. 

One of its successes includes working with Joan Baldoví, a Deputy of the Spanish 

Parliament, to introduce electricity reform in October 2013. Figure 7 shows a timeline 

with the main milestones reached by the PNEM since its creation in 2012. Activities 

directly related to FP issues have been coloured orange and those related to the SEM 

have been coloured blue. 

 

Future Challenges and Recommendations for the PNEM 

While it is true that the PNEM has achieved great success in some aspects, there is still 

a long way to go, and there are many hurdles and difficulties to overcome. For instance, 

no major changes have been reached regarding the social capacity to control political 

representatives, there are no plans to address energy efficiency, and there is a lack of 
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promotion of investment in new RE systems. As such, there has been a dramatic 

increase in FP in Spain. 

 

Nevertheless, the PNEM’s strategies are well defined, as they address the main issues 

identified regarding the impacts of the Spanish Energy Model on FP. This article 

advocates that the PNEM should keep focusing on making FP visible. This includes 

continuing to generate an informed and critical public debate that enables the 

population to be aware of the energy reality and to be empowered to assert their rights; 

and to continue lobbying for the creation of new, participatory decision-making spaces 

with the aim of defining a new Energy Model that addresses FP. It is predicted that as 

these objectives are reached over time the PNEM’s demands (for example, specific 

plans to reduce FP, creating definitions in new laws and regulations that promote 

competitiveness and investment on RE, promoting improved efficiency and 

strengthened energy sovereignty) will have a stronger impact on public institutions and 

further changes will be achieved. 

 

Conclusion 

Fuel Poverty levels in Spain have increased in recent years. This has been due to the 

existing energy model: the lack of competitiveness, the complex energy regulation 

system, the tariff deficit, the powerful energy lobby, and restrictions on RE. Since the 

Spanish Government’s laws, regulations and policies have proven inefficient to change 

this situation, social mobilisation aimed at addressing these issues has emerged. The 

most important stakeholder in this process is the PNEM, which has achieved substantial 

success in changing the social and political culture regarding the Spanish Energy Model 

in the last two years. However, the PNEM’s objectives are still far from being fully 

realised and further work is needed. This article proposes that this work includes 

making FP visible, constructing a critical society and promoting participatory decision-

making processes. 

  



 PAU LILLO AND VICTORIA PELLICER 40 

Figure 7: Main milestones achieved by the PNEM. Source: Personal compilation. 
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companies for manipulating the 

price of electricity. 

The PNEM participates 

in a prime-time TV 

program about FP. 

PNEM participates in a conference with Members of the European 

Parliament, RE Associations and specialised lawyers, who explained 

their point of view on the new renewable targets for 2030, the future of 

support systems for renewable energy in Europe and regulatory risk for 

investments in renewable energy. 

Second monthly 

action against Fuel 

Poverty in main 

Spanish cities. 

Third monthly 

action against 

Fuel Poverty in 

main Spanish 

cities. 

Fourth monthly 

action against 

Fuel Poverty in 

main Spanish 

cities. 

Fifth monthly 

action against 

fuel poverty in 

main Spanish 

cities. 

Sixth monthly 

action against 

fuel poverty in 

main Spanish 

cities. 

20 Political parties signed a 

declaration committing 

themselves, once they have 

governance responsibilities, 

to forbid fracking. 

The PNEM and consumer 

associations ask for the 

suspension of an unfair plan 

to replace electric meters. 
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