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ABSTRACT

ENERGY POVERTY AS A COLD AND UNUTTERED JUSTICE ISSUE:
EXAMINING THE “RIGHT TO ENERGY”

GULBAHAR, Yagmur Gokce
Master of Science, The Department of Political Science and Public Administration

Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Aylin TOPAL

September 2025, 136 pages

This thesis examines energy poverty from a critical political economy perspective,
seeking to provide a comprehensive understanding of the issue. This perspective is
adopted to explore the root causes of energy poverty to investigate why international
efforts to alleviate this problem have been remaining inadequate. In this context, the
aim is to contribute to efforts to recognize energy as a right. The potential “right to
energy” is examined with respect to its theoretical foundations, including the energy
justice approach, capabilities theory, and practice theory on energy poverty, as well

as its legal and ethical foundations.

To discuss the potential right to energy, the thesis provides an examination of
international practices dominated by the United Nations and the European Union to
comprehend the existing norms related to energy poverty and the right to energy
within the framework of human rights law. To establish a basis for this potential
right, complementary rights are addressed within the framework of the principle of

“permeability of rights”, with an aim to examine the connections between the right to
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energy and other related rights, and whether the right to energy provides a theoretical

basis.

In light of these discussions, it is suggested that this right could provide a basis for
addressing energy poverty. Furthermore, it is argued that the rights-based approach
emphasizes justice and affordability as priorities, rather than focusing on profit-
oriented efforts and efficiency. This approach also underlines the role of the state

among the actors involved in efforts to alleviate energy poverty.

Keywords: energy poverty, energy justice, right to energy, human rights



0z

SOGUK VE UNUTULMUS BIiR ADALET SORUNU OLARAK ENERIJI
YOKSULLUGU: “ENERJi HAKKI” UZERINE BiR INCELENME

GULBAHAR, Yagmur Gokce
Yiiksek Lisans, Siyaset Bilimi ve Kamu Y 6netimi

Tez Yoneticisi: Prof. Dr. Aylin TOPAL

Eyliil 2025, 136 sayfa

Bu tez, enerji yoksullugunu elestirel siyasal iktisat perspektifinden inceleyerek bu
soruna iligkin kapsamli bir anlayis getirmeyi amaglamaktadir. Bu yaklasim, enerji
yoksullugunun kdklerini inceleyerek bu sorunu hafifletmeye yonelik uluslararasi
cabalarin neden yetersiz kaldigin1 aragtirmak maksadiyla benimsenmistir. Bu
cercevede, enerjinin bir hak olarak taninmasina yonelik literatiire katki saglanmasi
amaclanmaktadir. Bu potansiyel hak, enerji adaleti (energy justice) yaklagimi,
yapabilirlikler yaklasimi (capabilities theory) ve uygulama teorisi (practice theory)
gibi teorik temellerinin yani1 sira hukuki ve etik temelleri agisindan da

incelenmektedir.

Enerji hakkini tartismak igin bu tez, insan haklar1 hukuku cercevesinde enerjiye
iliskin mevcut normlar1 ve Birlesmis Milletler ve Avrupa Birligi’nin domine ettigi
uluslararas1 uygulamalari incelemektedir. Bu potansiyel hakka bir temel olusturmak
iizere, tamamlayic1 haklari, “haklarin gegiskenligi (permeability of rights)” ilkesi

cercevesinde ele alinmaktadir. Bu incelemenin amaci, enerji hakki ile diger ilgili
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haklar arasindaki baglantilarin, enerji hakk: bir teorik temel saglayip saglamadigini

incelemektir.

Bu tartigmalar 15181nda, enerji yoksullugunu hafifletme ve enerji hakkini gelistirmeye
yonelik ¢abanin etkileri ve eksikliklerine iliskin bir tartisma da yer almaktadir. Bu
baglamda, enerji hakki kavraminin, enerji yoksullugu sorununu ele almaya yonelik
bir temel saglayabilecegi one siiriilmektedir. Ayrica, hak temelli ¢ercevenin, kar
odakli cabalara ve verimlilik boyutuna odaklanmak yerine, enerji adaleti ve giic
yetirebilmeyi (affordabiliy) oncelikler olarak vurgulayarak, enerji yoksullugunu
hafifletme ¢abalarina dahil olan aktdrler arasinda devletin roliinii 6ne ¢ikardig ileri

surmektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Enerji yoksullugu, enerji adaleti, enerji hakki, insan haklari
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To the mother, who, in her deepest silence, bore the unbearable weight of not being
able to keep her babies warm.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The exploitation of energy resources has long been one of the main drivers of
capitalist growth (Bellamy & Diamanti, 2018). Energy powers industries,
transportation, and technology that fuel economic growth. Without reliable and
affordable energy, capitalist development cannot be sustained. Thus, it is deeply
embedded in the power dynamics. In addition to being a driver of capitalist
development for countries, it is also essential for individual well-being. Energy is the
fundamental source of existence and an essential resource that underpins all human
activities. Therefore, it is a vital component of human well-being (Thomson et al.,
2017; Xiao et al., 2021), poverty, inequality (Galvin & Sunikka-Blank, 2018), and
climate change (Sawyer & Hernandez, 2019). It is a significant component by which
well-being can be realized (International Atomic Energy Agency [[AEA], 2005).
Given the vitality of energy, access to it has become a critical concern for significant

part of the world (International Energy Agency [IEA] et al., 2024).

Despite its vitality for life, energy is not unlimited which bring access rights into
question. IEA et al.’s (2024) report reveals that as of 2022, around 91 per cent of the
global population had access to electricity. This means that approximately 685
million individuals still lack access to it. Furthermore, the same report indicates that
under current projections, the energy access gap is expected to narrow slightly,
reaching 8 per cent by 2030 (IEA et al., 2024). It means that approximately 660
million individuals will lack access to energy. IEA (2025a) also indicates that access
to electricity will maintain to be a problem for a significant portion of the population

worldwide.

Having adequate energy in a household is essential for living with dignity

(Nussbaumer et al., 2012). Household energy needs have emerged as indispensable
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material prerequisites for satisfying human needs and demands (Bridge et al., 2016;
Brugger, 2016; Sovacool et al., 2013). Its absence can lead to severe deprivations
(Bouzarovski & Thomson, 2018) and vulnerabilities, to the extent that it entails
violations of essential human rights (Bradbrook & Gardam, 2006; Huhta, 2023;
Tully, 2006). Without reliable and affordable energy, many human needs and social
and economic rights cannot be met. In this respect, one can argue that examining this
issue is significant, and the issue has been discussed mostly as “energy poverty”.
European Commission (2022) identifies energy poverty when “a household lacks
sufficient energy services to maintain an adequate standard of living”. While the
energy deprivation has the potential to impact human development and well-being
negatively (Bouzarovski & Thomson, 2018). Access to energy has strong
implications with the right to life, health, adequate housing, and education
(Kyprianou et al., 2023). Being central to well-being has led to discussions framing
energy as a “right” (Brugger, 2016; Sovacool et al., 2013; Walker, 2015). In these

framework, the conceptualization of the “right to energy” has come to the picture.

According to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), having the ability
to stay warm, manage energy costs, and have enough hot water and lighting are
considered a fundamental human rights (UN, 1948, Article 25). Article 25(1) of the
Declaration asserts that “everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for
the health and well-being of himself and his family, including food, clothing,
housing, and medical care” (UDHR, 1948, Article 25). Although there has been a
growing discussion and a flourishing body of literature within this context, the global
picture does not present a favorable one, as mentioned previously. The statistics
unveil that the issue remains a significant problem. Moreover, a combination of
factors, including the influences of the COVID-19 pandemic, increase in energy
prices, and the repercussions of the Ukrainian war, has imposed a substantial burden
on households (Jiglau et al., 2023). These direct and indirect burdens on households
have a direct impact on the issue. Therefore, discussions surrounding the issue have

become more visible in recent years.

From an ecological perspective, many energy production methods require substantial

water resources. Also, they often pollute water supplies. This creates tensions
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between ensuring water availability for communities and supporting energy
demands. Moreover, advocacy for the “right to energy” while critical for individual
dignity and economic development, can be controversial within ecology movement
because some energy resources contribute to ecological degradation, climate change,
and water scarcity. Thus, balancing these rights requires nuanced consideration of
sustainability that do not compromise right to water or ecological justice. As energy
systems and their relationships with the environment has become more complex, the

understanding of energy poverty requires a holistic approach.

Despite the growing body of studies concerning this issue, research examining it
from the perspective of those affected, including their energy practices, conditions of
action, and coping strategies, remains limited (Boardman, 2010). In this context,
despite the existence of a grand perspective on energy as a whole, this thesis does not
employ a telescope. Rather, it uses a microscope to examine household energy
poverty closely. The scale of this study may be smaller, but the gravity of the issue,
being cold in one’s own home (if you have one) is immense. Even imagining being
in a cold home has a shivery impact on one’s mind. The coldness inside one’s home
invades the very space meant to offer safety, warmth, and comfort. This notion
evokes a deep sense of vulnerability. In literature and art, cold can be used as a
metaphor for isolation and despair. These are the very emotions experienced by those
trapped in energy poverty. Being confined within a cold home, getting through the
night is a battle for a significant part of the population. The inability to maintain
adequate warmth within households constitutes more than simple discomfort. It is
possible to argue that it is a violation of the fundamental capacity to live with
dignity. In this regard, one can argue that household energy poverty means not
having the means to live a proper life, and enduring living in a cold house is a matter

of justice.

The issue of energy poverty has been recognized for many years. As a concept and
social issue, it has been recognised since the 1970s, initially triggered by the oil crisis
of the time. Discussions concerning the issue became prevalent in the early 1990s,
when Boardman (1991) published her work titled “Fuel Poverty”. Boardman (1991)
defined fuel poverty as the inability to heat adequately and cool homes. The

3



designation of the intersection between energy and poverty as a distinct term led to
the need for the development of public policy aimed at addressing this issue. It also
initiated the investigation of its root causes and impacts on households. In this thesis,
in line with Bouzarovski’s (2018) definition of the concept, energy poverty is defined
as a household’s inability to secure a sufficient level of energy services'. This
definition is significant in the sense that it addresses both the material and social
aspects of the issue, which are embedded in one another. The material aspect
includes protection of health and well-being, encompassing needs such as heating,
cooling, lighting, and the use of appliances. The social aspect includes sufficient
access to energy necessary for maintaining a standard of living that enables full

participation in society.

Energy poverty is currently recognised as a consequence of complex systemic
inequalities that hinder access to affordable modern energy (Wang et al., 2024). In
this respect, one needs to examine the roots before taking steps to mitigate the issue.
Mitchell (2011) argues that meaningful democracy and environmental justice require
recognizing the relationship between energy systems and political power. In this
context, it is possible to argue that energy in the context of poverty is deeply
embedded within power relations. Therefore, any meaningful analysis of energy-
related issues needs to surpass technical solutions to uncover the political economic
factors. In line with this argument, the thesis adopts a critical political economic
framework to investigate energy poverty. This approach situates the issue within the
broader socio-political and economic context, recognizing that energy poverty is
embedded in the power relations. This framework provides a holistic approach to
examine how different actors create, challenge, and put into practice ideas, authority,
and resources connected to energy (Tanner & Allouche, 2011). This involves
examining how certain narratives come to dominate energy policy and how some
actors are more influential in shaping decision-making. By applying this critical
political economic lens, one of the thesis’s objectives is to examine why efforts to

mitigate energy poverty have often remained insufficient. This approach ultimately

! Energy services used in households include a wide range of services, which encompass cooking,
space heating and cooling, lighting, household appliances, and services that rely on mechanical power
(Nussbaumer et al., 2011).



seeks to pinpoint the root causes of persistent energy poverty, providing a foundation

for the discussions of energy justice and the right to energy.

As mentioned previously, discussions surrounding energy are as old as history, but
discussing energy as a right is a novel concept. The right to energy is a relatively
recent addition to the “rights talk”, added to the right to adequate housing, food, and
water. The right to energy is not yet explicitly codified as a universal human right in
international law. However, this novel type of right and rights-talk surrounding
energy has been conducted within the framework of human rights, international
treaties, and declarations. Within these efforts, the most well-known is the United
Nations’ (UN) Sustainable Development Goal 7 (SDG7). This goal aims to “ensure
access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all by 2030 (UN,
2017). Along with international organizations’ frameworks, it is increasingly
recognised by the international human rights law as being fundamentally connected
to the realization of various human rights, including those related to housing, water,
sanitation, health, and development. In this regard, the International Covenant on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and other human rights treaties
emphasize the importance of energy regarding its role in protecting some socio-

economic rights. However, these treaties do not establish a distinct right to energy.

The thesis also examines energy poverty from the perspective of justice. A
discussion on the relatively novel concept of “energy justice” is conducted to
highlight the role of household energy poverty in contributing to the discourse
surrounding energy poverty from a justice perspective. Framing energy poverty as a
matter of justice enables the thesis to consider human dignity and well-being, rather
than merely focusing on technical solutions and economic indicators. Examining
energy justice and investigating the possibility of “right to energy” provides a
framework to understand and address the issue beyond the technical aspects of the
problem. Furthermore, examining energy justice points out the interconnectedness of

energy poverty with environmental issues as well.

Discussing energy poverty as a justice issue is also meaningful in its connection with

climate change issues. This connection stems from the reason that climate change
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aggravates the problems that households face. Looking at the issue from a justice
perspective highlights the need for climate actions that help protect those who are
most at risk. Addressing the issue by taking into account climate change is
significant, as they are often seen as two fundamental challenges of the present and
the future. In this context, it is possible to propose that the discussion of energy

justice needs to incorporate the impacts of climate change and the energy transition.

As highlighted by Simcock et al. (2018), energy poverty goes beyond mere technical
or financial difficulties; it is intricately linked to the experiences. Coping strategies
that households employ have mitigating effects. While systemic factors cause and
sustain energy poverty, the issue remains an intensely personal experience for
individual households. Existing macro-level analyses often fail to fully capture the
true extent of the problem, underscoring the need for more detailed investigation at
the household level. Since the 2010s, researchers have emphasized the importance of
adding detailed studies of individual households to general statistics, as this approach
gives a clearer understanding of household experiences (Bouzarovski, 2014;
Sovacool & Dworkin, 2015). Additionally, recent literature has given particular
attention to the “hidden aspects” of the issue (Cong et al., 2022; Simcock et al., 2018;
Middlemiss & Gillard, 2015). This aspect is described as hidden because the coping
mechanisms and their impacts occur within the private sphere of the home, making
them invisible. Additionally, these coping strategies themselves contribute to
concealing the problem, as households actively take steps to manage or reduce their
energy needs in ways that are not easily observed. Therefore, although it is important
to use a critical political and economic approach to understand the main causes of
energy poverty, it is just as important to look at how households cope with it.
Studying these often-hidden strategies helps reveal the full extent of the problem and

contributes to a more complete and holistic understanding.

In light of the above, one can argue that, in addition to examining the issue from a
broad, macro-level perspective and its connections to larger concepts and problems,
it is equally important to study it at the micro-level. Therefore, to develop analyses
and policies that can reduce energy poverty, it is essential to combine political

economic analysis with insights from the energy poor and their coping strategies.
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1.1. The Research Problem

As discussed in the Introduction Chapter, energy poverty is a challenge currently,
and it will remain to be one in the future as well. There are studies that address the
urgency of alleviating this issue, especially in the context of the challenges that the
future might hold. These studies are especially evaluating the issue concerning the
current and future challenges posed by climate change and energy transition. Efforts
to mitigate the problem exist at the international, national, and local levels. However,
as the studies on the effectiveness and progression of the UN’s SDG7 indicate, these

efforts remain inadequate.

In addition to the inadequacy of these measures, there is an ongoing “hidden aspect”
of the issue at the household level. The existing literature on energy poverty mostly
presents quantitative data, focusing on measuring the issue. While such information
offers valuable insights, statistics cannot truly reflect the gravity of the issue at the
household level. Therefore, one can identify that there is a problem of overlooking
the household level. The experiences and struggles of households facing the issue are
the realms in which this hidden aspect can be explored. Hence, there is a need to
understand the coping strategies which are employed or invented by households. The
reason for this central role of households is to ensure that the experiences of
households are not overshadowed by broader debates, such as energy efficiency,
energy transition or climate change. In this regard, there is a need to take into
consideration both macro-level political economic analyses and micro-level
household experiences. These interconnected aspects can provide an understanding

of the essence of the issue.

Drawing on Bouzarovski and Petrova’s (2015) insights into the interconnectedness
of energy poverty, justice, and the vulnerability of households, this thesis attempts to
provide a holistic approach that incorporates an examination from a political
economy perspective at the macro level, while also exploring the household
perspective at the micro level. In this framework, this thesis aims to provide a
comprehensive understanding of energy poverty to challenge prevailing narratives

and emphasize it as a justice issue. In this way, it becomes possible to lay the
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groundwork for policy interventions which address the root causes of the issue and

prioritize the mitigation of household struggles.

The critical political economic approach and a closer examination of experiences at
the household level are provided within this thesis is to create a holistic examination
of the issue to construct the ground for the potential right to energy, which prioritize
energy justice. Therefore, this thesis can be seen as an attempt to provide a normative
framework for this potential right. This framework involves analyzing energy as a

right with respect to its theoretical, ethical, and legal aspects.

1.2. The Research Design and the Structure of the Thesis

This thesis aims to contribute to the critical literature on energy poverty by
examining the issue comprehensively. It adopts a critical approach to energy poverty
and examines the potential right to energy. It critically analyzes the conceptual
frameworks surrounding these issues, along with the associated narratives, policies,
and their potential consequences. The first pillar of the thesis is the critical
examination of energy poverty with a political economic perspective. This pillar
represents a systemic challenge intricately linked with economic, social,
environmental, and structural dimensions. Within the scope of this pillar, the thesis
examines energy poverty through two branches, which are international law
(Crossley, 2019; Huhta, 2023) and international organizations (IEA et al., 2024). In
light of this examination, the second pillar provides an attempt to explore the
potential right to energy. This potential right lacks a clear definition in the existing
body of literature. Also, it has not been codified yet. In this respect, there is an
attempt to provide an analysis of this right from theoretical, legal, and ethical

aspects.

In this framework, this thesis adopts the concept of energy poverty as the primary
theme at the macro level. Moving to the meso-level, the thesis focuses on the concept
of the right to energy as its object of inquiry. The conceptualization of energy
poverty from a critical political economic perspective constitutes the primary

problem addressed in this thesis. Through this conceptualization, it seeks to examine
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the right to energy. This examination is complemented by a critical examination of
the broader human rights framework. At the micro level, the thesis draws upon a
comprehensive literature review concerning the framework of the right to energy, as
well as past and current efforts. An analysis of the coping mechanisms employed by

energy-poor households is presented.

Complementing a critical political economic approach to energy poverty and the
theoretical exploration of the right to energy, a qualitative research approach is
considered the most appropriate methodological framework. This thesis employs
document analysis as the primary data collection method to critically explore energy
poverty from a critical political economy perspective and to investigate the right to
energy. Document analysis involves examining written materials that provide
information about the phenomenon under study (Bailey, 1987). The qualitative
information is gathered from policy documents and narratives adopted by
international actors, including the UN and the EU. In this regard, the selected
documents of the aforementioned organizations are analyzed based on two main
aspects. The first aspect consists of providing the definition and conceptualization of
energy poverty, and the second aspect consists of examining the policies and
frameworks aimed at alleviating the issue. The second pillar, which is the right to
energy, will be explored with respect to its theoretical, legal, and ethical foundations.
The study of theoretical foundations is done via discussing the energy justice
approach, capabilities theory and practice theory with respect to energy poverty. The
examination of the legal foundations of the issue is done by examining its
relationship with other established rights in light of the principle of permeability of
rights. The ethical foundation of this right is discussed by taking a closer look at the

household level.

Within this framework, the research question of this thesis can be articulated as
follows: - Is the literature and policy documents on energy poverty sufficient in terms

of establishing energy as a right?

The research question invites an analysis of existing literature on energy poverty and

the potential right to energy. The question addresses a significant gap in the literature
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by critically examining the limitations of existing international frameworks related to

the issue.

The minor questions for examining energy poverty and the right to energy:
- Why do international efforts remain inadequate in addressing energy
poverty?

- Is the right to energy an effective strategy for addressing energy poverty?

In this way, the thesis presents two fundamental arguments, offering a response to

the questions above:

The right to energy can be deemed an instrument to advance energy justice claims.
This right can be effective if it is based on a critical political economic analysis that

looks at how deeper systemic and structural issues cause and perpetuate the problem.

However, it is possible to argue that the current status of this right within the
dominant conceptualization in the international human rights system and the
hegemonic understanding of this right is insufficient for the establishment of it in a
meaningful way which have long-term positive impacts upon the issue of energy
poverty since the discussions and policies surrounding the issue are dominated by
international actors, which tends to focus on efficiency efforts and energy transition
without adequately addressing structural and systemic factors as well as addressing

energy justice.

Currently, discussions around the issue are dominated by international organizations.
By critically examining the influence of actors, the thesis challenges the narratives of
international organizations, namely the UN and the EU, which are concentrated upon
efficiency rather than the affordability aspect of energy poverty. The critical political
economic perspective adopted by this thesis examines how systemic and structural
factors create and perpetuate the issue. This approach also emphasizes the
responsibilities of states to prioritize energy justice. This examination also provides a
challenge to efficiency-centered solutions, which fail to address the problem

adequately.
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With the research design now outlined, the next step is to present the thesis

structure.

The second chapter introduces “energy poverty” and relevant concepts, along with a
short history of the concept and discussions surrounding it. The aim of the chapter is
to provide a critical examination of the issue. Along with this critical examination,
the chapter also offers a political economic perspective to the issue with a detailed

analysis.

The third chapter provides an examination of the approaches to energy poverty,
including energy justice, capabilities approach, practice theory, as well as the human

rights approach.

The fourth chapter investigates the theoretical foundations of this right. It also
explores the legal and ethical dimensions as well. Within this chapter, this right is
examined through the concept of the “permeability of rights”. Additionally, the
nexus between energy, water and food security is discussed. In this regard, stemming
from the nexus between the right to energy, water, and food security, it is argued that
one can infer the significance of the right to energy due to the embeddedness of

energy, water, and food security.

Following this introductory chapter, the thesis now proceeds with the conceptual
framework of energy poverty, a short history of the discussions surrounding the
issue, the root causes of the issue and a review of the efforts to mitigate energy

poverty.

11



CHAPTER 2

A CRITICAL APPROACH FOR UNDERSTANDING ENERGY POVERTY

To examine energy poverty, there is a need to provide a comprehensive review of the
literature on energy poverty to understand the issue. This chapter provides a brief
history of efforts to address the issue and operationalizes the term. It offers an

overview of past and current debates.

2.1. A Short History of The Discussions Surrounding Energy Poverty

Studies on energy poverty often identify the 1970s and 1980s as the origin of the
discourse. However, debates on the relationship between energy and poverty have
existed since the early 20th century. It may seem a broad approach to the issue but
evaluating household poverty can be a starting point for the discussion. Rowntree
(1901) provides one of the earliest definitions. It suggests that a household is
considered poor if its income is insufficient to meet a set of basic needs necessary to
sustain individuals’ physical well-being. Rowntree refers to this type of poverty as
“primary poverty” (Rowntree, 1901; p. 8). Additionally, political concerns regarding
households’ ability to afford adequately warm homes predate the introduction of the
terms “fuel poverty” or “energy poverty” (Kerr, Gillard, & Middlemass, 2019). For
instance, financial support for subsidizing heating costs has been provided in the UK

and Ireland since the 1940s (Boardman, 2010; Healy, 2003).

The early systematic discussions of energy poverty were conceptualized using the
term “fuel poverty”, which emerged during a time of prevailing concerns about fuel
scarcity. Hence, beginning in the 1970s, discussions regarding the energy scarcity of
households were discussed under the name of “fuel poverty”. This concept emerged

during the oil price shock of the 1970s. In this decade, there were widespread energy
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concerns. Prior to the conceptualization of “energy poverty”, Isherwood and
Hancock (1979) defined fuel poverty as a condition in which individuals or
households encounter difficulties in paying for fuel bills. It was a novel idea to
examine this issue about the proportion of household income spent on fuel.
Following this broad definition of fuel poverty, conceptualized as a situation where
households struggle to pay for fuel, Bradshaw and Hutton (1983) offered a particular
focus on the vulnerability aspect of the issue. They suggest that fuel poverty stems
from the “inability to meet essential energy requirements for adequate warmth,
lighting, and other necessary services” (Bradshaw and Hutton, 1983). Also, the
connection between poverty and access to energy services was examined in the 1987
report titled “Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development,”
also known as the Brundtland Report. The report acknowledged the importance of
providing energy services (Huhta, 2023).

This issue became more widely recognized by the 1990s. An important work on the
topic is Brenda Boardman’s 1991 study called “Fuel Poverty.” In this study, she
introduced the “10 per cent” indicator. This indicator has been utilized as the UK’s
official definition of energy poverty. The indicator is not restricted to the UK’s
conceptualization, but it has been widely adopted in policy discussions and research.
It also served as the basis for the UK’s “Fuel Poverty Strategy” adopted by the
government to mitigate the issue. According to this indicator, a household is
considered fuel poor if “it spends more than 10 per cent of its income on energy
bills” (Boardman, 1991). Boardman (1991) points out that the main reason for the
problem is that homes are energy inefficient due to inadequate investment in
improving their quality. Because of this, these homes have high heating costs, which

hit low-income households hardest since they pay the highest heating bills.

Besides being a pioneer in conceptualizing “fuel poverty”, the UK is also a pioneer
in policymaking for the alleviation of energy poverty. The efforts by the UK
government to mitigate the issue have been the result of grassroots demands. In the
1970s, households were negatively impacted by the oil crisis, and demand increased
from civil society. These demands also led to the prevalence of the idea of energy as

a justice concern, which will be discussed within the scope of this thesis. Following
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the recognition of fuel poverty as a distinct issue in the 1990s, discussions in the
literature and policy recommendations to mitigate the problem have been brought to
the international agenda, surpassing the borders of the UK (Bouzarovski & Petrova,
2015). These discussions have accelerated with the acknowledgement of the issue by
EC and IEA (Heffner et al., 2011). In the context, the UK case provides an example
that naming the issue of energy deprivation within a country can yield various

benefits for its mitigation.

In addition to the significance of recognizing and labelling energy deprivation in
households, the UK also exemplifies the negative implications. It demonstrates
practical approaches that should be avoided, having adopted a perspective primarily
centered on “energy efficiency” rather than addressing the underlying causes of the
issue, which stem from a combination of low household income and high energy
prices. The measures and policies implemented by the UK government suggest that
its primary focus is on efficiency. One can argue that the government’s policies
provide insufficient solutions addressing the affordability aspect of the issue. This
approach aligns with international organizations, which mostly provide solutions
from an efficiency aspect. Conversely, the UK has also introduced income support
and financial assistance programs to provide aid to low-income households. In this
regard, the UK serves as an example of implementing effective short-term solutions.
However, its policies also serve as an example of lacking adequate long-term

solutions.

In 2000, the relationship between energy and poverty was clearly articulated on a
global scale in an extensive report titled “World Energy Assessment: Energy and the

Challenge of Sustainability.”, which indicated that,

“Energy services are a crucial input to the primary development challenge of

providing adequate food, shelter, clothing, water, sanitation, medical care,
schooling, and access to information. Thus, energy is one dimension or
determinant of poverty and development, but it is vital.” (UNDP, 2005, p.
44).

The aforementioned report shows that household energy services are essential for

meeting fundamental needs. With this emphasize, it can be seen that this report
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broadens the discussion by highlighting how complex and multi-faceted the issue

1S.

Since the 2000s, the issue has been increasingly recognized as multidimensional.
There is also increasing awareness of how important the affordability aspect is. In
this regard, Pachauri and Spreng (2004) recommend using a multidimensional
framework that includes both access and affordability aspects. They argue that
accounting for both aspects can provide effective policy interventions (Pachauri &
Spreng, 2004). Also, starting in the 2010s, the issue has been recognized as a
complex, systemic, and structural challenge. Bouzarovski and Petrova (2015) stress
the importance of systemic factors that cause the issue to emerge in the first place.
They name these factors as income inequality, institutional frameworks, political and
economic conditions, infrastructure patterns and housing quality (Bouzarovski &

Petrova, 2015).

By the end of 2020, energy prices rose to record highs, and these higher prices
negatively affected households. This situation led some states, especially in Europe,
to implement measures to mitigate the household burden (IEA, 2021). Recent
research has examined the issue from a wider perspective. These studies point out
importance of it for the well-being of households (European Federation of Public
Service Unions [EPSU], 2025). Additionally, energy poverty not only puts danger to
well-being, but also increases existing inequalities. Therefore, it leads to a cycle of
poverty. In this framework, the potential “right to energy” comes into focus, which is

discussed in the following chapters of the thesis.

2.2. Examining and Understanding Energy Poverty

Since poverty lacks a clear-cut and straightforward definition, as does the term
“energy”, defining “energy poverty” is a challenging task. Prior to discussing
“energy poverty”, there is a need to point out the ambiguity of both the terms
“poverty” and “energy”. Starting with “poverty, the Human Development Report
(2010) highlights that poverty is not a permanent condition. It is a multi-faceted issue

that includes aspects such as food consumption, energy access, housing conditions,
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and many other elements (UNDP, 2010). Despite this complexity, poverty is often
measured and quantified through a more straightforward economic lens, which is
household income. D’Agostino (2010) points out that a common international
benchmark, called “the international poverty line”. This benchmark has been used as
a measure of extreme poverty. World Bank (WB) provides estimations according to
this line. In 2022, WB indicated that the global extreme poverty rate was 10.5%. It
means that 838 million people lived below the poverty line (WB, 2025). According
to WB’s 2024 projections, 7.3% of the world’s population, 622 million people, will
remain in extreme poverty by 2030 (WB, 2024). This forecast shows that the

problem is still very large in scope.

Energy itself is a broad concept encompassing various types, sources, and uses,
which makes pinpointing what it means to be “energy poor’” even more complicated.
It encompasses a wide range of meanings both in everyday language and in
specialized fields. Illich (1983) describes energy as a “verbal symbol”, a “collage of
meanings” lacking a singular, clear-cut definition. The notion of energy as a
resource, available for consumption either commercially or outside market systems,
integrates various forms of material substances and energy flows. The category of
“energy as a resource” is quite diverse. It encompasses wood, coal, oil, wind, natural
gas, hydropower, and others. Therefore, it is significant to consider the specific
forms of energy being evaluated, when addressing the issue. Within the thesis, the
household is the unit of analysis; hence, energy is evaluated in terms of the domestic

energy services utilized within a household.

The nexus between poverty and energy reveals itself within the framework of socio-
economic inequalities. Energy poverty, like other types of poverty, is directly linked
to broader socio-economic inequalities. Household energy poverty can be discussed
as the combination of three main factors, which are low household income, high
energy prices and low domestic energy efficiency (Simcock et al., 2021). Zheng et al.
(2023)’s study identifies household income as the most critical factor affecting
household energy usage and is pivotal in determining the affordability of household
energy consumption. Although household income is the critical element of the

household’s energy poverty state, there is a significant gap in research exploring the
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relationship between income inequality and energy poverty (Wang et al., 2024). On
the other hand, the issue cannot be reduced to income poverty. A household can be
energy poor even though it is not income poor (Boardman, 2010; Buzar, 2007a).
Energy poverty differs from absolute poverty because it affects a wider range of
people. It includes households that are not officially considered absolutely poor.
Even when these households have access to energy, those with the lowest incomes
often spend a much larger share of their earnings on energy costs. One reason for this
is the high initial expense of energy-efficient technologies, which can be a big
financial barrier for low-income families (Simcock et al., 2018). According to Emre
and Sozen (2022), even households that are not classified as absolutely poor can still
face energy poverty. While poverty remains a central factor in household energy
poverty, as previously discussed, energy poverty can be experienced by households
with income levels above the poverty threshold. It stems from the fact that energy
poverty is a combination of low household income, high energy prices, and

household energy inefficiencies.

As noted previously, energy poverty was originally called fuel poverty. Over time,
several different terms have been used to describe the issue, each with its own slight
differences in meaning. Both terms refer to households being unable to obtain
enough energy to meet their basic needs and support their well-being. While specific
studies regard energy poverty and fuel poverty as separate concepts (Li et al., 2014),
it is prevalent in the literature to use these terms interchangeably (Nusbaumer et al.,
2012). In some studies, subtle distinctions are made between the two concepts,
specifically in the differentiation between accessibility and affordability. The
prevailing consensus in the literature holds that energy poverty refers to the lack of
access to modern energy services.?. According to this conceptualization, this problem
mostly exist in developing countries. On the other hand, fuel poverty addresses the
challenges related to energy affordability. According to this conceptualization, it is
experienced in developed nations (Buzar, 2007; Li et al., 2014). There is also a

differentiation between fuel poverty, which specifically focuses on affordability, and

2 For the purposes of this thesis, access to modern energy services encompasses both household and
community access to electricity and clean fuels. These energy sources can be utilized for various
purposes, including illuminating homes, workplaces, and educational institutions, as well as providing
heat for cooking and powering water and sanitation systems.
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energy poverty, which refers to the overall ability to secure energy. Although the
terms are occasionally used synonymously, energy poverty encompasses a broader
spectrum of energy-related difficulties experienced by households beyond just
heating requirements. Given that energy poverty offers a broader framework for

discussing human rights issues, the term “energy poverty” is used within this thesis.

As a recent addition to the discussions of energy poverty, the term “energy precarity”
has been used within the literature as well as embraced by non-governmental
agencies. Although energy poverty and energy precarity are mainly used
interchangeably within the literature, the former provides a broader concept than the
latter. Different from the broader notion of energy poverty, which primarily
addresses the inability to afford energy due to financial constraints, energy precarity
highlights the unstable and politically or structurally driven uncertainties surrounding
access to energy (Bouzarovski et al., 2020; Bouzarovski & Simcock, 2017). The
insecurities faced by households experiencing energy poverty are influenced by
factors such as social inequalities, state policies, and housing quality. Hence, the
term enables us to denote a specific aspect of the general issue. It is generally used to
address the political responsibility. This concept is worth noting since it underlines
the existence and perpetuation of the issue as a failure of political systems, thereby
necessitating a political response. Furthermore, it underscores that energy poverty is

a matter of systemic injustice with identifiable underlying causes.

Lastly, the issue of energy poverty is typically assessed through macro-level
indicators. These indicators do not reflect the full extent of the challenges faced by
households (Nussbaumer et al., 2012; Siksnelyte-Butkiene et al., 2021). This
shortcoming has led to the introduction of the concept of “energy vulnerability”. It
refers to households that are at risk of being unable to afford energy consumption for
their homes in a reasonable manner (Daniel et al., 2020). For low-income
households, energy expenses can constitute a significant portion of their available
income. It means that energy expenses put a significant burden on the households.
This concept provides an opportunity to cultivate a more nuanced understanding of
households’ interactions with energy (Bouzarovski & Thomson, 2017). The concept

links the issue with broader literature on vulnerability that aims to understand and
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alleviate threats to individuals’ well-being. Also, this concept highlights the policy
shortcomings that contribute to the perpetuation of this issue (Petrova, 2018;

Stojilovska et al., 202).

Middlemiss and Gillard (2015) provide an examination of energy vulnerability by
exploring it through the lived experiences of energy-poor households in the UK.
They examine the issue from the perspectives of interviewees and identify six
primary challenges contributing to vulnerability among the energy poor: the quality
of dwelling fabric (to demonstrate poor insulation and inefficient housing
construction), energy costs and supply issues, stability of household income, social
relations both within and outside the household, ill health, and tenancy relations.
Middlemiss and Gillard (2015) note that despite the UK’s significant amount of
policies which address the issue, they do not fully address the root causes of the
issue. They argue that it is essential to engage with structural forces, including
policies, markets, and recognition, to enhance household for change. In this respect,
this conceptualization signifies that this issue cannot be overcome by the households
themselves. It points out the need for wider, structural solutions. There is a need of
addressing social, economic, and political causes underlying the issue. Therefore,
one can argue that there is a need to address both the individual experiences and

structural factors.

In light of these discussions, one can argue that different names indicate different
conceptualizations of the issue. The conceptualization of poverty is of critical
importance in determining the most effective methods for addressing it (Lister,
2021). Therefore, the definition of poverty directly affects proposed solutions. This is
particularly valid in the context of energy poverty because the definition directly
shapes the responses. Nussbaumer et al. (2012) underline the significance of the
definition by arguing thar how the issue is defined has a significant role in
effectiveness of mitigation efforts. Defining the boundaries helps to assess how
serious the problem is, and decide how to allocate resources. Therefore, having a
clear conceptual framework is crucial for effective solutions. This framework also
explains the root causes and signs of the issue. It also provides a foundation for

developing adequate solutions. The conceptual framework directly influences the
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success of efforts to alleviate energy poverty and advance the right to energy for

all.

After reviewing how the conversation around this issue has developed, it is important
to carefully consider what “energy poverty” actually means and to address the

uncertainties and limitations in how the term is used.

Energy poverty lacks an agreed-upon definition. In its broadest sense, household
energy commonly implies difficulties stemming from inadequate energy services
(Bouzarovski and Petrova, 2015). In its broadest description, energy poverty is the
inability to secure adequate energy services in a household (Thomson et al., 2017),
and the complexities surrounding energy poverty make it challenging to reduce the
prevalence of the problem. The root causes of energy poverty are linked to household
income, access to affordable energy, and the quality of housing (Bouzarovski, 2014;
Thomson et al., 2016). According to Thomson et al. (2016), energy-poor households
either spend an excessively high portion of their income on energy, sacrificing other
necessities such as adequate food, or they reduce their energy spending, resulting in a
lower standard of living, including not heating their homes during cold periods.
Often, energy poor households use both approaches at the same time to manage their

limited financial resources (Anderson et al., 2012; Thomson et al., 2016).

Energy poverty is a specific form of household energy deprivation that limits access
to the social and material necessities essential for participation in society. However,
it is often not treated as a distinct problem. Recognizing it as a distinct issue is a first
step in devising responses. In this regard, the UK is a prominent example. It is the
first country to adopt an official definition of the issue naming “fuel poverty”.
Households in the country had faced adverse effects from rising energy costs
stemming from the 1973 oil crisis. The rising energy costs led to the
acknowledgement of the issue. It also led the UK government to take actions
regarding the issue. In the UK, this concept has been a tool for recognizing and
addressing the issue through various policies (Day & Walker, 2013; Hills, 2012).
Acknowledging this issue as a distinct problem give stakeholders the proper tools to

tackle it effectively. Address it a distinct problem, rather than just a part of wider

20



poverty issues can provide a ground for coming up with effective solutions (Bednar
& Reames, 2020). Following this official recognition, the UK has implemented
policies to address and mitigate the severity of the problem. This recognition led to a
legal obligation to develop strategies for combating fuel poverty, providing clear
policy objectives for households across the UK (Bednar & Reames, 2020).
Therefore, one can argue that an official recognition along with a clear definition is

essential for mitigating this problem.

Energy poverty has been increasingly discussed across national and international
organizations, civil society, and the private sphere, especially after the negative
impacts of rising energy bills upon households. Government agencies, civil society
organizations, international organizations, and other stakeholders have been involved
in various programs aimed at mitigating the issue. However, despite the efforts of
these various stakeholders, it is apparent that the main target of these efforts is not
effectively directed toward alleviating these issues. In terms of the funds channeled
toward rural energy, they constitute only a small fraction of the total funds allocated
for the expansion and transformation of the energy sector in developing countries.
The commercial energy segment has received the majority of attention and
investment (Sagar, 2005). However, the resources on improving household energy

use do not match the scale of the problem.

Energy poverty needs to be examined holistically. The issue necessitates considering
the economic, social, and environmental dimensions related to access and
affordability aspects. Therefore, there is a need of a context-specific approach.
Thema and Vondung (2021) underline that measurements cannot be universally
applied due to their dynamic and culturally sensitive nature. Also, The European
Commission’s (2022) report highlights the importance of devising a national
definition. The report emphasizes that a national framework is crucial for informing
policymaking and monitoring its prevalence. In this respect, it is possible to indicate
that the first step toward establishing a framework involves creating an official
definition. It needs to be tailored to the specific characteristics of the nation in
question. By establishing an appropriate framework, it would be possible to take into

account the specific conditions of the country in question. The significance of
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adopting such a definition has become apparent in less than a decade. In 2018, only
four countries in Europe accepted an official definition of energy poverty, which are
France, Ireland, the United Kingdom, and Slovakia (Bonatz et al., 2019). In less than
a decade, this number has nearly reached a dozen countries. Countries such as
England, Ireland, Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, France, Slovakia, and Cyprus
have developed their official definitions of the issue (Rademacekers et al., 2016). It is
essential to adopt a country-specific definition of energy poverty, as this allows for

targeted efforts to identify and address the issue.

An official definition, along with a thorough assessment of the issue, requires an in-
depth analysis of its underlying causes and effects. This analysis needs to take into
account of the specific conditions within each country where energy poverty is
assessed. Understanding the unique socio-economic, cultural, and environmental
factors aggravating the issue is essential for developing effective policies tailored to
the needs of affected communities (Gonzalez-Pijuan et al., 2023; Stojilovska et al.,
2022). Aligning both definitions and measurements with local contexts is crucial to
ensure that efforts to mitigate the problem are adequate (Energy Poverty Advisory
Hub [EPAH], 2022; Mashhoodi et al., 2019). Additionally, defining energy poverty
with a focus on affordability rather than efficiency, and prioritizing the well-being of
households instead of treating them simply as consumers, would help protect

vulnerable groups in terms of energy access.

After adopting an official definition, it is also necessary to quantify the issue to
reveal its severity; thus, official recognition must be followed by measuring energy
poverty. Measuring the severity of the issue presents challenges due to its private
nature within households, cultural specificity, and dynamic changes influenced by
geography. Measuring energy poverty bears some challenges similar to those in
broader poverty measurements. They often result in underestimation of the issue.
This leads to insufficient responses. Therefore, more advanced approaches are
necessary to identify and assess the extent of the issue accurately (Thomson et al.,
2017). In response to these challenges, Cong et al. (2022) propose a novel concept
called the “energy equity gap”. Traditional measures often focus on the share of

household income spent on energy. However, this can be misleading because some
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households cut back on their energy use to save money. Therefore, this practice hides
their struggle to effort energy. Cong et al. (2022) argue that energy equity gap
addresses this by comparing the outdoor temperatures at which high-income and
low-income households begin adjusting their energy consumption. By this
comparison, it can be possible to identify hidden energy insecurity and behavioral
differences across different income groups. This approach offers policymakers a

more accurate tool to identify and support vulnerable households (Cong et al., 2022).

In addition to a country-specific identification and assessment of the issue, some
cases move a step forward in alleviating energy poverty by devising a national
roadmap. The necessity of a national roadmap was underlined by the EU
Commission by publishing recommendations in 2023. The commission report
indicates that member states are obligated to include measures addressing energy
poverty in their regularly updated National Energy and Climate Plans (European
Commission, 2023). Also, as an instance of the national efforts, Portugal adopted the
“Long Term National Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty” in 2021. With this
strategy, the country set a goal of eliminating the issue by 2050. The strategy initially
focused on improving household energy performance. Later, it expanded to
enhancing access to energy services and raising public awareness about energy
issues. By establishing a country-specific definition of the issue and adopting a long-
term national plan, the country has made a significant commitment. This
commitment declares the state’s responsibility to tackle with this issue. This
approach also represents a significant step forward in policymaking. However, the
current strategies may be insufficient because they do not fully address the root
causes. For a national target to be effective, a holistic approach is necessary. The
framework of this target needs to include clear definitions, address underlying
factors. Also, there needs to be monitoring systems. Moreover, it is essential to

involve local-level targets and adjust policies based on needs of local communities.

In light of these insights, one can conclude that establishing a national definition of
energy poverty, implementing a comprehensive long-term strategy, and appointing a
dedicated institution for monitoring progress constitute a cohesive framework

capable of alleviating the problem.
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2.3. Energy Poverty in the International Context

International organizations offer data, conduct analyses, and facilitate international
collaboration. They establish frameworks to mitigate the issue. In this respect, it is
possible to indicate that they shape how the issue is addressed. By taking a dominant
role in defining concepts, establishing indicators to measure the issue, and offering
policies for guidance, international organizations significantly influence the
conversation about the issue. While examining the issue in the international context,
there is significant emphasis on the UN and the EU, as the majority of the literature
and public and private efforts surrounding this issue are heavily dominated by
discussions which have taken place by these two international actors. Therefore, one
can argue that the UN and the EU dominate discussions surrounding energy poverty.
In this context, the framework of international organizations’ approaches to energy
poverty will be outlined, starting with the UN, to demonstrate their stance on this

issue, followed by the EU’s efforts to handle the issue.

Emphasis on the UN can be justified given its pivotal role in the establishment and
perpetuation of the international human rights regime. The UN has a significant role
in discussions surrounding energy poverty, being frequently cited in nearly all related
discussions, particularly over the past decade. Lofquist (2020) point out the fact that
the bulk of the literature concerning energy poverty is mostly influenced by the UN’s
approach to the issue. Discussing the UN’s role is also significant in the sense that it
has a key role coordinating international cooperation on energy through its principal
mechanism, UN-Energy, which is an interagency mechanism to coordinate and
enhance collaboration among various UN entities on matters related to energy. Due
to the dominance of the UN’s approach, one can discuss that it shapes the way
energy poverty is defined, assessed, and tackled in academic studies and policy
debates globally. In this respect, this part of the thesis aims to examine the key
aspects of the UN’s approach to energy poverty and the right to energy, to establish a

foundational understanding prior to engaging in the discussion on the right to energy.

The UN has not expressly recognized the right to energy as a universally binding

human right in a comprehensive treaty. Despite challenges, the UN General
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Assembly has formalized certain rights related to energy poverty. Access to energy,
and electricity in particular, is regarded as essential for ensuring human rights. It is
also acknowledged as essential for reaching sustainable development goals. There is
a sole international treaty which explicitly refers to household electricity access
within Article 14(2)h of the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). The article safeguards the rights of
women residing in rural areas by recognizing their right to electricity as an integral
component of the right to an adequate standard of living. While CEDAW is unique in
explicitly mentioning access to household electricity, other international human
rights treaties contain provisions that have been interpreted as relevant to the right to
energy. The relevance of the right to energy with other rights is discussed in the
following parts of the thesis. Besides the explicit acknowledgement of the right to
household access to electricity, numerous reports and declarations from the UN link

access to energy with broader human rights and development objectives.

The UN declared 2012 as the “International Year of Sustainable Energy for All” to
mobilize public and private sectors, as well as civil society entities, to achieve three
energy-related goals by 2030, including ensuring universal access to modern energy
services (Sovacool, 2012). It did not remain for one year. The UN also designated the
period from 2014 to 2024 as the UN Decade of Sustainable Energy for All (SEFA)
with the aim of advocating for “universal access to sustainable and modern energy
services”. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted by the UN in 2015,
established a comprehensive framework that provides a global objective for the
discourse on “eradicating poverty,” while also addressing the implications of energy
poverty. The UN emphasizes that the SDGs encompass goals aimed at ending
poverty and ensuring access to “affordable and clean energy”. With the adopting of
SDGs, the UN declares that it advocates for “universal access to affordable, reliable,
sustainable, and modern energy” as a key component of its SDG 7, with the aim of
ensuring energy access for all by 2030. Hence, one can argue that there was a
declaration of the commitment to mitigate energy poverty, even though it does not
directly use the term. As a result of the UN’s global development objectives, the
concept of energy poverty has attracted increased attention in academic literature and

has emerged as a widely discussed global issue.
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Table 1. Overview of the Recent Policies/Initiatives of the UN

UN Framework / Initiative Policy Focus / Recommendations Conceptualization of

Energy Poverty (EP)
UNDP Energy Poverty Strengthening  national policy and EP is the lack of sufficient choice in
Definition and Strategic institutional frameworks, mobilizing accessing  adequate,  affordable,
Approach financing, scaling up energy service deliveryreliable, high-quality, and
at local levels. environmentally  friendly  energy
services that support economic

development.

Sustainable Energy for All Global goal to ensure universal access toEP is the lack of access to modemn
Initiative modern energy services by 2030. energy services, particularly electricity
and clean cooking solutions.

UN Millennium DevelopmentIntegration of energy services as critical to EP relates to absence of access to

Goals (MDGs) and Energy poverty reduction, health improvements, and modern, reliable energy needed for

Access gender equality. development  outcomes  including
poverty alleviation and health.

UN Economic and Social Calls for international cooperation to improve EP is the lack of access to reliable and
Council (ECOSOC) access to affordable, reliable, sociallyaffordable energy services central to
Recommendations acceptable, and environmentally soundpoverty eradication and sustainable

energy, with focus on rural and poordevelopment.
populations.

ITASA Energy Poverty Proposes a simplified, multidimensional EP is a multidimensional condition
Measurement Framework  measurement framework  distinguishing encompassing quality of energy supply
(in collaboration with UN  between power supply quality and end-userand household circumstances,
actors) circumstances. enabling more precise policy targeting.

Global Covenant of Mayors - Local-level energy poverty monitoring, dataEP is a diverse, multifaceted issue

Energy Access and Poverty (collection, and policy implementationdriven by low-income, high-energy

Framework support. costs, and poor building efficiency,
affecting health, education, and social
outcomes.

By examining the UN’s recent frameworks and initiatives provided in Table 1 for an
overview, it can be argued that the UN’s approach regards energy poverty as a
fundamental development challenge. Also, within the UN’s frameworks, there is an
emphasis on the multi-faced nature of the issue, which necessitates both closer
international cooperation as well as cooperation between local, national, and
international efforts. The frameworks and initiatives emphasize integrated policy

frameworks, which incorporates local level efforts with international efforts.

In a nutshell, the UN predominantly presents energy poverty as an efficiency issue,
instead of being an affordability issue, which serves as a leverage mechanism for the
private sphere. However, conceptualization of energy poverty within the framework

of rights leads to state-centered approach, which is discussed in the following chapter
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of this thesis. Along with the UN, the EU has a significant role in shaping the
discourse surrounding the issue. Their conceptualization of the issue also shapes
policies. As a regional supranational organization, the role of the EU is examined in
terms of energy poverty discussions with an introduction of energy poverty in the

European context.

The EU has been addressing the issue of energy poverty for nearly two decades.
Also, it has been devising strategies over the past decade to encourage its Member
States to take action on the issue. It has been recognized as a significant issue within
the Union, attracting growing academic interest and public discourse, particularly
following the economic crisis that began in 2007 (Bouzarovski & Tirado-Herrero,
2017). In the past decade, efforts have accelerated to mitigate this problem, but there
has been a lack of effort to solve the problem at its roots. According to the Council of
Europe Development Bank Report (2019), energy poverty persists as a widespread
systemic issue across the continent. The aforementioned report also indicates that
this issue forces low-income households to cut their energy spending to be able to

afford their other essential needs.

Several EU institutions, including the “EU Framework”, have designated energy
poverty mitigation as a “policy priority”. It has been a policy concern, particularly
with the restructuring of electricity sectors across the EU countries, as it has had an
aggravating impact on households’ energy poverty. This restructuring has resulted in
significantly increased prices for households. Chester and Morris (2011) found that
in some areas, energy prices more than doubled between 2000 and 2010. Due to this
sharp rise, households have had to spend a significant amount of their disposable
income on energy bills. Chester and Morris (2011) argue that this situation has given
rise to a new form of energy poverty directly associated with the rapid escalation of

electricity costs linked to the restructuring of the energy sector.

Energy issues in the EU have grown, especially after the 2020 energy supply crisis.
Xin and Zhang (2023) indicate that the situation had worsened due to Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine. IEA (2023) also underlines that the decrease in Russian natural

gas supplies caused shortages in many countries, resulting in a sharp increase in
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energy prices. Consequently, this situation has driven many households into energy
poverty. In this context, with 2020 onward, reactions to rising energy prices
intensified. In response to these growing pressures, various measures have been
implemented to alleviate the issue by the states. Consequently, especially in the last
decade, addressing the issue has emerged as a primary focus on the political agendas

of the EU.

As reported by Eurostat, more than 41 million individuals in the EU were unable to
maintain adequate warmth in their homes in 2022. This constituted 9.3% of the
population. In this regard, these statistics underscore the prevalence of this issue
(Eurostat, 2022). This suggests that many households across the EU may struggle to
keep their homes adequately warm. The Eurostat (2022) also indicates that this
situation might lead households to compromise their ability to maintain a healthy
life. Despite significant efforts, levels of household energy poverty are not
diminishing. In line with the EU’s data and arguments, the OECD Affordable
Housing Database (AHD) indicates that at least ten per cent of low-income
households face difficulties in maintaining adequate warmth in their homes in many
countries. The substantial increase in energy prices during 2021 and 2022 has further
intensified the challenges associated with keeping residences adequately heated

across numerous nations.

The EU’s definition of the term emphasizes that the issue occurs “when a household
must reduce its energy consumption to a degree that negatively impacts the
inhabitants’ health and well-being” (European Commission, 2022). Also, the EU
provides an indicator to assess energy poverty, being the “inability to keep a home
adequately warm. The EU Pillar of Social Rights, adopted by the Council in 2017,
sets out 20 key principles for building a better welfare system, including access to
essential services. The 20th principle indicates that “everyone has the right to access
essential services of good quality, including water, sanitation, energy, transport,
financial services, and digital communications.” (European Commission, 2017: 22).
This principle outlines various indicators related to the issue. These indicators
include the inability to maintain adequate warmth, and the proportion of income

allocated to energy expenses (EPSU, 2025).
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The EU has implemented measures to address the issue by introducing the Directive
2009/72/EC. This Directive recognizes this growing issue and emphasizes the
necessity for incorporating it in national plans to combat it. The Directive also points
out the responsibility of Member States to ensure a sufficient energy supply for
vulnerable “consumers”. It is noteworthy to indicate that the Directive uses the term
“consumers” instead of specifically mentioning citizens, individuals, or households
affected by energy poverty, a distinction that will be explored through the lens of the
political economy of energy poverty in subsequent sections of the thesis. On the
other hand, it falls short of tackling the root causes of the problem. The responsibility
placed on states to support energy efficiency improvements represents a significant

inadequacy in efforts to mitigate the issue effectively.

After a decade, one of the prominent steps taken by the EU was in 2019, when the
EU Electricity Directive 2019/944 made member states legally obliged to establish
criteria for defining and measuring energy poverty within their respective national
contexts. Consequently, member states have been required to set a ‘“national
objective” to address this issue. The member states have developed frameworks of
policies with time frames aimed at mitigating the problem. The aforementioned
Directive also requires member states to evaluate the “necessary domestic energy
services for basic standards of living in their national context.” Hesselman (2023)
points out that this language is reminiscent of international human rights law. Also,
the EU Directive 2023/1791 establishes the first Union-wide definition of energy
poverty, along with measures to prioritize energy efficiency and building renovations
for energy-poor and other vulnerable groups. Lastly, the most recent EU directive
addressing energy poverty is the amended Energy Performance of Buildings
Directive (EU/2024/1275). This Directive requires EU Member States to include

plans to reduce the issue in their “National Building Renovation Plans”.

In addition to the aforementioned various EU regulations, there have been efforts to
monitor progress in alleviating energy poverty. In 2016, the EU launched the Energy
Poverty Observatory (EPOV), a project supported by the EU that functions as a
public platform for gathering and disseminating information on household energy

poverty in Europe (European Commission, 2018). In 2021, the EU launched the
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EPAH and the “Fit for 55 package. EPAH’s mission is to serve as the central
platform for expertise in Europe. The significance of the EPAC example lies in
bringing together all stakeholders to discuss energy issues. The significance of
EPAH is that it underlines the necessity of a grassroots approach because towns,
cities, and regions are often in the best position to identify households at risk of
energy poverty at an early stage. Therefore, the more effective way to address the
issue begins at the local level (EPAH 2022). This hub (2022) emphasizes the critical
role of local authorities in addressing energy poverty. It also highlights the
inadequacy of bottom-up data, which presents a significant challenge throughout all

stages of the energy poverty action process and severely impedes quality impact

assessments.

Table 2. Overview of the Recent Policies/Recommendations of the EU

Name of The EU Policy Conceptualization of Energy Poverty
Policy / Recommendations / Measures (EP) within the Policy/Recommendation
Recommendation
EU Recommendation | Promotes investments in energy efficiency| EP is the inability to keep homes adequately
on Energy Poverty |and renewable energy to address root causes | warm or afford basic energy services, linked
(2023) like poor housing energy performance and|to low energy performance of dwellings,
high costs. high energy expenditure relative to income,
and socio-economic vulnerability.
Social Climate Fund | Provides funding to support vulnerable| EP is framed as a socio-economic condition
(SCF) (2023) houscholds and micro-enterprises  with| aggravated by energy costs and the transition
energy  efficiency  investments, clean| to low-carbon energy, emphasizing financial
mobility, and renovations to mitigate energy | vulnerability and the need for targeted social
poverty and the impact of carbon pricing. | protection.
Revised Energy Strengthens focus on alleviating energy|EP is defined as difficulty in accessing
Efficiency Directive |poverty through consumer empowerment,|affordable and efficient energy services,
(EED) improved energy performance of buildings, | highlighting affordability in relation to
(EU/2023/1791) and targeted national measures including|income and energy needs.
data collection and monitoring.
Revised Energy Requires Member States to include specific| EP is associated with poor quality housing
Performance of energy poverty reduction objectives in|and inability to cover energy needs, with
Buildings Directive |National Building Renovation Plans, | emphasis on housing conditions and social
(EPBD) prioritizing social housing and vulnerable| vulnerability, especially in social housing
(EU/2024/1275) houscholds, focusing on improving housing | sectors.
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Table 2. (continued)

quality to reduce energy consumption and
COS1S,
Electricity Market Strengthens consumer rights, guarantees | EP is a problem of energy affordability and
Design and Gas protection from disconnections especially in |security for vulnerable groups, highlighting
Market Legislation | gas crises, ensures affordable energy access |the risk of disconnection and supply
Reform (2024) for vulnerable consumers, and mandates | insecurity especially under price volatility.
clear information provision.
National Energy and | Requires Member States  to  identify, [ EP is nationally diagnosed, but based on the
Climate Plans monitor, and address EP through national |EU definition focusing on  affordability,
(NECPs) (2024 policy frameworks with measurable targets [energy needs coverage, and vulnerability,
Update) and social measures. embedded within climate and energy policy
planning.
Energy Poverty and | Facilitates sharing of best practices and[EP is a multidimensional, requiring
Vulnerable coordination among EU countries on policy |integrated social, economic, and technical
Consumers measures to support energy-poor  and|policy responses; acknowledges variations
Coordination Group | vulnerable houscholds, promoting | in definitions at national levels.
(2022) harmonized approaches.
EPAH Provides technical assistance, capacity |EP is a complex socio-technical issue
(2021) building, data tools, and knowledge-sharing | involving affordability, housing conditions,
for local and regional governments to|and social vulnerability, underlining the
develop and implement energy poverty [need for accurate diagnosis and targeted
mitigation policies. local solutions.
European Green Embeds EP alleviation within  broader |EP is linked to broader systemic issues,
Deal (2019) & ‘Fit | climate goals by prioritizing a just transition, | defining it by inequalities in energy access,
for 55" Package social inclusiveness, and environmental [affordability, and participation in a green
(2023) sustainability in energy policies. cconomy transition, highlighting social
justice perspectives  alongside technical
aspects.
Action Plan on Implements measures to make electricity | EP primarily stems from the lack of access
Affordable Energy | bills more affordable via network charge [to affordable, reliable energy services
(2025) reforms, enhances gas market competition |aggravated by market failures and price
for fair prices and expands financing for | volatility, emphasizing consumer
energy-efficient appliances and renovations. [empowerment and cost reductions.

By examining the EU’s recent policies and recommendations, as outlined in Table 1,
it can be argued that the issue is identified as a socio-technical one, with an emphasis
on efforts to improve efficiency. Within the recent recommendations, one can

identify a growing emphasis on its link to energy transition. On the other hand, the

rights-based approach and energy justice are rarely referred to.
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As noted previously, the UN and the EU are the primary actors in discussions
surrounding energy poverty in the international context, and efforts to mitigate the
issue are primarily taking place in Europe. Therefore, one can argue that the UN and
the EU play a central role in energy poverty in terms of policy frameworks, while
Europe is a key region implementing practical policies and projects aimed at
mitigating energy poverty. In this respect, a comparison between these two
prominent actors can provide insight into how distinct approaches to the issue lead to

different mitigation efforts for energy poverty.

Table 3. Comparison of the Approaches of the EU and the UN

Conceptualization
of Approach of the EU Approach of the UN
Energy Poverty
(EP)
Global (Particularly developing
Scope Regional (EU Member States) nations)
Achieving goals related to climate
Primary Driver change and energy transition SDG 7
Energy efficiency, household Universal access to modern
Focus conditions, and consumer protection electricity and clean cooking
Multidimensional development
Conceptualization| Socio-economic and technical issue issue

As can be seen from Table 3, which was created through the examination of the EU’s
and UN’s policy frameworks and initiatives, they have different approaches to
energy poverty, regarding the conceptualization of the issue and the primary drivers
of the efforts. In this context, it can be proposed that it might be useful to identify the
differences between the two actors’ approaches, even though these differences in
approaches mainly arise from one pursuing regional objectives while the other
operates with global goals. Nonetheless, it is also possible to propose that a
comparative analysis can be useful, as both significantly shape the narratives and
strategies surrounding the mitigation of the issue. After acknowledging this fact, it is
possible to argue that each organization defines the issue of energy poverty in its

own way, which leads to distinct strategies for addressing it. The EU’s approach is
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mainly related to the concepts of energy transition and climate neutrality. Hence, its
focus is on improving energy efficiency and concentrating on decarbonization
policies. On the other hand, the UN prioritizes global development goals. It mostly
underlines universal access to modern energy services as well as poverty reduction
and human development. Looking at these priorities demonstrates different
definitions of the problem and different ways to address it. Both organizations have
key roles. They shape the discourse and practices surrounding the issue. Although
their contexts and scales differ, their combined efforts contribute to a broader
understanding to the issue of energy poverty. Following the discussion on the issue
in the international context, it is important to address the shortcomings of global

efforts to combat energy poverty.

2.3.1. Shortcomings of International Efforts

Since the 1990s, international recognition of the issue has grown. As mentioned
earlier, the UN and the EU have developed strategies to reduce energy poverty, but
these international efforts have not been large or effective enough. IEA, UNDP, and
UNIDO (2010) warn that if current trends continue, more people may lack access to
modern energy services by 2030 than today. IEA’s (2023) report confirms this
concern. These reports demonstrate a deterioration of earlier progress. The reports
also underscore the need for a change in direction. IEA et al.’s (2010) report
indicates that addressing this challenge necessitates a global political commitment.
While international organizations have been addressing the necessity of a strong
global commitment, the academic literature has been addressing this necessity as

well as the shortcomings of the international efforts.

In this context, Nussbaumer et al. (2012) argue that although international
organizations have set goals for universal access to modern energy services, the
achievement of these aims has been hampered by limited data and insufficient action.
Nussbaumer et al. (2012) indicate that efforts towards the issue can have meaningful
results if there are transformative changes. It is not sufficient to merely provide the
energy needs of households directly; there have to be efforts to foster sustainable

development. In this respect, efforts can lead to wider socio-economic growth.
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Additionally, Nussbaumer et al. (2012) underline that political commitment needs to

be strong and specific, with definite actions and measurable goals.

As previously mentioned, the UN has demonstrated a global commitment through
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) established in 2015. Most initiatives
addressing energy poverty align themselves with SDG7, which focuses on improving
access to energy while promoting renewable energy adoption and increasing overall
energy efficiency (Duvic-Paoli, 2021). This goal has been recognized as a major
milestone in global energy policy, highlighting essential elements for a sustainable
energy future (Heffron et al., 2018). Also, Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen (2010) notes that
these goals are particularly significant since, in previous years, governments were
reluctant to collaborate on energy issues, making such international agreements
difficult to achieve. Furthermore, achieving SDG1, the goal of ending poverty, is
closely linked to fulfilling the targets of SDG7 (Addison & Roe, 2024).

As mentioned in the previous paragraph, although there are international goals set in
mitigation the issue, the results of these efforts reveal that they remain insufficient. It
is possible to see the shortcoming with the help of monitoring mechanisms regarding
the progress of SDGs. In this context, there have been insufficiencies regarding the
implementation of this goal. To begin with, the goal remains vague (Zaidan &
Ibrahim, 2024) and inadequate (IEA et al, 2024) to mitigate the issue. The
inadequacy is demonstrated by IEA et al.’s (2024) reports, which is the main body
that tracks the progression of the goal. The aforementioned report indicates that
current global trajectories are not aligned with the achievement of SDG7 (IEA et al.,
2024). Along with the TEA’s reports, Min et al. (2024) use satellite images in
developing countries to analyze light patterns to identify energy poverty. This
approach showed that more than 657 million people in Sub-Saharan Africa are
affected by energy poverty. Also, the study identifies that 447 million people have
access to electricity but do not utilize it effectively (Min et al., 2024). These numbers

indicate that global efforts are insufficient for their own (Zaidan & Ibrahim, 2024).

In addition to the vagueness and inadequacy of SDGT, it also lacks a legally binding
force. Duvic-Paoli (2021) argues that although including SDG7 in the 2030 Agenda
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is an important step toward global energy governance, the goal mostly remains a
hopeful aim because it does not have a legal force. Furthermore, Duvic-Paoli (2021)
argues that the SDG7’s commitment may serve as a starting point for the formal
recognition of the “right to energy”. Duvic-Paoli (2021) discusses that efforts toward
achieving this goal could lay the groundwork for a campaign designed to mobilize
states around the acknowledgement of this right, drawing parallels to the pathway

followed in the recognition of the right to water and sanitation by the UNGA.

Also, Zaidan and Ibrahim (2024) argue that these goals are not effective in practice
without strong national oversight. They underline that without the states’
commitment to global efforts, it would not be possible to have progress. Thus,
improving national supervisory mechanisms is essential to ensure that global
commitments result in real actions at the local level, ultimately achieving a fairer
distribution of energy resources. Furthermore, there needs to be mechanisms to
oversee the policies within the state. Zaidan and Ibrahim (2024) also point out the

necessity of supervisory mechanisms within a country to monitor efforts.

Lastly, a significant shortcoming regarding the alleviation efforts of energy poverty
can be addressed, which is energy subsidies. Both international and national efforts
have been made to address the challenge of high energy prices. To address this
problem, many countries have introduced price subsidies or special social tariffs for
energy. However, the OECD (2025) warns that these subsidies are only short-term
solutions. OECD (2025) also indicates that these femporary solutions could
aggravate the problem because such solutions postpone necessary long-term reforms.
Urge-Vorsatz and Herrero (2012) argue that artificially low energy prices send
misleading economic signals, resulting in capital investments that fall short of
optimal energy efficiency levels, contrary to principles of economic rationality. In
addition to hindering efficiency improvements, subsidies often disproportionately
benefit wealthier households rather than those most in need. For instance, Sdralevich
et al. (2014) found that in Jordan, 40% of energy subsidies went to the wealthiest
20% of households. Similarly, Cooke et al. (2016) reported that in Ghana, 78% of
fuel subsidy benefits were received by the richest households. These studies show
that subsidies do not help energy poor households. Consequently, subsidies represent

an unsustainable approach for achieving long-term mitigation of energy poverty.
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To conclude, a number of international organizations, including the UN and the EU
have been adopting an approach to diminish energy poverty by implementing a
framework focused on energy efficiency and energy transition. The landscape for
these discussions is dominated by these two spheres. However, there is a need to
discuss energy poverty in relation to energy affordability and energy justice. There is
a need to prioritize affordability over efficiency and to place energy justice at the
center of the discussions. Also, the states’ role, which is mostly omitted, needs to be
included within the discussions of energy poverty. At this juncture, the thesis

proceeds with an examination of the political economy of energy poverty.

In a nutshell, Table 4 summarizes the main findings regarding the shortcomings of

international efforts.

Table 4. The Shortcomings of International Efforts to Mitigate Energy Poverty

Shortcoming

Additional Information

Insufficient scale &
impact

Efforts have not been large or effective enough; progress may worsen by
2030 without change.

Vague, non-binding
goals

SDG7 and similar targets lack clarity and legal force, reducing practical
effectiveness.

Limited data & Insufficient quality data and indicators hinder accurate measurement and
monitoring targeted action.

Weak political Lack of strong, specific political will and national oversight delays
commitment implementation and progress.

Over-reliance on
subsidies

Subsidies offer short-term relief but mostly benefit wealthy households and
delay long-term reform.

Efficiency over
affordability

Focus is on technical energy efficiency rather than addressing access
affordability and energy justice.

Underemphasis on
state role

States’ crucial role in enforcement and policy-making is often omitted from
international frameworks.

Ignoring regional
disparities

Global efforts overlook geographic variations, especially persistent energy
poverty in developing regions.

2.4. The Political Economy of Energy Poverty

Energy poverty’s negative impacts have been leading to the development of policies
aimed at assessing the issue. It is possible to identify that international, national, and

local efforts have resulted in some progress in terms of mitigating the issue. These
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progressions can be observed in domestic legal cases such as Urgenda Foundation v.
State of the Netherlands (2019) and Juliana v. United States (2;20). However, in
general, the mitigation efforts have produced limited results (Zaidan & Ibrahim,
2024). It is possible to argue that these efforts have been effective in terms of raising
awareness about the issue. However, the progression remains insufficient, as it can
be seen from the progression of SDG7 as well. In this context, one can argue that an
obstacle to meaningful progress is the insufficient understanding of the root causes of
the issue. Hence, there needs to be an examination which includes structural analysis,
assessment of stakeholders’ interests, and power dynamics regarding energy sectors,

which have an impact upon energy poverty.

The issue is deeply linked to broader political and structural inequalities, aspects that
are often neglected in international efforts (Sovacool et al., 2016). In recent years,
there has been a growing recognition that it is important to deal with the root
systemic causes rather than only applying technical solutions to deal with this
problem (Sovacool et al., 2016; Bouzarovski, 2014; IEA, UNDP, & UNIDO, 2010).
For this reason, tackling energy poverty calls for a thorough understanding of
political and economic issues. Within the framework, there will be an examination of
how political actors, such as states, institutions, and social movements, interact with

and influence economic systems (Veseth, 2025).

In this respect, Aklin et al. (2018) provide one of the prominent studies which offer a
political economy lens, with the public sector playing a leading and enabling role
within broader systemic reforms and governance frameworks. Aklin et al. (2018)
contend that energy poverty is fundamentally a political economy problem by
arguing that energy poverty in developing nations is driven more by political
elements, such as government priorities, institutional capacity, and levels of local
accountability, rather than by technical or economic limitations. They discuss that
when governments have strong political or economic reasons to tackle the issue, they
are more likely to create effective policies. However, how successful these policies
are depending on whether the energy sector has a strong institutional capacity and
whether there are systems in place to hold officials accountable at the local level

(Aklin et al., 2018).
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Table 5. Overview of the Key Factors of Political Economic Approach to Energy

Herrero & Urge-Vorsatz, 2012; Healy, 2003)

Poverty
Key Factors to Relevant Information Key Points
Evaluate
Structural Factors | Socioeconomic and structural drivers that lead or | - Low houschold income
perpetuate energy poverty (Zang & Chandio, - Energy efficiency
2021; Bouzarovski & Petrova, 2015; Tirado - Energy affordability

- Infrastructure inadequacies

Energy Market

Transition from state-led energy provision to

- Price volatility and exposure to

Liberalization competitive, market-based systems (Bouzarovski & | global markets
Petrova, 2015) - Prioritization of profitability over
equity
- Prioritization of efficiency over
affordability
Role of the State | Influence of the state and public institutions in| - Policy design and regulation

- Price control and subsidies

- Public infrastructure investment
- Social protection (tanffs,
disconnection bans)

shaping energy access and supporting vulnerable
groups. (Bouzarovski & Petrova, 2015; Middlemiss
& Gillard, 2015)

Power Relations &
Interests of the
Actors

Interplay of different actors (intemational actors,
state, civil society, houscholds, and energy market)
(Moldovan, N. & Pons-Vignon, 2025)

- International organizations
domination of the discussions

- Utility companies prioritize profit

- Households™ limited influence

- Civil society groups call for energy
justice and the right to energy

In this context, to effectively address the challenges related to the issue, one can
argue that the political economy of energy poverty must be included in the
discussions to examine the complex relationships between political authority,
economic structures, and energy resources. Tanner and Allouche (2011) define
political economy as the processes through which ideas, power, and resources are
conceptualized, negotiated, and implemented by different groups (Tanner &
Allouche, 2011). This perspective expands on conventional understandings by
emphasizing the influence of power dynamics and conflicting interests at the local,
national, and global scales (Tanner & Allouche, 2011). Specifically, a political
economic approach to energy poverty needs to examine how power relations,
institutional settings, and political and economic motivations influence the processes
of energy generation, distribution, and use, going beyond purely economic or
technical factors. To analyze the political economic perspective of energy poverty, it
is necessary to examine the structural factors that lead to energy poverty among
households and perpetuate the problem. On these grounds, this part of the sub-

chapter is composed of the explananda of political economy of energy poverty,
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which are structural factors of energy poverty, energy market liberalization, the role

of the state, and the power relations and interests of the actors related to the issue.

Prior to discussing structural factors, the initial step is to identify the key actors
which influence the issue of energy poverty. A closer look at these actors can provide
a ground for examining the issue. There are multiple actors, each with their own

priorities and goals. These actors also have different degrees of influence on the

issue.
Table 6. The Key Actors in Energy Poverty Debates

Actor Main Focus Addressing Energy Poverty

UN Sustainable Frames energy access as essential for achieving SDGs,
development, climate | Emphasizes social inclusion and environmental
action sustainability.

EU Effieciency measures, |Defines energy poverty in terms of consumer protection;
vulnerable consumers, |linked to climate change and energy transition policies.
just transition

Nation Social policies, Approach shaped by domestic contexts,

States subsidies Focus on economic development.

NGOs/ [Advocacy, grassroots |Frame energy poverty as a social justice and climate

Civil action justice issue

Society

Private Market-based See energy poverty as a market opportunity,

Sector solutions Prioritize efficiency technologies.

As discussed previously in detail in the context of the UN and EU, international
organizations play a significant role in shaping discussions surrounding the issue. As
proposed previously as well, this thesis proposes that international organizations
dominate the scene. In this respect, although discussions on energy poverty are often
dominated by non-state actors, starting with the international organizations, the state
occupies a central role in addressing the issue. The state is responsible for

governance and policy development related to access and affordability aspects. As
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the principal actor, it implements policies to mitigate the issue. Aklin et al. (2018)
underline the states’ responsibility to devise policies that provide them with the
necessary tools to address the issue. Aklin et al. (2018) also underline the
significance of national mechanisms since it is possible to provide equitable
distribution of energy benefits and burdens at the national level. Therefore, there
needs to be carefully designed policies which target both supply-side and demand-
side factors. While infrastructure investment is needed in the supply-side, support
mechanisms for energy-poor households are needed in terms of demand-side factors.
The state is also responsible for conveying global commitments into actionable
measures at the local level since the nature and manifestation of the issue differ
among countries. Varo et al. (2022) indicate that the responsibility to tackle the issue
is on the state. This responsibility stems from the recognition that energy poverty
mostly stems from structural and systemic factors (Varo et al., 2022). However, Varo
et al. (2022) also argue that despite this central role, the public sector is often
overlooked. In this respect, one can argue that developing a clear state-led plan in
official policies is an important step toward addressing the problem. The EU further
underscores the states’ role by mandating Member States to integrate energy poverty

mitigation measures in their national energy and climate plans (CAN Europe, 2021).

On the other hand, emphasizing the states’ role in energy poverty discussions
prevents the danger of the private sphere dominating this realm. Bakker (2007)
points out the issue that the language of “rights” by private companies provides us
with a constrained framework by stating: “the adoption of human rights discourse by
private companies indicates its limitations as an anti-privatization strategy... ‘rights
talk’ offers us an unimaginative language for thinking about new community
economies.” (Bakker, 2007: 447). In this regard, as Bakker (2007) points out, the
rights talk adopted by private companies risks limiting the scope of the right to
energy. To prevent this monopolization, governments should be assigned clear
responsibilities. This can be achieved by formally recognizing the right to energy as
a human right and framing it as a positive right that obligates state action. The right
to energy is a concept that recognizes access to and use of energy services as an

essential human right. It surpasses the view of energy as merely a commodity.
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Civil society also has a significant role in the discourse surrounding this issue. In
fact, one can argue that it was civil society that originally initiated these discussions.
The efforts by the UK government to mitigate energy poverty have been a result of
grassroots demands. In the 1970s, households were impacted negatively by the oil
crisis, and the demand was raised by civil society organizations. Civil society
organizations, “Friends of the Earth” in particular, along with labor unions, were
central to the early civil society demands for mitigation of energy poverty in the
1970s UK. These demands also led to the prevalence of the idea of energy as a
justice concern. Moreover, the initial grassroots movements played a key role in
broadening the horizon for the issue. These movements altered the understanding of
the issue by addressing it as a matter of justice. They give voice to the arguments that
energy is not just a mere commodity. They claim it as a fundamental right due to its
connection to human well-being. This reframing has incorporated human rights
claims into energy discussions. With this conceptualization, it is possible to laying
the ground of “energy justice” (Bouzarovski & Simcock, 2017; Sovacool et al.,
2017). In this respect, Jenkins et al. (2018) argue that this view has shaped
international policies by encouraging strategies that focus on reducing social and
economic inequalities. NGOs continue to play a significant role in supporting these
ideas and objectives. One of the most prominent cases which involves NGOs is the
advocacy for a ban on energy disconnections. A prominent example is their
involvement in revising the EU’s electricity market design (2023/0077(COD)).
Various European NGOs called for a ban on energy disconnections. Various
European NGOs advocated for a ban on electricity disconnections. Their efforts have
shaped the reform measures which are now incorporated in the EU’s electricity

market framework.

The aforementioned reforms show how civil society influences policymaking by
demanding social justice. In this respect, it is possible to argue that NGOs’ advocacy
for banning energy disconnections helped energy-poor households maintain access to
electricity. For instance, “The Alliance against Energy Poverty”, based in Catalonia,
Spain, has been demanding stopping the disconnecting of electricity, particularly for
people who cannot afford to pay their bills. Their efforts contributed to the efforts to

mitigate energy poverty since low-income households did not face electricity cut-offs
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in the region. This example demonstrates the role of NGOs in linking grassroots
justice demands with policy. It shows that energy policy involves more than just

economic or technical considerations.

Households are one of the primary stakeholders in discussions of energy poverty, and
they are directly impacted by the actions of other stakeholders. They experience
firsthand the inability to access or afford adequate energy services necessary for
basic living standards. Since energy poverty affects the well-being of households,
they are at the core of this issue. Their experiences provide an understanding of the
complex aspects of the issue. Through the lens of the household, it can be possible to
see that the issue encompasses social, economic, and psychological factors (Sovacool
et al., 2017; Bouzarovski & Petrova, 2015; Walker & Day, 2012). In this regard, it
may be possible to understand that what has been missed by approaches focusing
solely on technical or economic aspects. However, despite their centrality, it is
possible to indicate that they are the least influential stakeholder within the

discussions.

In general, the term “consumer” is used in energy-related issues to refer to a
household as the main energy user. The UN’s frameworks and the EU’s energy
policies and legislation generally use the term “energy consumers”. Specifically, the
EU’s energy legislation employs this terminology to frame the protections and
responsibilities associated with energy use in the internal energy market. As an
instance, the EU’s Directive 2009/72/EC emphasizes the necessity for national plans
to combat energy poverty and acknowledges the responsibility of member states to
ensure a sufficient energy supply for vulnerable “consumers” (Directive 2009/72/EC,
Article 3.8). Hence, Article 3.8 emphasizes the Member States’ responsibility in
safeguarding these groups. However, it is important to note that while the Directive
uses the term “consumers” rather than explicitly naming “citizens,” “individuals,” or
“households”. In this regard, it is possible to argue that this choice of language
signals a particular framing of energy users primarily as market participants rather
than as social subjects with rights and vulnerabilities embedded within broader socio-

economic contexts. Although the Directive aims to improve the conditions of energy-

poor households, referring to affected households simply as “consumers” carries
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several notable implications. Firstly, the label of “consumer” means energy poor
households are regarded as market actors and they are evaluated in terms of market
engagement. When attention is placed only on the role in the market, the focus
becomes market-based solutions like subsidies. This way of thinking overlooks the
deeper issues of well-being as well as rights. Secondly, seeing households solely as
consumers can also result in their experiences being underestimated, which makes it
harder to respond to their specific social and economic challenges. Finally, it risks
understating the critical need for thorough government action and policies that

extend beyond market mechanisms to address the issue.

To conclude, by examining the actors’ role through the lens of the political economy
of energy poverty, one can argue that there is a dominance of non-governmental
actors surrounding the discussions of the issue, even though the state is the main
actor to address it. Also, housecholds are often overlooked within the discussions,
even though they face the cold face of the problem, while coping with the cold
stemming from their energy deprivation. Moreover, energy-deprived individuals or
households are referred to as “consumers”, which evaluates them merely by their role
in the market rather than acknowledging their social and economic vulnerabilities. In
light of these discussions, it is possible to propose that recognizing these challenges

is crucial in rebalancing stakeholder dynamics.

2.4.1. Systemic Factors

As noted previously, with the 2010s onwards, there was a shift towards
understanding the systemic problems to address the issue of energy poverty.
Discussions concerning the issue have expanded to incorporate the roots of the
problem by examining the structural factors which have an impact on the issue. It has
also acknowledged that identifying systemic drivers is necessary to address the
fundamental causes of this issue. These drivers encompass institutional influences,
political and economic dynamics, infrastructure, housing configurations, household
income distribution, and variations in the accessibility of utility services
(Bouzarovski & Petrova, 2015). Sovacool (2012) underlines the systemic obstacles

that need to be overcome to effectively mitigate the issue by identifying energy
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poverty as an issue which is shaped by technical and social systems and power
structures which manage energy supply and distribution. Sovacool (2012) also argues
that a range of political and economic factors complicates efforts to alleviate energy
poverty. These factors include private sector entities focused on profit, government
officials with conflicting priorities, development donors with hidden agendas, and

persistent socio-technical barriers.

Parallel to Sovacool’s arguments, Petrova (2018) discusses that common views on
energy poverty concentrate mainly on the household level, neglecting the wider
systemic and institutional factors which cause perpetuation of energy vulnerability.
Petrova’s (2018) study underscores the significance of political and institutional
acknowledgement in addressing energy poverty. Also, Simcock, Frankowski, and
Bouzarovski (2021) contend that the persistence of energy poverty is largely
sustained due to the lack of political and institutional recognition. In line with
Petrova (2018) and Simcock et al. (2021) ‘s arguments, EPSU, a trade union
federation in Europe, underlines the root causes of energy poverty by identifying it as
a combination of structural factors, which include income poverty and inequality,
unfair energy prices and poor quality and inefficient housing conditions (EPSU,
2022). As the initial step towards the analysis of roots of energy poverty, energy
market liberalization and its impact upon energy poverty are discussed in the

following section.

Within the context of systemic factors of energy poverty is energy market
liberalization. In modern capitalist countries, energy has become a commodity.
Private companies are mainly responsible for its extraction, processing, and
distribution. This shift is shown by how natural resources are licensed to private
companies and how energy markets have been privatized (Huhta, 2021; Jiglau et al.,
2023). As a result, a power dynamic has emerged whereby households have become
significantly dependent on the market to secure access to energy. By the 1980s, as
neoliberal ideas became prevalent globally, a new approach to providing utilities
emerged, emphasizing increased competition and reduced government intervention.
This approach was adopted especially in the electricity sector. The approach was

promoted on the basis that it would lead to lower prices for consumers. However, the
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result was the opposite of the expectation. Chester and Morris (2012) indicate that a
supposed advantage of restructuring the electricity sector was to reduce consumer
prices. However, this was not the case. They argue that since the changes,
households have not seen lower electricity bills; instead, they have faced increases
much greater than general price and wage changes, especially since the 2000s. This
reveals that liberalization has not delivered the promised benefits of lower consumer

prices. Instead, it has intensified affordability issues for many households.

A body of literature suggests that the liberalization of the electricity market has
exacerbated the issue of household energy poverty, disproportionately affecting low-
income households. The low-income households are particularly adversely affected
as they are forced to allocate an increasing share of their income to energy expenses
(Chester & Morris, 2012). Chester and Morris (2012) indicate that electricity prices
more than doubled in certain European countries, and in New South Wales,
Australia, they increased by 80% from 2007 to 2012. Chester and Morris (2012)
argue that this form of energy poverty is a direct result of market-driven reforms
within the electricity sector. Additionally, EPSU (1999) emphasized the potential
exacerbation of fuel poverty resulting from the liberalization of the energy sector,
asserting that obligations defined by the World Health Organization for the
electricity sector should ensure that citizens have access to electricity sufficient for
maintaining adequate warmth, a reliable and uninterrupted supply, and affordable
prices. It is crucial to prevent fuel poverty, and the Commission should establish a

European Public Service Charter to monitor these developments.

The neoliberal turn in the 1970s changed the way economic and political systems
were organized. Neoliberalism focused on limiting state involvement and privatizing
industries (Klein, 2008). This change also altered how energy is managed. Fearn
(2023) argues that although market-oriented reforms aimed to improve efficiency as
well as reduce costs, these reforms often caused energy prices to rise. Also,
protections for the energy poor households also weaken. These result in negative
impact on households. As a result, this change in approach made energy poverty
worse. The retreat of the state from direct energy provision meant that affordability

and universal access became subject to market forces rather than social welfare
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considerations. Furthermore, internal tensions within a neoliberal policy paradigm

have led to the energy system being embedded in crisis (Fearn, 2023).

2.4.2. Structural Factors

As noted previously, international efforts for energy poverty, especially the EU’s
policies, are generally concentrated upon energy efficiency measures and target
housing improvements. The European Commission policy documents often point out
the structural factors, such as the energy efficiency of housing, the qualities of
dwellings, and socio-economic disparities, as key to comprehending and tackling
energy poverty. These reports emphasize that this issue is not just about how much
money a household earns. It is deeply connected to the structural problems. Within
the context of structural problems, one can identify the quality of the buildings as one
of them addressed by the EU. For example, the EU’s Revised Energy Efficiency
Directive (EU/2023/1791) focuses on mitigating the issue by improving the energy

efficiency of buildings (European Commission, 2023).

Table 7. Main Structural Factor of Energy Poverty

Household Income

Quality of Housing and Housing Composition
Energy Efficiency

Energy Affordability

Access to Modern Energy Infrastructure

Regarding the structural factors of energy poverty, one can begin with household
income, as the primary component of the issue. As Hihetah et al. (2024) indicate, a
significant portion of the studies regarding the issue focus primarily on households
based on income levels. In this regard, Bouzarovski & Petrova (2015) identify
income as a central factor of energy poverty. Also, Wang et al. (2024) present
empirical data from China showing that rising income inequality contributes to
greater household energy poverty, while also demonstrating that an increase in
overall household income helps alleviate energy poverty. Along with the studies
regarding the issue, some international actors identify income level as the main

determinant of the issue. EPAH (2024) identifies low income as a main cause of
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household energy poverty. In light of the literature and international actors’ reports,
the link between household income and energy poverty is widely recognized both in
the literature and by the international actors. Acknowledgement that the main factor
of household energy poverty is household income is significant since the issue is
predominantly a financial challenge tied to low income. On the other hand, the issue
is more nuanced than household income. Other important structural factors can be
named as the quality of housing, the availability of energy infrastructure, and the size
of the household. Hihetah et al. (2024) argue that focusing solely on income as a
measure of energy poverty is not sufficient to comprehend the issue’s complexity.
They point out that even households with energy access can face struggles due to
high prices, poor housing, or specific family needs, and that relying only on income
misses those who cut back on essential energy use, risking their health, just to afford

it.

Along with the household income, housing condition is one of the significant parts of
the structural factors of the issue. Housing conditions include low energy efficiency,
inadequate insulation, old or leaky buildings, and dwelling characteristics that raise
energy consumption and costs. Bouzarovski and Petrova (2015) identify housing and
infrastructural quality as key structural factors by arguing that household energy

inefficiencies significantly increase energy demand and cost.

After discussing the systemic and structural factors of the issue, it is noteworthy to
discuss the intersection of these factors, which are energy affordability and energy

efficiency.

Energy affordability is mainly a governance concern. Addressing the needs of energy
poor households is a key policy priority (Bazilian et al., 2014). It is both a systemic
and structural factor since systemic factors are related to market dynamics. Prices are
basically determined by the market dynamics and policies. How energy markets are
regulated and priced affects affordability. How these systemic elements operate
directly influences how affordable energy is for households. Also, energy
affordability is directly related to the household income, which can be regarded as

both a systemic and a structural factor. In this respect, as Bouzarovski and Petrova
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(2015) note, one can argue that addressing energy affordability necessitates a holistic
approach, which takes into account market mechanisms, policies, as well as

socioeconomic inequalities.

In the context of energy affordability, Bartl (2010) examines the European
Commission’s strategies to address energy poverty and identifies a contradiction
regarding the strategies. This dual strategy stem from promoting competition in the
energy sector while also trying to protect vulnerable households. He highlights a key
challenge, which is the contradiction between market liberalization and social
policies. While market liberalization emphasizes competition and efficiency, social
policies aim at supporting energy-poor households. In this context, competition in the
energy market does not necessarily have a positive impact on energy prices. In this
context, Bouzarovski and Petrova (2015) indicate that energy markets may lead to
greater price fluctuations. These fluctuations tend to impact vulnerable groups more
heavily. A market-oriented approach does not support household needs. In this
respect, it is possible to argue that the aforementioned contradiction creates a policy
gap that diminishes the impact of affordability measures. Bartl (2010) emphasizes
the need for clear regulatory frameworks to ensure energy remains affordable. In this
framework, one can argue that examining energy affordability unveils the
contradiction between two policy goals, which are market liberalization and the
protection of energy-poor households. As Bartl (2020) identifies, competition within
the market does not necessarily guarantee affordability; therefore, it remains
insufficient to protect energy-poor households, which is the main goal of energy
poverty efforts. In this respect, one can argue that a holistic approach to the

affordability issue can reveal a contradiction within the efforts of energy poverty.

Similar to affordability, one can argue that energy efficiency is also a systemic and
structural issue at the same time. Energy efficiency depends not only on the physical
features of homes and appliances, which are accounted as structural factors, but also
on policies, incentives, and programs that promote improvements and set efficiency

standards, which are systemic factors.

In the context of energy efficiency, one can see that it has a dominance within the

discussions surrounding the issue. As indicated by Chipango (2021), the discourse
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surrounding energy poverty often narrowly frames it as a technical problem, which
can be solved through efficiency improvements. This prevailing perspective tends to
restrict discussions to efficiency solutions. Some prominent policy plans regard
improving energy efficiency as a main way to alleviate the issue. One of the
prominent examples of this approach is clear in the EU’s updated Energy Efficiency
Directive and the 2023 Commission Recommendation on energy poverty. Both the
Directive and Commission Recommendation evaluate efficiency efforts as an
important way to address the issue. Notably, the updated Energy Efficiency Directive
indicate that it “emphasizes the ‘energy efficiency first’ principle and obliges
Member States to prioritize vulnerable citizens and social housing within energy
savings measures (European Commission, 2023). Also, a study by Stojilovska et al.
(2022) supports this idea. The study shows that both researchers and policymakers
often focus on energy efficiency (Stojilovska et al., 2022).

Although progress in energy efficiency helps to lower energy consumption, it is not
able to adequately address the roots of the issue. Thereby, efficiency-focused
solutions provide insufficient temporary solutions (Legendre & Ricci, 2015;
Bouzarovski & Tirado Herrero, 2015). Also, these efficiency-focused approaches
frequently neglect the underlying socio-economic factors, such as low household
income, elevated energy costs, and systemic inequalities, that are essential for
comprehensively addressing energy poverty (Bouzarovski & Simcock, 2017;

Petrova, 2018).

Framing energy poverty as a technical issue implies that it can be alleviated through
efficiency measures. However, Chipango (2021) argues that this viewpoint
dominates the discourse, and further argues that reducing the issue merely to
efficiency confines the discussions. As discussed before, the EU’s policies prioritize
efficiency as a fundamental approach to mitigating the issue. For instance, the EU
Commission, Council, and Parliament reached a provisional agreement to reform the
Energy Efficiency Directive in March 2023. The Directive identifies energy
efficiency as a key strategy for alleviating energy poverty (Directive
2021/0203/COD). This Directive provides an example which reveals the EU’s

approach to energy poverty. It identifies the issue as mainly an efficiency problem.
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Also, Stojilovska et al. (2022) conducted a study revealing that the literature and
policy initiatives addressing the energy poverty related issues predominantly

emphasize efficiency aspect of the issue.

In this respect, one can argue that this issue cannot be comprehensively addressed
without taking into account systemic and structural factors. Even if energy efficiency
is maximized, the problem will still continue to affect low-income households that
encounter high energy prices. Overemphasis on efficiency risks overlooks the
fundamental causes of energy poverty. Macroeconomic factors, infrastructural
problems and high energy problems have to be addressed to reach a meaningful
discussion for how to tackle the problem. Consequently, prioritizing efficiency
without simultaneously addressing structural issues and affordability concerns may
result in an inadequate response that fails to tackle the broader socio-economic

dimensions of energy poverty.

In recent climate change discussions, the literature and international efforts focus
mainly on improving efficiency to tackle the problem. However, emissions from
households make up a small part of climate change compared to those from private
companies. In this regard, Oldfield’s (2022) study provides significant information
related to this argument. Oldfield (2022) shows that a few companies are responsible
for most of the world’s industrial carbon emissions. The study finds that since 1988,
just 100 companies have produced 71% of global greenhouse gas emissions. On the
other hand, household emissions make up a much smaller portion. This fact
challenges the common focus on household energy efficiency as the main way to
fight climate change. In light of this information, it is possible to argue that it is more
important to target emissions from corporations (Oldfield, 2022). Due to this
misleading focus, the literature inadequately addresses the structural barriers that

hinder efforts to alleviate the issue.

2.4.3. Role of State

As proposed previously, international organizations have a dominant role within the

discussions surrounding energy poverty by defining terms and setting agendas. In
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this respect, it is possible to identify that they determine priorities for alleviation
strategies. On the other hand, states have the authority and ability to directly
influence outcomes for their citizens. Despite its significance within this issue, there
is a limited examination of state function within the context of this issue. One can
argue that the role of the state is often overlooked largely because energy poverty
had been conceptualized mainly as a technical problem instead of a wider social and
political concern. In recent years, international organizations have been emphasizing
that strong state policies, regulatory systems and institutional structures are essential
for the effective alleviation efforts for energy poverty (IEA, 2021; UN, 2015). Also,
in recent studies, there has been a growing recognition of the states’ role in
mitigation efforts. States are recognized as central actors in the discourse
surrounding energy poverty, particularly because market mechanisms alone are
insufficient to achieve meaningful results. There is growing recognition that energy
goes beyond being merely an economic commodity. It is fundamental to the well-
being of households, and there has been growing recognition of the issue as a justice
concern. Hence, this household well-being-centered approach requires active state

involvement in the issue.

Recent studies have increasingly attributed a central role to state capacity in efforts to
alleviate the issue (Agnoung Amang et al., 2025; Nguyen & Su, 2022). State capacity
can be defined as a state’s competence to enforce the law, collect taxes, and provide
public services (Besley & Persson, 2010). Evans (1995) underlines the significance
of that public institutions in terms of mitigation efforts. Evans (1995) contends that
the relationship between the state and society play an important role in carrying out
development policies. A strong state can regulate the energy sector. It also obtains
funding for energy projects. Also, Agnoung Amang et al. (2025) ‘s study provides an
examination of the relationship between state capacity and energy poverty in
developing countries and argues that stronger legal and financial state capacity has a
positive impact on alleviation efforts. In light of their findings, they highlight the
importance of having a stable political and institutional framework to enable lasting

public efforts to mitigate the issue.

In relation to state capacity, the role of institutions and governance have significant

roles within energy provision to households. North (1990) argues that institutions are
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essential because they establish the “rules of the game.” According to North’s
(1990), a country with strong institutions can regulate the market to support energy-
poor households. It can also coordinate investments to support those who are in most
need. Drawing from the arguments of the role of institutions, one can argue that it is
essential to strengthen institutions and accountability systems to have effective

mitigation efforts.

Also, Nguyen and Su’s (2022) study draws attention to the strength of “institutional
quality”, by arguing that the success of public spending within the efforts to mitigate
the issue is highly reliant on the strength of institutional frameworks. Nguyen and Su
(2022) propose that strong institutions improve the effectiveness of public funds,
making sure that investments lead to increased availability of electricity as well as
cleaner cooking options. Also, they draw attention to the role of governance with
respect to access to electricity. They argue that ineffective governance, which leads
to mismanagement of resources or corruption, has an increasing impact on energy
disparities. In line with this argument, Ahlborg et al.’s (2015) study examines the
provision of electricity in African countries and argue that the quality of institutions
significantly contributes to the provision of electricity to households in Africa. In this
context, these studies propose a relationship between good governance and energy

poverty mitigation efforts.

In this respect, it is possible to argue that the state is responsible for focusing on
household well-being and dignity rather than just following market-driven alleviation
efforts, including efficiency. It provides a framework which prioritize the well-being
of the citizens instead of regarding them merely as consumers. Also, a state-centric
approach prioritizes citizens’ well-being. Through this framework, it is possible to
identify energy as a right rather than solely a market commodity. In this context, it
can be argued that a state-centric approach to energy poverty also provides a shift in
focus from efficiency and a market-centered approach to the energy-poor households

to affordability and a rights-based approach.
2.4.4. Main findings of the critical political economic approach

The role of the state surrounding the discussions of energy poverty is multifaced, and

the relationship between the state and capital plays a central role in the shaping of
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energy policies. The persistence of the issue reflects the deep entanglement of state
and market interests. The issue is often conceptualized primarily as a technical
challenge or an issue of efficiency, a perspective that aligns with capital’s pursuit of
profitable solutions. However, this framing conceals the reality that the fundamental

drivers of the issue lie in systemic and structural inequalities.

In light of the discussions on systemic and structural factors, as well as the role of the
state regarding this issue, one can argue that both national and international agencies
insufficiently address that the root causes of energy poverty are inherently structural
and span a wide range of policy domains. When discussing this issue as a political
one, it is important to emphasize the role of political recognition. The political
recognition of the issue is significant since it provides a ground for public
conversations. Its significance also stems from the fact that the political recognition
holds states responsible for tackling the problem. This approach shifts the focus to a

broader analysis that looks at how economic systems affect social well-being.

In addition to the state’s role, a critical economic approach reveals the contradiction
between affordability and efficiency efforts. Conceptualizing energy poverty as a
political-economic issue underscores the significance of prioritizing affordability,
instead of efficiency. Looking at the issue from the perspective of affordability
means focusing on the financial barriers households face in accessing basic energy
services. From this view, the issue is primarily a problem of low income and the
inability to afford energy, rather than just an “efficiency” issue as it is often
described by the private sector and international organizations. This approach must
consider the monopolization of the private sector, positioning the issue as a public

concern that merits comprehensive discourse.

A critical economic approach to the issue also reveals how energy-poor households
are often regarded merely as consumers. As noted before, energy-poor households
are frequently viewed just by how much energy they consume. This view reduces
them to mere market actors. This limited perspective overlooks their well-being.
From a political economy perspective, policies aimed at reducing energy poverty

should focus more on making energy affordable rather than just improving
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efficiency, especially if the goal is to enhance the well-being of affected households.
Prioritizing household well-being also requires moving beyond treating households

simply as consumers.

Taking into consideration of these arguments, in the context of energy poverty, states
can be seen as the key actors, which surpasses a mere market-based approach to the
issue. It is also the actor which can prevent the monopolization of discussions, which
refers to households as consumers. Therefore, it is possible to argue that states can

act as the guarantor of the well-being of households.

To sum up, as put forward in Chapter 2, it is possible to identify that although
important progress has been achieved in conceptualizing, defining, and measuring
the issue, the responses remain insufficient. Without evaluating the issue from a
critical political economic perspective, current strategies leave the systemic roots of
the issue largely unchallenged. With this in mind, it is useful to move forward by
examining the main theoretical approaches to the issue, since the way the problem is

framed directly shapes the solutions proposed.
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CHAPTER 3

APPROACHES TO ENERGY POVERTY

In this chapter, there is an examination of theoretical approaches to energy poverty,
which include the energy justice approach, the capability approach, practice theory,
and the human rights approach. These approaches are examined with the aim of
determining whether they provide a theoretical ground for the potential right to
energy. After the examination of three approaches, there will be an examination of
this potential right within the context of the human rights framework in the following

chapter of the thesis.

3.1. Energy Justice

This part of the subchapter discusses energy poverty as a matter of justice concern,
and further recognizing that a lasting resolution is unattainable without addressing
broader justice issues. Understanding energy poverty as a matter of justice enables
the thesis to look past just technical and economic aspects. Instead, it allows the
focus to be on human dignity, fairness, and essential needs. It presents energy
deprivation as a violation of basic human abilities and well-being, in line with
current debates around social and economic rights. Also, one can argue that this
approach can provide a ground for discussion, energy being not just a commodity,
but a vital prerequisite for household well-being. Prior to elaboration of the term
energy justice, it is helpful to begin with an understanding of the broader concept of

justice briefly.

Rawls (1971) identifies justice as “the first virtue of social institutions” (p. 3). Hence,
it is possible to see that this approach identifies justice as the guiding principle. In

this framework, from Ralw’s (1971) stance, it is possible to argue that a just society
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can only be achieved through equitable social, political, and economic frameworks.
One can argue that this framework can be applicable to the justice issues within the
energy poverty framework as well. Also, Hall (2013) points out the challenging
nature of discussing universal conceptions of justice. It is a cumbersome issue since
it necessitates “shared interpretations of the right or good” (Pelletier, 2010: 1887). It
implies that the definition is inherently challenging (Hall, 2013). This challange has

important consequences, especially in areas like energy justice.

Energy services significantly impact people’s lives. They underpin claims to energy-
related rights and driving political efforts to address inequalities in energy access,
which can lead to health issues, mortality, and reduced life opportunities (Boardman,
2010; Wright, 2004). However, household energy poverty remains challenging to
fully capture because it is experienced privately within homes. Nevertheless, it can
be argued that the issue cannot be effectively resolved without recognizing it as a
justice issue. Energy justice concerns often focus on ensuring that households have

access to sufficient and affordable energy, which is essential for their well-being.

The term first appeared in academic literature in 2010 within an article entitled
Energy Justice and Sustainable Development. However, the article primarily
concentrated on sustainable development rather than energy justice as a distinct
concept (Guruswamy, 2010). researchers started creating conceptual frameworks to
elaborate on energy justice. Jenkins et al. (2014) identify three key dimensions,
which are equitable distribution of energy resources, fair and inclusive decision-
making processes, the recognition of the rights and needs of households. Sovacool
and Dworkin (2015) provide a notable contribution to this discourse. They describe
energy justice as a global energy system that fairly distributes both the advantages
and disadvantages of energy services (Walker & Dworkin, 2015). They also
underline the significance of fair and inclusive decision-making processes. Walker
and Day (2012) also emphasized how justice frameworks are closely linked when
dealing with energy, climate, and poverty issues. They recommend that future efforts
to be based on these combined approaches. Also, Walker and Day (2012) draw on
Amartya Sen’s “The Idea of Justice” (2009) and John Rawls’ “A Theory of Justice”

(1972) to investigate energy-related issues such as fairness in distribution and
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inequality. In light of these two approaches to justice, they examine the issue with
respect to distributional, procedural and recognition aspects. Energy justice in
literature is generally explored through these three key aspects (Heffron &
McCauley, 2014; Walker & Day, 2012).

In the context of energy justice:
The first aspect, procedural justice, highlights the need for inclusive participation in
energy-related decision-making, as well as ensuring fairness to address the issue

(Todd & Zografos, 2005).

The second aspect, distributive justice, focuses on fairly sharing the benefits and
burdens of energy production and consumption (Zaidan & Ibrahim, 2024). Recent
studies view addressing the issue as a key concern of distributive justice (del Guayo
et al., 2020). Also, distributive justice theorists argue that if physical security is a
basic right, then the conditions required to guarantee it should also be recognized as
rights as well. Some of these conditions are identified as food, shelter, and a healthy
environment. Therefore, households should have a minimum access to energy
services, or “subsistence rights,” as proposed by Shue (1980), which includes the

right to use modern energy sources.

The third aspect, recognition justice, points out social injustices in energy poverty
as extending beyond resource distribution to include the failure to acknowledge
energy vulnerable populations (Sovacool & Dworkin, 2015). Acknowledging and
tackling the systemic barriers that lead to energy poverty requires advocating for
changes in laws and institutional practices that disproportionately affect marginalized

communities (Walker & Day, 2012).

In addition to these points, talks about energy equity and energy justice are especially
important in procedural justice because they support inclusive decision-making that
takes local needs into account (Sovacool & Dworkin, 2015). This means carrying out
fair processes that include all stakeholders equally and without bias (Walker, 2009).
In this regard, the role of the Ombudsman, as an independent public institution that

has the power to control public administration within a certain framework, is
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involved in the discussions of energy poverty as a case of procedural justice.
Although this public institution has rarely been examined as an actor in the energy
poverty literature, it has a capacity to identify underlying drivers of energy poverty at
the institutional level. In this regard, Hesselman and Herrero (2020) argue that it can
be used to detect legal breaches that impose injustice on households that are energy
poor (Hesselman & Herrero, 2020). Also, Stojilovska (2023) explores the role of the
Ombudsman in making and practicing policies related to energy poverty as a case of

procedural energy justice.

While extensive research has utilized the aforementioned three approaches to analyze
energy justice, there is a burgeoning body of literature that highlights the need for
more in-depth analysis in this realm (Lee & Byrne, 2019; Jamal & Hales, 2016;
Jenkins et al., 2014). Robina et al. (2022) argue that addressing energy poverty solely
as a technical or economic issue, rather than a matter of justice, will hinder the
development of sustainable solutions for two reasons. First, many private sector
actors, NGOs, international organizations, and nation-states tend to perceive energy
poverty as a private issue. Second, there is a common tendency to treat energy
poverty as a “snapshot” problem. It refers to the problem of neglecting its broader
dimensions as a justice issue. It also refers to the necessity to a transformation to
address the issue. The issue is dynamic, varying with changes in household
circumstances and differing significantly across geographic regions. As a result,
current measurements often offer only a limited snapshot. They do not fully reflect
the continuous and complex difficulties faced by vulnerable households (Robina et

al., 2022).

Research in energy justice explores various justice theories to support better and
more effective decisions regarding how energy is produced, distributed, and used
(Sovacool and Dworkin, 2015). Looking at the issue from a justice perspective
allows for influencing how energy resources are shared. Therefore, this thesis
highlights the important role of justice in addressing the issue, based on ethical
principles and anticipated practical results. The practical benefits framework includes

effects on decision-making about the allocation of energy resources.
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In light of the examination of literature on energy justice, as indicated by Baker et al.
(2023), one can argue that this approach is to provide equity across all aspects of
energy systems, markets, and operations at its core. In this respect, it is possible to
note the notion of “equity” as a key element surrounding the discussions. The equity
can be initiated by the just allocation of resources. Jenkins et al. (2016) indicate that
discussions about energy justice specifically highlight the importance of fairly
sharing both the benefits and burdens associated with energy production,
distribution, and use (Jenkins et al., 2016). Also, Copeland (1980) argues that energy
policies should ensure fair distribution of resources. Copeland’s study highlights that
unequal energy access causes broader social injustices and indicates that these
injustices particularly harm marginalized groups. He argue that that both public and
private sectors have a moral responsibility to ensure energy systems are accessible to
all (Copeland, 1980). Building on this, Copeland criticizes energy policies driven by
profit that overlook people’s needs and instead supports policies that tackle these
problems. This view matches a large body of research that explores the ethical side
of energy policy and advocates for a fair and sustainable energy transition (Aung &
Boyland, 2020; Copeland, 1980). Additionally, studies emphasizing energy equity
highlight the importance of systemic reforms in energy systems to achieve justice

goals (Molfetas & Rasool-Ayub, 2024).

Addressing energy poverty requires ethical attention to human dignity (Bethem et al.,
2020; Sovacool, 2013). From this perspective, it is also possible to draw the moral
responsibility of society. This perspective supports collective actions to ensure that
everyone can access the essential energy services needed for their well-being. For
instance, Stojilovska et al. (2023) demonstrate that social movements throughout
Europe advocate for policies addressing structural inequalities and ensuring everyone
has access to energy services. In this context, it can be argued that these collective
actions emphasize the ethical importance of fostering social solidarity in the

alleviation efforts of the issue.

On the other hand, the moral implications of energy-related decisions are often
implicit and deserve careful consideration. Issues like pollution from energy use, its

related health effects (Smith et al., 2012), environmental damage, resource shortages,

59



and energy insecurity (Cherp et al., 2012) have all been included in global
discussions about energy justice. As a result, the conversation about energy justice
involves broad and constantly developing ethical concerns. In light of the discussions
of energy justice, the issue will be examined through the capabilities approach,
which is constructed upon Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum’s ideas. Before
examination of this approach, one should discuss the possible shortcomings of the

discussions of energy justice.

In this framework, it is possible to identify some challenges. A challenge seen in
energy justice and other justice-based claims is that the language of universality and
justice models, which assume equality among different groups, has often been used
to maintain systemic exclusion. This has resulted in the marginalization of minority
viewpoints and their justice demands (Zwarteveen & Boelens, 2014).
Simultaneously, as highlighted by environmental justice scholarship, strength can
still be drawn from the language and legal recognition provided by broader or global
concepts of justice in efforts to combat inequality based on pluralistic justice norms
(Temper & Del Bene, 2016). Also, restorative justice has been incorporated as an
additional approach to energy justice in recent studies. The effectiveness of these
instruments has been examined in the literature to determine whether they have
produced the desired outcomes at the domestic level and whether they will yield

positive results over time.

The thesis argues that an energy justice approach to the issue of energy poverty can
be constructed upon a critical economic approach. As put forward in previous
paragraphs, energy justice covers issues related to distribution and decision-making
processes. The main concern of this approach is to ensure that burdens within
production, distribution and consumption are fairly distributed. This approach aligns
closely with political economy critiques that highlight economic and power relations

driving energy poverty and injustice.

From this perspective, it can be concluded that the political economy approach shows
how simply addressing the issue on the surface will not provide justice. It will not be

possible without tackling deeper power structures. The energy justice approach
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includes these criticisms by demonstrating how economic and power dynamics keep
the issue ongoing. In this regard, one can argue that the energy justice approach,
which is built upon a critical economic approach, calls for systemic change to
achieve equity. Within this framework, one can also argue that justice approach to
energy provides a ground for the conceptualization of the right to energy. Energy
justice can be a tool to operationalize this right by focusing on who controls energy
and how decisions are made. More importantly, it identifies who is most affected due
to these power relations. In this regard, as Hernandez (2015) notes, the notion of
energy justice inherently incorporates the right to energy, which is discussed within
the following chapter of the thesis. While energy justice addresses various aspects of
equity, the right to energy focuses the issues related to energy justice into a principle,

which is that everyone has a fundamental right to energy.

Lastly, in the context of energy justice discussions, there have been discussions
which call for an “ethical turn” (McHarg, 2020). One can trace this back to the
discussions, which indicate that energy-related issues surpass mere technological and
economic considerations. Sovacool et al. (2016) emphasize that decisions concerning
energy systems involve aspects of political influence as well as ethical and moral

questions related to justice and equity.

The ethical turn can provide a basis for the discussions of the potential right to
energy. When energy-related issues, starting with energy poverty, are viewed
through an ethical lens, one can argue that energy is more than a mere commodity.
Through an ethical turn, one can argue that energy is essential for human dignity and
well-being, which signals the potential energy poverty. In this respect, it is possible
to argue that this perspective provides a solid moral foundation to claim the right to

energy.

To sum up, understanding energy poverty as a justice issue highlights the need for
comprehensive efforts to mitigate the issue. It emphasizes the importance of
implementing actions that center upon needs of households while also tackling the
root causes of poverty and inequality. After the examination of energy justice theory,

the second approach to energy poverty is examined in the following section.
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3.2. Capabilities Approach in Energy Poverty

In the early 1990s, Sen and Nussbaum created the capability approach. This
framework provides a lens of deal with poverty and development issues by
prioritizing concerns related to social justice issues (Sen, 1992; Nussbaum & Sen,
1993). From the 2010s onwards, this approach was integrated into the discussions of
energy poverty as well (Butler, 2022; Chard, 2015; Day et al., 2016; Melin et al.,
2021). Sen’s framework introduces two key concepts that can provide a tool for
understanding the lived experiences of household energy poverty. The first term,
“functionings”, refers to the states and activities that a person manages to achieve
(Sen, 1993). Being healthy and nourished as well as having shelter are examples of
functionings. The second term, “capabilities” refers to the genuine opportunities or
freedoms a person possesses to realize various sets of functionings (Sen, 1993). Sen
(1993) states that realizing functionings is necessary for well-being and dignity. This
view points out that justice involves making sure individuals can achieve these
capabilities. These requires acquiring the resources which are necessary to have for
maintaining a dignified life (Nussbaum, 2006; Sen, 1993). In this framework, one
can argue that energy needs also include this group of essential resources. In this
respect, energy poverty can also be conceptualized as a deprivation of essential

capabilities.

In this framework, one can also argue that Sen’s (1993) concept of “development as
freedom” can be applied to understand household energy poverty. This idea focuses
on human freedoms rather than just economic measures when evaluating
development. It argues that lack of energy reduces what households can do. Without
enough energy, households cannot carry out important tasks that improve their
quality of life, like cooking healthy food and staying warm. This shortage harms their
well-being. According to this view, energy poverty prevents households from fully
engaging in society. So, solving this problem means more than just supplying
electricity or fuel; it also means helping households gain control over their own

situation to deal with their struggle.

In addition to Sen and Nussbaum’s (1993) arguments, Day et al. (2016) propose a

distinction between basic and secondary capabilities. Day et al. (2016) argue that
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secondary ones are concrete components, and these secondary ones enable the
achievement of basic capabilities. While health and bodily integrity are examples of
basic capabilities, the ability to keep a household warm, as well as broader access to
energy services, are examples of secondary ones. Smith and Seward (2009) classify
capabilities into primary and secondary types. Secondary capabilities are important
conditions needed to achieve primary capabilities and show the updated ways
capabilities work. From this view, energy poverty means not being able to develop
these essential capabilities because of poor or insufficient access to energy, as
explained by Sovacool and Dworkin (2014). Also, Bartiaux et al. (2021) identify
energy poverty as a restriction of multiple capabilities, which negatively impact

physical and mental well-being.

In this framework, identifying energy as indispensable for realizing broader human
rights is consistent with the capability approach. According to this approach, without
energy, households are deprived of the necessary means to achieve primary
capabilities. Since these capabilities are central to well-being and dignity, the
deprivation of them indicates human rights violations. By this approach, it is possible
to establish a link between energy poverty and the violation of human rights. In this
regard, it is possible to identify that this approach can provide a normative basis for
integrating the right to energy within international and national policy frameworks.
Therefore, one can argue that this approach supports a rights-based claim. In this
respect, it is also possible to argue that energy is not merely a commodity but an
enabler of human capabilities. Examination of energy in this light also indicates state
responsibility. In this light, the issue is addressed not just as a technical or economic

issue but as a matter of justice and human rights.

3.3. Practice Theory on Energy Poverty

Practice theory has been utilized to make sense of energy poverty, especially in the
2010s onwards. Herington et al. (2017) analyze the issue via the social practice
theory, with respect to analyzing everyday practices of cooking. They propose that
energy needs are shaped by social and cultural factors, unlike the previously

dominant perception which evaluates the issue on economic considerations.
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Herington et al. (2017) argue that socially embedded everyday activities influence
energy needs and usage. Along with this argument, they examine how energy needs
and demand are shaped by power relations, starting with welfare policies adopted by
states (Herington et al., 2017). They emphasize that governance and social
inequalities influence how energy needs are shaped and how people are included or
excluded from energy-related activities. After Herington, Butler (2022) provides an
approach within the framework of this theory. Butler (2022) brings practice theory
and the capability approach together. Butler (2022) proposes that energy needs are
socially constructed, and they are made out of social practices and governance
structures. Constructing upon these arguments, Butler (2022) examines the socially
embedded everyday practices which create and shape energy demand. This theory
suggests that looking at household experiences shows how energy needs are formed.
It also shows how people take part in or are left out of energy-related activities. It
also emphasizes the importance of understanding how power dynamics and policies

influence these processes (Butler, 2022).

In this framework, one can argue that this theory can contribute to the rights claim to
energy with respect to social and political processes that govern who can participate
in energy-related practices. Therefore, it is possible to argue that this theory can
provide a theoretical foundation for claiming the right to energy. It is also possible to
argue that this fits within the larger human rights framework, which says that having
access to energy is essential for health, well-being, and dignity. In line with
capabilities and energy justice approaches, practice theory indicates states’

responsibility to address the issue.

There is no official recognition of energy as a human right in international law.
However, the concept is increasingly discussed within the literature and policy
frameworks. Rights claim to energy has been voiced by civil society actors as well.
Hesselman (2022) argues that as a result of these efforts, energy has been
increasingly framed within a human rights approach. It is recognized as fundamental
to the fulfillment of other human rights. Also, its connection to justice and the
responsibilities of states has been examined within the literature (Hesselman, 2022;

Wewerinke-Singh, 2022). With the light of novel body of literature on examination
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of energy as a human right issue, this chapter provides examination of three
interconnected components of a human rights framework for energy: the discursive
dimension, the mainstreaming dimension, and the litigation dimension, which is in
line with Wewerinke-Singh’s (2022) examination of a human rights approach to
energy. The aim of this chapter is to incorporate the issue of energy poverty within a

human rights perspective.

3.4. Human-rights Approach to Energy Poverty

The relationship between energy law and human rights law was started to be studied
about twenty years ago (Huhta, 2023). International law has been recognizing
energy’s role in meeting fundamental needs through the analysis of the
aforementioned relationship. Although more people are talking about energy as a
human right, there is still a limited understanding of how current international or
regional human rights laws specifically guide efforts to tackle energy poverty
(Hesselman, 2023). In societies where general poverty has mostly been reduced, the
idea of energy poverty is viewed differently. In such societies, Townsend’s definition
of relative poverty seems relevant. Townsend (1979) characterizes relative poverty as

follows:

“The state in which individuals, families, and groups within a population lack
the resources required to access the customary types of diet, participate in
societal activities, and maintain the living conditions and amenities that are
widely accepted or encouraged in their society.” (Townsend, 1979, p.31),

With this definition, Townsend (1979) emphasizes the essential conditions required
for a decent life and specifies a list of necessities. It is possible to state that
Townsend’s definition is applicable to studies of energy poverty. Vorsatz and
Herrero (2012) argue that energy can be included in this list since it is considered one
of the basic needs for households. In this context, the issue is part of a larger idea of

deprivation. It affects many different aspects of human life.

The human rights perspective within this discussion is particularly significant for

three main reasons. Firstly, energy is essential for meeting fundamental human needs
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such as access to clean water, adequate housing, and healthcare. Secondly, using a
human rights framework can help include the issue in wider policy discussions. It
also gives more credibility to efforts tackling the problem. Therefore, this approach
also strengthens the debate about energy justice. Moreover, viewing energy poverty
as a human rights issue highlights the need for accountability. Human rights can be a
way to ensure accountability. UNDP (2005) contends that human rights tools have
the potential to strengthen accountability mechanisms. This accountability can be in
line with national plans to align with the international efforts and their goals. For
instance, including the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in national
agendas gives human rights supporters chances to shape the setting of national
priorities (Winkler & Williams, 2017). In this framework, Whyte (2017) provides a
significant example of how the use of rights-based language can be a powerful tool.
In this case, Inuit representatives aimed to hold the US responsible for high
emissions that harm their right to a cold climate (Harrington, 2006). They argued that
their country, as the largest emitter of greenhouse gases, has the greatest
responsibility for Arctic warming. The US was also held accountable for the negative
impact on Inuit life (Harrington, 2006). The case is important because it focuses on
holding authorities accountable to support collective rights. The aforementioned

example shows how rights-based language can support justice claims.

Wewerinke-Singh (2022) explores a human rights approach to energy poverty
through three aspects, which are discursive, mainstreaming, and litigation aspects.
The discursive aspect looks at how human rights discussions can offer a guiding
framework for creating policies and actions in the energy sector. This is especially
important in countries where energy poverty is not clearly defined or widely
recognized. By using such discussions, the issue can be included in larger ethical and
systemic debates. The mainstreaming aspect aims to ensure that human rights
become a core part of social and policy systems. This approach links social justice
concerns with international human rights norms. Olawuyi (2013) suggests that this
link can move the focus from an individualistic view of rights towards a framework
which prioritize community needs and accountability of states. In this respect, it is
possible to see that it is a transformative approach. It aims to make human rights

principles a part of decision-making to encourage a culture of mutual respect

66



between citizens and the government, as shown in international agreements. The goal
is to build a human rights culture by including these principles in state actions.
Additionally, international organizations, especially the UN, support this objective.
In 2009, the UN Development Group launched the Human Rights Mainstreaming
Programme (UNDG-HRM), which aims to embed human rights norms and standards
into the work of all UN agencies and initiatives. The litigation dimension is related to
the legal dimension to ensure that public and private actors are held responsible for
their actions. Therefore, this aspect is to provide accountability. Wewerinke-Singh
(2022) indicates that this aspect has been used as a mechanism to make progress

towards energy justice.

While discussing the merits of incorporating a human rights perspective into the
discussions of energy poverty, it is also significant to point out the inherent
shortcomings of this perspective. It is possible to identify significant challenges
when applying human rights norms. It is important to note that relying solely on a
human rights-based legal approach may not be enough to directly solve problems.
Instead, it posits that a framework utilizing existing international legal mechanisms
can provide meaningful support in addressing these challenges. Recognizing the
limits of using only a legal approach and the challenges of focusing just on human
rights doesn’t reduce the value of making access to energy a recognized legal right.

Recognition of such a right can help raise its priority worldwide.

Zaidan and Ibrahim (2024) argue that both international efforts within the framework
of sustainable development and the rights-based approach to energy poverty have
failed in practice. They point out that the vague nature of the SDG is a primary
reason for these failures at the domestic level. Also, because human rights
agreements are usually not legally binding, they often fail to be effective at the
national level. Zaidan and Ibrahim (2024) explain that even if the right to energy is
officially recognized, countries are not legally required to enforce these agreements.
Additionally, putting such rights into practice is very difficult. For these reasons,
they emphasize the need to establish monitoring and enforcement systems within
global frameworks, such as those related to energy, international human rights law,

and Agenda 2030, to achieve energy justice (Zaidan & Ibrahim, 2024).
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To sum up, approaching energy poverty from a human rights perspective allows for
the identification of how energy poverty hinders individuals’ capacity to exercise
their fundamental human rights. It serves as a mechanism to shift focus from private
to public concern. However, this examination does not imply that a legal strategy
grounded in human rights can provide definitive solutions for alleviating poverty.
Building on the foundation of human rights arguments, the subsequent chapter
examines the evolution of the right to energy within the international human rights
framework, with an aim to investigate the possibility of this right. The following
chapter examines the possibility of having such a right and explores how this
approach can help address the gravity of the issue and mitigate the problem.

Additionally, the chapter examines the limitations of this approach.

As underlined by the practice theory as well as the human rights approach, it is
significant to take a deep look into the lived experiences of energy poor households.
In this respect, there will be an overview of the lived experiences, prior to discussing

the potential right to energy.

3.4.1. The Lived Experiences of Energy Poor Households

The existing research predominantly addresses the macro-level dimensions of the
issue. This approach does not capture the full scope on the issue since there is limited
attention to household experiences at the micro level. Recent studies point out this
gap and indicate that incorporating household perceptions is essential for a
comprehensive understanding (Bouzarovski, 2014; Middlemiss & Gillard, 2015;
Sovacool & Dworkin, 2015). Healy and Clinch (2004) provided one of the early
studies which points out the limitations of mere macro-level studies on this issue.
Sovacool and Dworkin (2015) emphasize that relying solely on macro-level data
does not provide a meaningful picture of the experiences of energy poor households.
They underline the necessity for more detailed household-level studies. Simcock et
al. (2018) also point out that the problem is not only about technical or financial
issues. It is intertwined with the daily lives and experiences of households. Hence, A
closer look at the household level is needed, as highlighted by the practice theory. In

light of these studies, one can argue that examining the coping strategies of the
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energy-poor households is necessary to have insights into how households respond to

energy poverty.

A closer look at the household level is significant since it reveals the hidden aspect of
the issue. The recent literature often describes the issue as a “hidden reality” for
many households (de La Paz et al., 2022). De La Paz et al. (2022) argue that the
quantitative methods do not adequately capture the full scope of those impacted.
Energy poverty is a highly private experience for households. It is “private” since it
influences the ways in which individuals regulate their use of heating, cooking, and
lighting. In case of energy deprivation, households are frequently forced to adopt
trade-offs that are specific to households’ own situations. It is also a private
experience in the sense that there is a highly hidden aspect of it (Cong et al., 2022;
Simcock et al., 2017; Middlemiss & Gillard, 2015). It is “hidden” since the coping
strategies and their impacts take place within the household. They often go unnoticed
by society at large or policymakers. The hidden aspect of the issue reveals itself
within the behaviors of households. Different strategies are employed by households
in their attempts to devise solutions for coping with the restrictions and to identify
ways of fulfilling their basic energy needs (Anderson et al., 2012; Brunner et al.,
2012). Coping strategies include decisions related to eating, cooking, and other
essential needs. These decisions often have direct consequences on health and well-
being. For instance, households may restrict heating to a single room or minimize
their hot water consumption. Some households may refrain from using refrigerators
to minimize their electricity consumption. These strategies reduce the expenses, but
at the same time, they often result in negative impacts on the well-being of household

members (Bouzarovski et al., 2021).

Taking into account the complexity of studying the household coping mechanisms,
they are examined under two categories, which are financial coping mechanisms and
behavioral coping mechanisms. Energy poverty occurs when households cannot
afford the energy required to maintain basic, decent living conditions, often leading
them to reduce their energy consumption to manage high energy bills. This low
energy use becomes worse when a large part of a household’s income goes to paying

for housing. This financial strain makes it harder for households to afford energy
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bills. As a result, they have fewer choices for properly heating their homes, which
increases the chance of under-heating or other types of energy hardship. Households
use various coping strategies while facing difficulties. These include delaying
payments, reducing energy use, and cutting other expenses (Brunner et al., 2012).
Middha & Willand (2023) point out that many households even give up food or other
basic needs to afford their energy bills. This choice, called as “heat or eat” decision,
which is discussed in the following chapter regarding the nexus between the right to
energy and the right to food, is an example of a financial coping mechanism. Middha
and Willand (2023) emphasize that the connection between heating and eating is
complex, and this situation is not a simple either-or choice. Instead, they suggest that
heating and eating are closely connected and interdependent, with households using

various coping strategies to manage and balance these basic needs in their daily lives.

Behavioral responses of households include how households adapt, cope, and make
decisions when faced with limited access to energy or high energy costs. For
instance, some households might reduce heating or cooling. They may also shift their
consumption to off-peak hours. Others might rely on formal or informal support
networks. These behaviors cannot be measured by macro-level economic indicators
alone, but they need to be examined at the household level. Walker and Day (2012)
argue that managing the hardships of energy poor households often requires making
difficult choices that impact people’s health, well-being, and involvement in society.
They identify several behavioral adaptations, w ich include reducing heating/cooling,
limiting the use of household appliance, and shifting energy use to off-peak hours
where possible (Walker & Day, 2012). Brunner et al. (2012) identify more coping
strategies, such as adjusting daily routines and living patterns, including spending
more time in smaller or better-heated areas of the home to conserve energy. Also,
Brunner et al. (2012) give examples of financial coping mechanisms such as seeking
informal support networks and applying for social assistance or support programs.
Additionally, Cong et al. (2021) argue that household energy poverty is
underreported in statistics because many households’ energy-limiting behaviors.
These behaviors include cutting back on heating or cooling and cutting back on light

to afford energy bills.
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Research exploring these lived experiences, including a case study by Brunner et al.
(2012) also show that adopting a modest lifestyle often becomes a necessary long-
term coping strategy. Households employ diverse methods to manage energy
restrictions and meet basic needs, but the range of options available to them is
frequently very limited. This reinforces the argument that systemic changes are
essential to address the issue effectively. Brunner et al. (2012) also point out that
households facing these challenges tend to have small hopes for better their housing
as well as their overall living conditions. This can be explained by Bourdieu’s (1994)
idea of “habitus,” particularly the “habitus of necessity or modesty,” where modest

expectations become a normal part of their everyday lives.

Like Bourdieu’s idea of the ‘“habitus of modesty,” Bauman’s concept of “meta-
humiliation” can help explain the issue. Bauman (1998) describes poverty as a
“meta-humiliation”. This definition means a deep shame that damages both personal
and social dignity (Bauman, 1998). Meta-humiliation indicates the complex nature of
poverty. This approach indicates that it is not just an economic issue, but also a social
phenomenon. It has significant psychological and emotional effects. In this respect,
energy poverty can be seen as a particular example of meta-humiliation. Energy poor
households experience both material and non-material difficulties, including social
isolation. The non-material aspect stems from the feeling that it can foster feelings of
inadequacy and humiliation. In this regard, one can understand the issues impacts on
health and well-being, by examining energy poverty of a household as a
manifestation of meta-humiliation. Therefore, one can argue that Bauman’s
framework can provide a ground for a more holistic approach to addressing the issue.
It is possible to argue that it provides a ground for claiming policies that prioritize

non-material aspects of the issue, human dignity in particular.

To sum up, traditional measurements based on consumption or expenditure do not
fully capture how households limit their energy use and sacrifice basic energy
services to afford their needs. Hence, without a closer look, one can underestimate
the scale of the problem. In this light, the hidden aspect of the issue can provide a
ground for the potential right to energy discussions. One can argue that it is essential
to examine the household experiences to understand the issue and consolidate the

rights-based framework.
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CHAPTER 4

THE POTENTIAL RIGHT TO ENERGY

4.1. Examining The Potential Right to Energy

Energy is one of the fundamental sources sustaining all aspects of life. Hence, it is
essential to human well-being. However, it has not recognized as a distinct human
right under international law yet, unlike rights such as water or housing. Although
the right to energy has not been codified yet, it has been receiving attention in human
rights law practices and discourse. A nascent but growing body of literature calls for
this right. There are several treaties recognize rights related to electricity or energy in
general (Hesselman, 2023), but not directly this right. There have been grassroots
demands for this right as well, especially in times of energy crises, starting in the
1970s. In this respect, Hesselman (2022) points out the challenges of contemporary
and future challenges and contends that the legal recognition of this right would be
timely to deal with these challenges. Before discussing this potential right, there is a
need to examine the motive behind the concept of “right”. To examine a concept, it is
necessary to deep dive into its roots, which is its etymology. Hence, there is a need to
underline what “right” means. The term “right” stems from a Latin word, ius. This
word denotes what is “lawful and just... indicating what is righteous in conformity
with justice” (Haule, 2006: 370). The word indicates something lawful and just
(Haule, 2006).

Jones (1994) argues that discussions about “rights” have become a major way of
framing political debates. He also highlights how this shapes the way we understand
morality and politics in everyday life (Jones, 1994). Talking about rights helps
clarify what should be protected for individuals. Along with these rights come

responsibilities, meaning the state is responsible for ensuring they are upheld. This
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rights language has been employed as a tool for political demands, particularly

towards states’ responsibility to mitigate the issue.

Although there have been discussions which indicate that it is time to codify this
right, it bears some difficulties both in its conceptualization and its application. The
first challenge stems from the reason that the notion of this right is hard to pin down.
Because the concept is unclear, there is no clearly established legal framework for
this possible right. Creating one is a complex process that starts with defining what
“energy” means. The term itself is vague, and this vagueness becomes even greater
when dealing with the terms energy poverty and the right to energy. It encompasses a
broad range of sources and uses, from electricity and gas to renewable energy forms,
and its importance varies widely depending on context. Also, energy needs of
households are defined in terms such as “adequate” or “sufficient”. These ambiguous
definitions do not specify clear-cut quantities (United Nations Human Rights
Council, 2012). In addition to the difficulty of defining this right, another challenge
is balancing the idea that basic rights apply to everyone with the fact that inequalities
show up differently in various social and economic contexts (Walker, 2013). The
meaning and use of this right depend on the specific situation, and its practical and

political impacts vary greatly around the world (Walker, 2015).

A second challenge comes from limited resources within countries. Many nations
face serious shortages in finances, technology, and infrastructure, which make it hard
to provide or expand energy services. Besides these resource issues, weak
institutional capacity can also prevent effective implementation of human rights-
based approaches to energy poverty. Reports by UNDP (2016) and IEA (2019) show
that poor institutional systems often lead to inadequate policies for supporting
vulnerable households. A third challenge involves incorporating socio-economic
rights into existing laws and policies within the human rights framework. Langford
(2009) notes that this process requires aligning national laws with international
standards and ensuring consistency across different sectors and different state levels.
Within countries, this right relates to both public and private sectors. The public
sector must consider social policy, development, and environmental factors, while

responsibilities are shared across local, national, and regional levels. The multiple
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sectors and multiple state levels necessitate cooperation to reach a coherent agenda to

address the issue.

Also, discussions surrounding the issue have been incorporating novel demands, and
these lead to the expansion of the boundaries of this right. This expansion is essential
for ongoing discussions regarding the interaction between energy poverty and
climate justice objectives (Walker, 2015, p. 28). Such expansion introduces

additional complexities.

On the other hand, despite the theoretical and practical challenges, the recent
discussions within the literature call for this right. Before going into the depths of it,
the discussions surrounding the “right to fuel” might be a good starting point since it
is the predecessor of the right to energy discussions. Rights-talk surrounding the
issue has primarily been conceptualized as the “right to fuel” in the UK since the
1970s. The term “fuel poverty” was used to address the challenges faced by
households in terms of their energy needs. Alongside this conceptualization, the
“Right to Fuel Campaign” was initiated in 1975 as a response to increasing energy
costs (Chesshire, 1986). The campaign was one of the early examples of grassroots
movements on this issue. Its objective was to eradicate fuel poverty by ensuring that

every household has access to adequate heating and lighting.

Within this context, the UK is a notable case since the country has been a centre of
grassroots demands. These demands include the transformation of the energy system
within the country, which many groups in the country support, including the Trade
Union Congress (TUC) and the New Economics Foundation (NEF). For instance, the
TUC has proposed reforms aimed at transforming the country’s energy system. The
NEF has proposed a system of “free basic energy”. Another notable example from
the UK is the “Energy for All” action. In their official statement, they called on the
government to make structural reforms. These reforms are demanded for ensuring
energy affordability (Fuel Poverty Action, 2022). In this respect, one can point out

that the grassroots demands are calls for states’ responsibility within this issue.

After presenting the background of the discussions towards this potential right, there

is a need to delve into the term with a closer view by discussing the recent legal
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developments in international law, as well as some examples of national law. In the
last decade, there has been a growing literature in support of a distinctly articulated
right to energy. These studies are examining the marketization of energy, its
relationship with poverty, and discussions of energy transition (Hesselman, 2022;
Hesselman et al., 2019). One of the earliest calls for this right came from Freling
(2012). He argues for formal acknowledgement of energy as a basic human right, by
stating that it is essential for life as well as for safeguarding a range of human rights.
In this regard, Freling (2012) calls for recognition of this right with the full support
of the UN. It is possible to argue that this rights-claim will be taken into action in
future. This right claim is regarded as a leading candidate for inclusion in the
international human rights framework of the UN. Such inclusion is primarily viewed
as part of the second-generation socio-economic rights. It recognizes energy as a
fundamental necessity for all people (Walker, 2015). This inclusion is similar to
another second-generation socio-economic right, the right to water, which was
recognized in 2010 through a Resolution numbered 64/292 adopted by the UNGA
(UNGA, 2010). Identifying this right as a socio-economic right means it is protected
by law and policy frameworks. It also means imposing duties on states to protect this

right.

There are three main streams of discussing energy as a right (Hesselman, 2022). The
first one is the discussion on the potential recognition of energy as a universal
human right. The main argument for this recognition is that the lack of modern
energy access hinders other rights in the fundamental documents of human rights.
One of the early and remarkable examples internationally is “Droit a L’ Energie-SOS
Future (Right to Energy SOS Future)”, which is an international organization
founded in 2000 with an aim to advocate for the recognition of the right to energy as
a fundamental human right. This is a notable example with respect to the
international efforts for recognition of this right since this organization has a broad
network, including 401 organizations from 68 countries. Additionally, another
notable group claiming this right is the “Right to Energy Coalition”. This group
advocates for formal recognition of the “right to clean and affordable energy” across
the EU. Their demands include the prohibition of energy disconnections. They also

take a step forward regarding their demands to promote public and democratic
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control over the energy system (EPSU, 2025). Also, as discussed previously, the
most well-known global attempt is Goal 7 of the UN SDGs. However, the SDGs do
not provide an explanation on how energy fits within the framework of international
human rights (Bruce & Stephenson, 2016). As a result, there are still major

difficulties in defining this right and deciding how to put it into practice.

The second stream of discussion is about considering energy as a contractual right.
It acknowledges that this right may be based on legal or societal agreements. This
branch is quite useful to evaluate the local conditions, but it is generally limited to
the discussion of access to energy. In this respect, Jiglau et al.’s (2022) study
discusses energy as a contractual right. This approach identifies energy as an
agreement between the state and individuals. This agreement rests on the principle
that the state is responsible for providing services in return for citizens recognizing
its authority (Jiglau et al., 2022). Moreover, energy is commonly viewed as a
commodity, treated like a private good or service, a perspective reflected in both EU
and UN policy frameworks. However, Jiglau et al. (2022) question the idea of energy
being seen simply as a commodity. They argue that it belongs to political
communities. Jiglau et al. (2022) build their arguments upon the connection between
existing rights and energy. They also draw a direct line between “human dignity” and
energy. Jiglau et al. (2024) also underline the issue of households being referred to as
consumers. They argue that energy should not simply be treated as a market
commodity for “consumers”. It should instead be acknowledged as a basic right. This

perspective calls for reforms in institutions (Jiglau, 2024).

The third approach is the recognition of energy as a derived human right, which
can be supported by some ethical theories, specifically by the justice theory of John
Rawls. Hesselman (2022) explains that the concept of distributive justice provides a
foundation for viewing energy as a derived right. Recognizing energy in this way

highlights its important role in broader discussions about social justice.

After the examination of the approaches to this potential right, it is discussed within

the context of the permeability of rights.
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4.2. The Right to Energy Within the Context of Permeability of Rights

Human rights are closely linked to each other. Achieving one right helps to achieve
other rights as well. This close relationship is called the “permeability of rights”
(Leckie, 1992). According to Donnelly (2013), this connection promotes a complete
and unified understanding of human dignity as well as justice. Based on this concept,
it is possible to advocate for the right to energy as it relates to the other rights.
Without reliable and affordable energy, many basic human needs and socio-
economic rights cannot be fully met. Energy in a household is crucial for fulfilling
essential needs, including water, nutrition, adequate housing, healthcare, as well as
communication (Tully, 2006b; Wewerinke-Singh, 2022). Within this context, the
right to energy is connected and interdependent with the rights to health, housing,
and education (Omar & Hasanujzaman, 2021), environmental quality and
development (Sattler, 2016), as well as the right to water (Quintavalla et al., 2023).
In light of the concept of the “permeability of rights”, the following discussion

examines the rights interrelated with the right to energy.

Table 8. The Rights Which Are Intertwined with The Potential Right to Energy

The Right to Electricity
The Right to Life (with Dignity)

The Right to Physical and Mental Health
The Right to Adequate Housing

The Right to Water and Food Security

4.2.1. The Right to Electricity

While electricity access is the most visible aspect of the discussions on energy
poverty, and it has been discussed in the literature within the framework of human
rights, no declaration or resolution explicitly recognizes it as a human right.
Adequate access to electricity is essential for maintaining a dignified standard of
living (Grossman & Trubina, 2021). It is a starting point for policy actions to

overcome the lack of access to energy and energy services and to address energy
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poverty (IEA, 2021; UNDP, 2020; World Bank, 2017). From a legal standpoint, the
recognition of this right appears to be in its early stages (Lofquist, 2019). An early
recognition came from Colombia. The Colombian Supreme Court stated that the
right to electricity is connected to the rights to life and health. It requires that

households receive a reliable supply of electricity (Hesselman, 2022).

Even though this right is not identified as a human right distinctively, there is a body
of studies which advocate for the protection and promotion of access to electricity by
framing it within the discourse on human rights. Also, the World Bank identifies
universal electricity access as a significant pillar of poverty alleviation efforts. The
World Bank (2017) contends that increasing access to electricity is essential for
driving transformative development. It also underscores the significance of energy in

fulfilling the SDGs. (World Bank, 2017).

The clearest mention of the right to electricity in international human rights law can
be found in Article 14(2)h of the CEDAW. It is the sole international agreement that
directly references electricity as a human right, by indicating that women should be
provided with adequate living conditions, including access to electricity and water.
Although the CEDAW affirms that access to electricity can be recognized as a right,
this right has not been globally recognized due to legal, political, and economic
issues. Lofquist (2019) argues that electricity should neither be considered a
contractual right limited to certain citizens nor a universal human right. Defining
electricity as a right for citizens creates the problem that it might end up neglecting
the needs of non-citizens. Moreover, the CEDAW is merely indicating women.
Hence, there is a lack of claim to electricity as a right for all individuals, which is a

fundamental aspect of universal human rights.

When electricity is seen as a basic human right, it means that everyone is naturally
entitled to it. This entitlement can bring several complications. There are ongoing
discussions about who should be responsible, whether governments or private
companies. Guaranteeing this right assumes that electricity is essential for everyone;
but this is not always the case because human needs vary. Although electricity often

helps meet these needs, it is not the only way to fulfill them, since the needs
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themselves are the primary goals. However, guaranteeing this right may sometimes
conflict with environmental sustainability. Therefore, as Maniruzzaman and Al-
Saleem (2025) suggest, electricity can be considered a “derived right” that is often

necessary to protect other rights.

4.2.2. The Right to Life (with Dignity)

The right to life is recognized by different treaties, and the Human Rights Committee
has recognized that it extends to a “life with dignity”.> The Committee clearly stated
that the right to life requires States to provide access to essential goods and services,
such as electricity and water. This responsibility comes from a larger duty for States
to take all necessary actions to fix social problems that could either threaten people’s
lives or prevent them from living with dignity. In this respect, one can conclude that
HRCtee’s inclusion of dignity as part of the right to life indicates broader
connections with other rights and puts responsibility on states, as noted by the

Committee itself.

Access to energy is fundamental to fulfilling this responsibility, as without it,
ensuring a safe and secure living environment becomes impossible. Energy has a
crucial role in human development, and there is an intrinsic link between household
energy needs and human dignity (Grossman & Trubina, 2021; Quintavalla et al.,
2023). There are detrimental impacts of household energy poverty on the dignity of
individuals (Grossmann &Trubina, 2021; Ngai, 2012). Grossmann and Trubina
(2021) argue that energy poverty has a detrimental non-material impact upon energy-
poor households. These non-material impacts include experiences of humiliation,
shame and diminished self-esteem among affected households (Grosmann &
Trubina, 2021). Given these negative impacts, it can be argued that this link makes
the right to life and the right to energy interconnected. Building on this
understanding, Quintavalla et al. (2023) take this discussion a step forward and
recommend explicitly emphasizing this intrinsic connection to promote the

acknowledgement of the right to energy.

3 Human Rights Committee, General Comment No. 36 on the Right to Life (30 October 2018) UN
Doc. CCPR/C/GC/35, paras. 3, 21-25.
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On the other hand, human rights law offers limited guidance on the ways in which
energy poverty may constitute a violation of the right to life (Hesselman, 2023).
There is ongoing debate about how the right to life is connected to socio-economic
rights (Hesselman, 2023). Ngai’s (2012) study stands out within this context. The
aforementioned study identifies energy access as central to human survival as well as
human development. Ngai describes the right to energy as a basic human right
because of its crucial role in both survival and its absence impact on dignity. The
study argues that having access to energy services is important for human
development during peaceful times and becomes essential for survival in times of
conflict. Ngai powerfully asserts that “it is a right that ought to be formally
recognized and protected for all individuals, at all times, in all places” (Ngai, 2012,
p. 43). Furthermore, Ngai highlights that in some conflict situations, more lives are
lost not from direct violence but due to the collapse of essential services and

infrastructure, which leads to harsh and unhealthy living conditions (Ngai, 2012).

4.2.3. The Right to Physical and Mental Health

Energy poverty is not only the struggle to pay for energy. It also includes cutting
energy use to a point where it harms a person’s health (Anderson et al., 2012;
Boardman, 1991; Bouzarovski & Petrova, 2015; Liddell & Morris, 2010; Thomson
et al.,, 2017). Therefore, understanding the problem means recognizing when
households lower their energy consumption so much that it affects their well-being

negatively. This form of deprivation infringes upon the fundamental right to health.

There are multifaceted impacts of living in cold homes. It affects both physical and
mental well-being. Research on the health effects of energy poverty in households
shows that people need enough energy to maintain their well-being (Liddell et al.,
2010; Wang et al., 2024). The negative health effects highlight the urgent need for
policies to address these problems. In this context, Sovacool (2015) frames the issue
as one of justice by showing how thermal comfort is closely linked to both physical
and mental health. Also, Thomson et al. (2017) indicate that in the majority of
countries in Europe, the energy-poor population is statistically more likely to report

poor health and emotional well-being compared to the non-energy-poor population.
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According to AbuQamar et al. (2023), households without reliable electricity tend to
experience much higher rates of depression and anxiety compared to those with
steady energy access. Additionally, Shapira et al.’s (2021) study pinpoints a trade-off
between buying medications and paying energy bills, similar to the trade-off between

food and energy.

Also, the intersection of the right to adequate housing, the right to energy and the
right to health can be conceptualized as “the right to have a warm household”.
Although there is no specific statute designated as this aforementioned right, there
are some policy frameworks which imply it. The European Committee of Social
Rights has stressed that providing adequate warmth is essential for ensuring a decent
standard of living (Council of Europe, 2025). The Committee also points out its
essentiality on ensuring public health as well. Likewise, the European Parliament
states that ensuring people have access to energy for heating is an essential part of
the right to adequate and affordable housing since the deprivation of heating directly
affects health and overall well-being (European Parliament, 2021). As an example of
this policy, the UK government introduced the “Warm Home Discount Scheme” in
2012, which provides a discount on the winter electricity bill for energy-poor

households.

Lastly, there is debate about the exact definition of being “old” because of the wide
differences within older age groups (Nelson, 2004), research shows that older people
are especially vulnerable to struggling with energy bills. They are also more likely to
suffer negative health and well-being effects from living in cold homes (Hills, 2012).
This vulnerability is largely due to the health risks caused by cold housing.
Additionally, excess winter deaths, which are linked to energy poverty, mostly affect
elderly people, as found in the study by Rudge and Gilchrist (2005). In this respect,
the negative impact on older people provides an example of the interconnection

between the right to health and the right to life.

4.2.4. The Right to Adequate Housing

In recent years, the connection between the right to adequate housing and the right to

energy has been established in discussions on energy poverty. These discussions
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were given rise with the energy crisis in Europe. The Routledge Handbook of Human
Rights and Climate Governance report (2018) indicates that the current housing and
energy poverty crisis in Europe should be viewed as a human rights issue
necessitating appropriate interventions (Silverman, 2018). Silverman (2018) argues
that energy poverty crisis and its impact on the realization of housing rights are
interconnected (Silverman, 2018). Because housing and energy are closely
connected, the state of housing is an important way to understand the issue. The
human right to adequate housing means being able to live in a safe, peaceful, and
dignified environment. Silverman (2018) argues that energy security is a key part of

this right.

This right is recognized in international human rights treaties, including Article 25 of
the UDHR and Article 11 of the ICESCR, and is elaborated by the Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) (Ngai, 2012). The CESCR defines
the right to adequate housing as “the right to live in a place that provides security,
peace, and dignity” (General Comment No.4, 1991). In this regard, one can argue
that this definition implies that this right includes energy as well since energy is vital
for health and well-being. Therefore, adequate housing means more than just having
four walls; it also requires access to basic facilities needed for health and safety.
Additionally, it involves having essential infrastructure like water and being close to
important services (Hesselman, 2023; Leckie, 1992). Additionally, the UN Office of
the High Commissioner for Human Rights underscores that security, peace, and
dignity are fundamental to this right. The UNDP Report on Human Security (1994)
further links housing rights to broader human security concerns, including access to

essential services and infrastructure.

Based on the international framework mentioned earlier, addressing the issue can be
done by using a human rights approach centered on fulfilling the right to adequate
housing. It is also important to ensure that households receive enough energy to
maintain a decent standard of living. Therefore, the right to adequate housing
includes meeting essential energy needs for households. This link highlights the
significance of energy. In addition to examination of the links between the right to
energy and other rights, there is a need to take closer account of the nexus between

energy, water, and food security (de Amorim et al., 2018).
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4.2.5. The Nexus Between Right to Energy, Water and Food Security

The nexus between energy, water and food was introduced by the Food-Energy
Nexus Programme of the United Nations University (UNU) in the early 1980s. The
concept gained international prominence after the 2011 Bonn Nexus Conference,
where the concept was coined (OECD, 2014). Moreover, it can be seen that the
SDGs also embrace this nexus by simultaneously adopting SDG 2, which aims to
achieve food security; SDG 6, which aims to ensure universal access to safe and
affordable water; and SDG 7, which aims to achieve universal access to affordable
energy. Through these goals, the UN has been taking into consideration this nexus.
Stemming from this interdependence, it is possible to infer some ideas concerning

the right to energy.

The UN General Assembly adopted a resolution recognizing a separate human right
to “a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment” (UN General Assembly, 2022).
This recognition provides a foundational framework that supports and enhances the
already established rights to water and sanitation. While the resolution is not legally
binding, it might lead to positive developments because it demonstrates a political
commitment which increases the accountability of states. It may also lead to the
development of coherent policymaking in both environmental and human rights
domains. From the nexus between three notions, it is also possible to discuss the

right to energy within this framework.

It is possible to argue that the connection between the right to energy and the right to
water is straightforward. Energy is necessary to provide water. Therefore, these
rights are interdependent on one another. In other words, accessing clean water
requires energy. Therefore, the right to clean water, which supports many other
human rights, fundamentally depends on the right to access energy services. The
UNGA formally recognized the human right to water and sanitation in 2010,
following a series of steps since key human rights documents were adopted. Several
treaties including UDHR and ICESCR, emphasize the importance of these rights,
with recognition from the CESCR affirming that both water and sanitation are

essential for an adequate standard of living and health. CESCR General Comment
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No. 15 defines the right to water and highlights its dependence on energy. This
Comment mentions that securing the right to clean water is dependent on energy
rights because water and sanitation services require energy (Global Health Rights,
2020). This link indicates the need for legal frameworks and rights-based discussions
to acknowledge energy right as a fundamental prerequisite for enjoying other rights.
It is the case for the right to water in particular. Quintavalla et al. (2023) argue that
the recognition as well as the implementation of the human right to energy can
benefit from the more developed frameworks established for the human right to
water. Hence, there is a possibility to draw lessons from the right to water’s path of
becoming a right while discussing the possibility of the right to energy. Human rights
legal instruments that recognize the right to water also emphasize its connection to
human dignity. Quintavalla et al. (2023) argue that linking the energy right with
human dignity in a similar way would help strengthen the recognition and protection

of this right.

The World Food Programme (WFP) acknowledges the close relationship between
these rights. It indicates that energy is essential for food security (WFP, 2024). At the
household level, this link demonstrates itself by choices. Households face “heat or
eat” decisions because they are in such a state that they have to choose between one
of them due to their financial limitations (Bhattacharya et al., 2003; Ningi et al.,
2021). This forced choice has significant health consequences (Grey et al., 2017;
Snell et al., 2018). This choice exemplifies a coping strategy. They become more
severe when financial resources are too limited to cover basic living costs. This
condition leads to a reallocation of spending priorities, particularly between food and
fuel costs (Anderson et al., 2012). This situation deepens poverty and social

exclusion. It also makes it harder for households to escape the cycle of deprivation.

For these low-income households, the interconnection between energy, water, and
food security becomes particularly critical and challenging. It is due to the necessity
that households which struggle financially minimize their energy consumption to the
absolute essentials. Low-income households have so little room to maneuver in their
daily budgeting that heating may often be sacrificed in favor of other essential needs.

According to Anderson et al. (2012), households facing financial difficulties often
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cut back on heating first in order to allocate limited resources to more urgent
expenses such as food, rent, or medical care. Reducing energy use can negatively
affect the well-being of these households. Moreover, according to the 2023 Global
Sustainable Development Report, “heat or eat” decisions have increased in recent
years due to rising living costs, especially since 2020. This report highlights the
global cost-of-living crisis that individuals are facing, which has been exacerbated by
the pandemic and its aftermath, resulting in higher food and energy prices that have
been further intensified by the conflict in Ukraine. Food prices peaked in March
2022 with the onset of the war, and although there has been a slight decline since
then, they remain at historically high levels (Food and Agriculture Organization,

2024).

4.2.6. The Nexus Between Climate Change and Energy Poverty

Recognizing energy as a human right leads to considering the broader environmental
justice concerns raised by Hall (2013). As Hall (2013) discusses the issue with a
broader environmental justice since energy systems often contribute to social and
environmental harms. This approach can be applicable at the household level. It is
possible to argue that applying this wider approach at the household level is
significant since energy-poor households often face unfair burdens that add to
existing environmental injustices. By using this broader justice approach, policies to
secure the right to energy go beyond just providing access and affordability. They
also underline deeper inequalities in how energy is produced and used because they
have an impact on the well-being of households. Therefore, one can argue that the

right to energy cannot be separated from environmental justice issues.

From the perspective of climate change, the scale of the global climate emergency is
more evident than ever. The seriousness of the issue is demonstrated by the
increasing occurrence of extreme weather events like heat waves, floods, and
droughts (International Renewable Energy Agency [IRENA], 2023). Recently, there
has been rising attention on the urgent need for transitions across all sectors and
systems to address these challenges (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,

2023). This transition is most evident in the energy sector. As energy prices continue
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to rise, the forecasted impacts of climate change are becoming increasingly
pronounced. The nexus between household energy poverty and climate change
underscores the gravity of the issue of energy justice. Consequently, discussions
aimed at mitigating energy poverty for vulnerable populations are increasing
significantly. Thus, it is vital to discuss the possibility of energy as a right. Analyzing
energy poverty offers a unique chance to think about the standards and goals tied to a
global energy transition, which affects the complex systems connected to our lives
and the environment. This indicates for an opportunity to expand discussions on
energy justice claims within the context of the global energy transition, which is an

urgent necessity in contemporary times.

Energy production and consumption account for approximately three-quarters of
global greenhouse gas emissions, making them a central focus in the fight against
climate change (IEA, 2025a; IEA, 2025b). Consequently, energy-related issues have
become central to both academic studies and policy formulation concerning climate
change. The 2019 Global Sustainable Development Report highlights the persistent
prevalence of poverty and the unprecedented scale of inequality worldwide, while
emphasizing that humanity currently faces a critical juncture in addressing climate
change and biodiversity loss. Hence, it is possible to identify that energy is at the
centre of the discussions of climate change. Similarly, climate change also has a
significant role within the discussions and mitigation efforts of energy poverty since
climate change intensifies energy poverty (Harrington, 2006). In this context, it is
clear that addressing climate change and reducing energy poverty are closely
connected. Understanding how they influence each other is essential for developing
strategies to both mitigate the impacts of climate change and reduce energy poverty,
as highlighted by Sawyer and Jessel et al. (2019). As an example of this
embeddedness, Addison and Roe (2024) argue that humanity is confronted with at
least two critical imperatives to eradicate poverty on a global scale, which are energy
poverty and the obligation to protect nature. They argue that it is necessary to
consider both issues at the same time from a global perspective. Also, studies of
energy poverty provide insights concerning the effects of climate change on
vulnerable populations (Hallegatte & Rozenberg, 2021). In recent years, the need to

expand energy access rights in developing countries has become a key topic in
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discussions on how to respond to the effects of climate change. Sen (2013) argues
that when thinking about human freedom today and in the future, we must recognize
that many people around the world need greater access to energy. Therefore, we need
to understand the different needs of people and the energy required to support the
freedoms necessary for a decent quality of life. Sen (2013) indicates that addressing
these issues is essential for ensuring equitable access to energy and mitigating the
impacts of climate change on vulnerable communities. The conceptualization of
energy poverty through a human rights lens also has implications for evaluating the
potential impacts of climate change on vulnerable populations, especially in the
future. By applying this human rights perspective to energy poverty, it becomes
feasible for states to fulfil their responsibility to mitigate the adverse effects of

climate change on these at-risk groups.

Ensuring an equitable global energy transition is vital for safeguarding the human
rights of billions and for meeting the climate objectives outlined in the 2015 Paris
Agreement. The economic consequences of climate change are distributed unequally
among regions, nations, households, and individuals (Méjean et al., 2024). The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)’s 2023 report indicates that with
high confidence that the losses and damages associated with climate change will be
heavily concentrated, disproportionately impacting the poorest and most vulnerable
populations in the Global South. It is also argued that it will heighten inequalities
within countries (Paglialunga et al., 2022), but for both arguments, large-scale,
systematic, and conclusive evidence remains limited. Hence, poorer countries will
bear a greater burden from climate change (Tol, 2018). Since negative impacts of
climate change disproportionately affect marginalized groups, the environmental

aspects of energy poverty are closely linked to human rights (Silverman, 2018).

The problem of energy poverty is expected to worsen as the impacts of climate
change intensify (CAN Europe, 2025). Can Europe (2025) highlights that low-
income households are likely to face a greater share of the challenges caused by the
energy transition. This imbalance reveals the link between climate change and
economic inequality. In this respect, it is possible to argue for the urgent need to

prioritize energy-vulnerable households in climate and energy policies at the same
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time. Addressing this challenge requires a comprehensive approach because it needs
to involve coordinated efforts from both the public and private sectors to ensure an

equitable and just energy transition (CAN Europe, 2025).

The intersection of climate change and human rights was highlighted by rulings from
the European Court of Human Rights in April 2024. This ruling is significant
because it addressed climate impacts and energy poverty simultaneously. In a notable
Swiss case, 2,400 women claimed that heatwaves which have been increased due to
the effect of climate change harmed their health. The Court found that the
government’s failure to meet its climate commitments violated their human rights.
This violation specifically concerned the right to protection from serious climate-
related dangers affecting life, health, well-being, and quality of life (Wells, 2024).
The ruling highlighted that a government’s failure to act on climate responsibilities
violates citizens’ rights. It also creates an important precedent for future legal cases
related to energy poverty. Additionally, the “right to be cold” case, brought by the
Inuit people against the US, argued that the US’s high greenhouse gas emissions
violated their human rights. This violation stems from the reason that the states’
aggravation to global warming and threatening their traditional way of life
(Harrington, 2006). This case introduced the “right to be cold”. This novel rights-
claim is a framework to understand the environmental and cultural impacts of
climate change on Indigenous communities. However, it also showed the difficulties
in using international human rights law to address climate change, especially when it

comes to proving a direct cause and dealing with the limits of existing legal systems.

In addition to the climate change and energy poverty relation, energy poverty, along
with just energy transition and energy justice, has become a central focus in the move
toward sustainable energy systems and is increasingly recognised in academic
literature (Sovacool & Dworkin, 2014). Also, the international organizations have
been evaluating energy poverty and energy transition simultaneously. The EU
evaluates energy poverty as a challenge that can be addressed within the process of
energy transition. It emphasizes that a structural shift toward climate neutrality can
help resolve associated social problems, such as energy poverty, while also

mitigating social inequality (European Commission, 2023, p. 2). On the other hand,
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there are studies pointing out the projections that the energy transition will aggravate
energy poverty. Urge-Vorsatz & Herrero (2012) discuss that the transition to a low-
carbon economy may lead to increased electricity prices due to measures such as
carbon pricing and subsidies for renewable energy. The increase in costs may cause
problems for vulnerable households. It has a potential to harm them or even prevent
them from accessing energy. Therefore, one can identify that the current energy
transition might bring new risks for these vulnerable groups. It can also increase

existing inequalities.

The energy transition is regarded as both a solution and an opportunity to advance
global development goals. This recognition stems from the reason that it includes
poverty reduction, health improvement, and education, as emphasized in the annual
reports by the IEA (IEA, 2023). International organizations increasingly advocate
framing the energy transition as a pathway to achieving universal access to modern
energy. However, despite this framing, progress toward universal energy access has
slowed in recent years. Furthermore, there has even been regression in some regions.
IEA (2023) estimated that approximately 775 million people worldwide lacked
access to electricity. There are also 2.2 billion people deprived of clean cooking fuels
(IEA, 2023). This energy deprivation disproportionately affects developing countries,
where fluctuation of energy prices has intensified concerns around food security,
largely due to rising fuel and fertilizer costs, as well as growing debt and fiscal
pressures (IEA, 2023). In this regard, currently, it is possible to argue that the world
is in a liminal space regarding the energy transition. Without policies, existing
disparities and poverty risk will be increased rather than intended alleviation.
Specifically, the energy transition has the potential to deepen inequalities in access to
affordable, clean energy by imposing financial burdens on low-income consumers
who may struggle to meet increased costs (Garsous & Kozluk, 2017). Therefore, one
can argue that there is a pressing need to address how the energy transition impacts
vulnerable populations to ensure that this shift does not worsen the already severe
challenge of energy poverty, but instead contributes meaningfully to sustainable and

equitable development.

Finally, in discussions about the energy transition, the idea of a “just transition” has

emerged in human rights law. This concept emphasizes ensuring that all social
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groups equally share the benefits and burdens in the process of the transition towards
carbon-neutral societies (Hesselman, 2023). Although still evolving, this idea was the
focus of a 2020 report by the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human
rights, which highlighted that a human rights-compliant just transition should deliver
a “triple dividend”: a clean environment, decent job opportunities, and universal
access to affordable goods and services, including modern energy consistent with the

UN’s SDGs (UN Special Rapporteur, 2020).

Recent discussions on energy transition have started to include the concept of
“human security”. This concept is distinguished from traditional national security.
This inclusion broadens the conversation and provides a framework to assess energy
poverty through a human rights lens. The concept changed the way people think
about security. As global problems have changed, issues such as poverty and poor
living conditions have become key topics in security discussions (Buzan, 1983;
Novikau, 2022). This term gained attention in the literature after it was mentioned in
the 1994 UN Development Programme’s Human Development Report. This report
described the aforementioned concept as the right to live safely and with dignity
(UNDP, 1994). In terms of energy poverty, human security stresses the importance
of having energy to meet basic needs and improve quality of life (Novikau, 2022).
Energy plays a key role in human security because not having enough energy can
harm people’s well-being (Charlier & Legendre, 2023). Therefore, energy is vital for
maintaining human security. When family budgets are tight, people often have to
make tough choices between paying for energy or other essentials like food,
healthcare, or entertainment, showing how energy poverty threatens human security.
In this regard, it is possible to indicate that achieving human security is not possible

without effectively addressing the impacts of energy poverty.

In a nutshell, it is possible to argue that the idea of human security shifts the focus to
prioritizing people’s well-being. In this regard, this approach is useful for addressing
energy poverty from a human rights perspective because it looks at the living
conditions of households without enough energy access. Using human security as a
framework helps us talk about the right to energy and understand energy poverty

through the lens of human rights. By highlighting both security and fairness, the
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discussion goes beyond just improving energy efficiency. Although better energy
efficiency can help reduce household costs, it is not enough to completely solve
energy poverty. It is possible to suggest that such measures provide only temporary

relief from the persistent challenges faced by energy-deprived households.

4.2.7. The Challenges of the Potential Right to Energy

The recognition of the “right to energy” faces a number of challenges, which can be
grouped under two headings. First, there are ambiguities in defining this right. It is
also an issue how to apply it in practice. Hesselman et al. (2019) discuss how these
conceptual and practical uncertainties have complicated the gradual development of
the right to energy within international law. Second, resistance from existing power

structures hinders this progress as well.

The first set of challenges can be primarily addressed by mentioning the ambiguity of
this right. Similar to the terms such as “energy” and “energy poverty,” the “right to
energy” is complex and context dependent. It has yet to be universally recognized as
a distinct human right. The meaning of these terms is unclear. Their connection to
other rights makes it hard to define the boundaries of this right. Therefore, it is a
cumbersome process to set clear legal responsibilities for states and other actors. In
this respect, Hesselman (2022) argue that even if the right were to gain universal
recognition, there remains a risk of overly broad legal interpretations. Such
vagueness could hinder effective enforcement (Hesselman, 2022). Reflecting on
these challenges, Hesselman et al. (2019) note that both conceptual and practical
ambiguities have slowed the international recognition of the right to energy. There is
also a possibility of an added burden on already under-resourced human rights
monitoring systems. Wewerinke-Singh (2022) argues that the current institutional
capacity and resources are not sufficient to implement the policies to ensure the right.
Therefore, Wewerinke-Singh (2022) points out the need for additional resources and
institutional capacity building in the implementation process of this right. Moreover,
the interdependence between the right to energy and other rights, especially with the
right to an adequate standard of living, the right to electricity, the right to health and

the right to life, creates difficulties in the implementation process.

91



Regarding the second set of challenges, which stems from the resistance from the
existing power structure, established political economic interest creates an
impediment to meaningful alleviation efforts to energy poverty. These established
bodies may resist changes which may impact the expected profit within the energy
sector. Sovacool et al. (2017) point out that the fossil industry is one of the examples
of this resistance. The study reveals that the companies within the fossil fuel industry
can hinder progress toward a sustainable energy system. These actions lead to
aggravation of energy poverty households as well (Sovacool et al., 2017; Sovacool,
2014). Another challenge that stems from the existing power structure is the capacity
of existing political and economic interests’ influence on energy policy, which has a
direct impact on household energy poverty. Wewerinke-Singh (2022) indicates that
established interest has a direct influence upon energy policy; therefore, energy
policies favor large-scale and centralized energy production and its producers. These

policies make it difficult to implement the necessities of the right to energy.

Along with the aforementioned challenges, it is possible to see that the recognition of
this right is unlikely to be achieved in the short term. It is due to the reason that it
entails negotiations among states, international organizations, and other actors
involving in these discussions (Quintavalla et al, 2023). It is anticipated that this
recognition will gain prominence within discussions surrounding energy transition
and climate change, particularly as the latter will exert a more severe impact on

populations experiencing energy poverty (Jessel et al., 2019; Li et al., 2023).

This thesis argues that recognition of energy poverty as a justice issue provides a
basis for the potential right to energy. One can argue that energy as a justice concern
puts household energy poverty at the center of energy discussions, which are directly
related to discussions surrounding climate change and the impacts of energy
transition. In this respect, this thesis proposes that the definition and framework of
such a right cannot be determined solely by academic discussions and theoretical
perspectives. Conversations about this right need to incorporate the real-life
experiences and coping mechanisms of the households that are facing challenges or

seeking improved access to energy services in practical, everyday contexts.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

In this thesis, energy poverty is conceptualized as fundamentally a political economy
problem, shaped by market relations, the state, and its institutional capacity, as well

as the structural factors.

In discussions concerning energy poverty and the right to energy, the prevailing
narratives are largely influenced by the international organizations, especially by the
UN and the EU. These narratives tend to emphasize efficiency as the primary
challenge, rather than affordability. As discussed in the second chapter of the thesis,
the policies and frameworks provided by the international organizations are
fragmented. There is a lack of a coherent and comprehensive approach which
addresses the root causes. Also, it is possible to observe the general tendency by
international organisations to present the efforts as if their aim is the “eradication” of
the issue, the tools they propose are not capable of eliminating it. They generally
have an aim to decrease the struggle of households by short-term precautions. The
picture provided by these efforts shows that the aim is to mitigate the issue with

short-term provisions.

Furthermore, the international frameworks present the issue mainly as a problem that
can be resolved through the efforts of energy efficiency efforts. Hence, this approach
minimizes the role of the state. However, it is fundamentally a matter of
affordability. Therefore, it necessitates the assumption of responsibility by the public
sector. States are the primary actors in implementing measures at both the national
and local levels. In this framework, claiming this right might be a way to put states at
the center of the discussions. Claiming such a right implies that states are responsible

for devising and implementing legal and policy frameworks. These policies need to
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target the affordability aspect. Moreover, to provide an eligible strategy to mitigate
the issue, one can argue that there is need of both national and local level efforts,
which would be devised to complement each other. Hence, there needs to be further

studies concerning the role that needs to be played at the local level.

As discussed in the second chapter of the thesis, it is possible to state that existing
international policies, laws, and regulations with respect to the issue are also
inadequate to address the root causes. International frameworks mainly provide
short-term solutions to this structural and systemic issue. These root causes and the
reasons for the perpetuation of the issue can be examined through a critical political-
economic approach. This approach investigates the issue by examining the power
relations and market systems, as well as the role of the states. Investigation on root
causes shows that addressing the issue merely from a human rights perspective is not
adequate to tackle the issue. Also, through the critical political economic approach
lens, it is possible to argue that this lens aligns with framing energy poverty as
fundamentally about justice. Therefore, this approach indicates the necessity of

addressing the issue as a justice matter.

As discussed in the third chapter of the thesis, energy justice indicates recognizing
that achieving procedural and distributive justice demands wider policy and
governance measures. In this regard, this thesis proposes that the energy justice
approach underlines concerns about fairness and affordability with respect to the
issue. This approach also prioritizes the well-being of households. In these respects,
this thesis argues that the justice claim in relation to energy poverty surpasses human
rights terminology. Therefore, efforts to tackle the issue can have meaningful
impacts if the issue is centered upon justice and well-being of the households. Also,
the other theoretical frameworks, which are the capabilities approach and practice
theory, provide a basis for claiming the right to energy. The capabilities approach
provides a normative and human-centred framework. In this way, it would be
possible to construct a right which prioritizes the well-being of households. This
approach is also significant in the sense that it takes into account human dignity,
which is also a vital part of the human rights discussions. Also, along with energy

justice and capabilities approach, practice theory provides a significant perspective

94



on this potential right. This perspective is the everyday practices of energy-poor
households. As Grossman and Trubina (2021) underline, understanding how
households cope with the hardships can provide valuable insights into the problem
from the perspective of those affected. The coping mechanisms demonstrate both
behavioral and financial responses are significant while constructing the right to
energy since these responses are both veiling and unveiling the issue. These
responses veil the issue in the sense that the severity of the problem is more than
what is measured by the conventional methods. Also, the responses unveil the issue
since they are coping mechanisms. The households find different ways to cope with
the problems; therefore, these mechanisms mitigate the issue to some extent for the

energy-poor households.

In the fourth chapter of the thesis, the potential right to energy is discussed with
respect to the instances where this right has been implied. Within this chapter, this
right is examined through the concept of the permeability of rights. Additionally, the
nexus between energy, water and food security is discussed at household level. In
this regard, stemming from the nexus between the right to energy, water, and food
security, it is possible to infer the significance of the right to energy and the

inseparability of them.

It is stated that while energy remains a fundamental source essential to sustaining life
and human well-being, it has yet to be formally recognized as a distinct human right.
Despite this, there has been an increase in the discussions surrounding the issue.
There are implicit attributions to this right. There is also growing grassroots
movements. To move forward, the codification of this right within international law
seems essential. This step taken forward in the legal sphere can have an impact on
discussions and shift the focus to the responsibility of states. However, in the light of
the examination of energy poverty from a critical political economic approach, the
codification is not sufficient. This rights-claim can be taken forward by constructing
this right by centering energy justice at the center. With this approach, it is possible
to point out the necessary structural changes. These include energy market dynamics,
power relations and political interests. It is also significant to challenge the dominant

narrative of the international organizations, which mostly reduce the issue as an
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efficiency problem. Instead, the discussions need to address structural factors as well

as energy affordability, which have a direct impact on households.

A human rights approach to the issue helps to raise awareness and recognition of the
problem. By using human rights language, the term gains more visibility and
legitimacy. This helps make the issue more prevalent. This also leads to
incorporation of this issue in public and policy debates (Heinrich Boll Stiftung,
2022). In addition to framing the issue as a human rights matter, Quintavalla et al.
(2023) emphasize that taking active steps to tackle the problem is essential for
making meaningful progress. Viewing it as a human rights concern also shapes the
way people discuss the issue. Using human rights language shapes the conversation
around energy justice, linking energy access to fairness and equity. However, simply
framing energy poverty as a human rights issue does not completely solve the

problem. Needless to say, the human rights perspective alone is not a cure-all.

A human rights-based approach to energy poverty is significant in the sense that it
addresses the issue inclusively. It also provides a normative and legal ground for
alleviation of the issue as well. On the other hand, a mere human rights approach
remains insufficient to address the issue. This approach can have meaningful results
if there are accountability mechanisms for international human rights instruments, as
indicated by Olawuyi (2013). The possible codification of this right would be a
significant but insufficient progression. Along with the codification of it, there needs
to be more research towards understanding the experiences of energy-poor
households, along with their coping mechanisms, to grasp the issue in a meaningful
way. Without this close up examination, it would not be possible to come over the

“hidden reality” of energy poverty.

As discussed previously, poverty, energy, and climate issues are embedded in one
another, and policies towards each of them need to include the other two. In line with
Walker and Day (2012)’s argument, accounting these three as separate issues may
cause to miss the full scope of their implications. With respect to addressing these
issues, integrated justice approaches are needed to create policies that are effective

and just, addressing the ways these issues are connected to each other. In this respect,
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one can conclude that if not approached with care, the potential right to energy could
prioritize large-scale energy projects that infringe on vulnerable groups and their
well-being. This may result in aggravation of poverty and environmental harm.
Policies designed to mitigate this should not solely concentrate on economic and
technical solutions. The policies need to address the root causes of the issue. It is also
essential to place well-being of the households at the center of the discussions. Also,
as indicated by Frigo et al. (2021), both on production and consumption aspects,
energy has environmental impacts which has an influence on intergenerational well-
being. Hence, the studies on energy poverty needs to account poverty and climate

change simultaneously due to their effects over generations.

To sum up, for the first pillar of the discussions, the thesis suggests that the energy
justice approach to addressing energy poverty can and should be grounded in a
critical political economic analysis. This implies that to comprehend who is deprived
of energy access and the reasons behind it, one must thoroughly analyze economic
systems, power dynamics, and social relationships, rather than relying solely on
technical solutions or policies. For the second pillar of the discussions, the thesis
proposes that the right to energy can be considered a proper and effective strategy to
address energy poverty and conceptualize it as a justice issue. Securing this right by
prioritizing households will not just address the issue as a mere technical problem,
but also as a question of justice, highlighting the importance of tackling the social

and environmental difficulties faced by households lacking adequate energy.
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APPENDICES

A. TURKISH SUMMARY / TURKCE OZET

Enerji, esasinda tiim insan faaliyetlerinin temelini olusturan bir kaynaktir. Yagamin
neredeyse her parcgasi i¢in gereklidir. Yaygin bir bicimde benimsendiginin akside,
yalnizca fiziksel ve teknik boyutlarla sinirli degildir. Ekonomik, siyasi ve sosyal
iliskilerde de 6nemli bir role sahiptir. Tarih boyunca enerji kaynaklar iizerindeki
miicadele ekonomik ve siyasi yapilar1 sekillendirmis, siif ve iktidar iligkilerini
etkilemigtir. Bellamy ve Diamanti’'nin (2018) de isaret ettigi iizere, enerji
kaynaklarinin somiiriisii, kapitalist {iretim sisteminde ekonomik biiylimenin itici
giiclerinden biri olarak sayilabilir. Bu ¢ergevede, enerji iktidar iliskileriyle dogrudan
ilintilidir. Diger yandan, Russel (1938) ise enerji ile iktidar iligkileri arasinda bir
benzerlik kurmus, enerjinin fizik bilimindeki 6neminde oldugu kadar, sosyal
bilimlerde de iktidar iliskilerinin 6nemli oldugunu ifade etmistir. Bu tezde ise,
enerjinin sosyal bilimler perspektifinden nasil okunabilecegini, elestirel siyasi iktisat
perspektifiyle nasil irdelenebilecegi, bununla birlikle bir hak olarak enerjiden
bahsedilip bahsedilemeyeceginin degerlendirilmesine yonelik bir girisimde

bulunulacaktir.

Sosyal bilimler perspektifinden degerlendirildiginde ve genis bir perspektiften
bakildiginda, enerji kavrami, kalkinma ve toplumsal refahla baglantilidir. Yoksulluk
ve esitsizliklerle de karindan bagli olan bu kavram ayrica son donemde iklim
degisikligi ve enerji doniisiimii kavramlariyla da degerlendirilmektedir. Daha yakin
bir perspektiften bakildiginda goriilebilecegi iizere, toplumlarin refahi {izerine olan
etkisi oldugu kadar bireysel refah i¢in de kritik 6nemi haizdir. Bu ¢ercevede, enerji
gereksinimlerinin hane halklari tizerine etkilerinin degerlendirilmesi elzemdir. Hane
halklarinin yeterli enerjiye erisemeden, yasam, saglik, barinma ve beslenme gibi

temel ihtiyaglarini karsilayamama sorunu literatiirde bilhassa 1990’larin basindan
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itibaren arastirilmakta ve tartigilmaktadir. Bir kavram ve sosyal mesele olarak
1970'lerden bu yana tartisilagelmekte olup bahsekonu tartigmalarin ilk olarak
donemin petrol krizi tarafindan tetiklendigi soylenebilecektir. Bu c¢ergevede,
Boardman’in (1991) ortaya koydugu “yakit yoksullugu” (fuel poverty) kavrami bu
tartismalarin belkemigini olusturmaktadir. Bu kavramin baslattii, daha sonralari
yaygin bir bicimde “enerji yoksullugu” olarak benimsenen durum temel olarak,
hanelerin enerji tiiketiminin bedelini 6demeye ekonomik olarak gii¢ yetirememesi
olarak ifade edilebilecektir. Avrupa Komisyonu (2022) bu sorunu, hane halklariin
yasamlarin1 siirdiirebilmeleri i¢in gerekli temel enerji maliyetlerini karsilamakta
giicliik ¢cekmesi ve bu nedenle yasam standartlarinin olumsuz etkilenmesi olarak
tanimlar. S6zkonusu tanimdan anlasilabilecegi lizere, sozkonusu kavramin temelinde
esasinda, hane halklarimin ihtiyaclar1 ve refahi yatmaktadir. Bu cergevede, enerji
yoksullugu tartigmalarinin teknik ve ekonomik yonleriyle degerlendirmenin yeterli
olmayacag1 anlagilmaktadir. Hane halkinin refahinin ana eksen oldugu bu sorunun
icerisinde, temel ihtiyaclarinin karsilanmasi meselesi merkezde yer almaktadir.
Yukarida anildig1 tizere, temel ihtiyaglarla olan baglantisi, hak kavramina isaret eder.
Temel ihtiyaglarin karsilanmamast hane halklarinda ciddi yoksunluklara, bu
yoksunluklarin da insan haklar1 ihlallerine yol a¢tig1 goriilmektedir. Bilhassa son

yillarda, enerji hakki kavrami bu gercevede tartigilmaktadir.

Enerji yoksullugu kavraminin 6neminin giderek daha da goriiniir bigimde tartisildig:
son yillarda, artan bicimde bu sorunun hafifletilmesine yahut ortadan kaldirilmasina
yonelik caligmalarda da artis yasanmaktadir. Buna mukabil, enerji yoksullugunun
degil, dogrudan enerjiye erisimin bile kiiresel bicimde pek de sevimli goriinmeyen
bir resmi bulunmaktadir. Uluslararast Enerji Ajansi (2024) basta olmak {izere pek
cok uluslararasi orgiit enerjiye erisimin, diinyanin onemli bir kismi i¢in kritik bir
endise kaynagi olmaya devam ettigini kaydetmektedir. IEA ve digerlerinin (2024)
raporu, 2022 yil itibariyle kiiresel niifusun yaklasik yiizde 91'inin elektrige erisimi
oldugunu ortaya koymaktadir. Sozkonusu istatistik, erisimin yiiksek oranda
saglandigin1 gosterse de geriye kalan yaklasik yiizde 9’luk kismin sayisal vahameti
gozden kagmamalidir. Bu istatistik, yaklasik 685 milyon kisinin hala elektrige
erisiminin olmadig1 anlamima gelmektedir. Dahasi, yine anilan raporda belirtildigi

iizere, mevcut projeksiyonlar altinda, 2030 yilina niifusun yilizde 8’inin enerjiye
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erisimi olmayacag1 tahmin edilmektedir. Bu da yaklagik 660 milyon insana tekabiil

etmektedir.

Son donemde ise, COVID-19 pandemisi ve Ukrayna’daki savas basta olmak iizere
jeopolitik catigmalar ve gerilimlerin de etkisiyle artan enerji fiyatlari, hane halklar
tizerindeki yiikii artirarak enerji yoksullugunu yogunlastirmis, hane halklar
tizerindeki bu agir yiik, basta Avrupa’da olmak {iizere, enerji yoksullugu ve hak
tartismalarinin vechesini ¢esitlendirmistir. Rakamlardan siyrilarak dogrudan hane
diizeyine bakmak, bu sorunun anlagilmasinda, bu yolla ¢oziimiine yonelik etkili
adimlar atilmasinda da katki saglayabilecegi degerlendirilmektedir. Boylelikle, hane
haklarinin omzundaki bu yiikiin ortadan kaldirilmasa bile hafifletilmesine yonelik
adimlar atilmasina katki saglayabilecektir. Hane haklari tizerindeki yiike yakindan
bakildiginda, bunun muhtelif olumsuz etkileri gozlemlenmektedir. Bu kapsamda 6ne
cikan husus, hane haklarmin saglikli bir yasam siirdiirebilmek igin yeterli
kosullarinin saglanip saglanamadigidir. Enerji yoksullugunun saglikli bir yasam
stirdiirecek araglara sahip olmamak anlamina geldigi 6ne siiriilebilir. Bu kapsama,
yeterlince 1sitilmayan bir evde yasamaya katlanma zaruriyetinin bir adalet meselesi

oldugu ileri siiriilebilir.

Boylesi bir baglamda, bu c¢alisma, enerji yoksullugunu elestirel siyasal iktisat
perspektifinden inceleyerek bu soruna iliskin kapsamli bir anlayis getirmeyi
amaclamaktadir. Bu yaklagim, enerji yoksullugunun koklerini inceleyerek bu sorunu
hafifletmeye yonelik uluslararasi cabalarin neden yetersiz kaldigim1 arastirmak
maksadiyla benimsenmistir. Bu ¢ergevede, enerjinin bir hak olarak taninmasina
yonelik literatiire katki saglanmasi amaglanmaktadir. Bu potansiyel hak, enerji
adaleti (energy justice) yaklasimi, yapabilirlikler yaklasimi (capabilities theory) ve
uygulama teorisi (practice theory) gibi teorik temellerinin yani sira hukuki ve etik
temelleri agisindan da incelenmektedir. Enerji hakkini tartismak i¢in bu tez, insan
haklar1 hukuku ¢ergevesinde enerjiye iliskin mevcut normlar1 ve Birlesmis Milletler
ve Avrupa Birligi’nin domine ettigi uluslararasi uygulamalar1 incelemektedir. Bu
potansiyel hakka bir temel olusturmak iizere, tamamlayic1 haklari, ‘“haklarin

geciskenligi (permeability of rights)” ilkesi c¢ercevesinde ele alinmaktadir. Bu

134



incelemenin amaci, enerji hakki ile diger ilgili haklar arasindaki baglantilarin, enerji

hakki bir teorik temel saglayip saglamadigini incelemektir.

Bu tartigmalar 15181nda, enerji yoksullugunu hafifletme ve enerji hakkini gelistirmeye
yonelik cabanin etkileri ve eksikliklerine iligkin bir tartigma da yer almaktadir. Bu
baglamda, enerji hakki kavraminin, enerji yoksullugu sorununu ele almaya ydnelik
bir temel saglayabilecegi one siiriilmektedir. Ayrica, hak temelli ¢ercevenin, kar
odakli cabalara ve verimlilik boyutuna odaklanmak yerine, enerji adaleti ve gii¢
yetirebilmeyi (affordabiliy) oOncelikler olarak vurgulayarak, enerji yoksullugunu
hafifletme ¢abalarina dahil olan aktdrler arasinda devletin roliinii 6ne ¢ikardig ileri

surmektedir.
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