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A B S T R A C T   

Energy affordability challenges are increasingly generating collective dissatisfaction in Europe, but also collec
tive solutions. We study the experiences of three social movements of relevance to energy poverty across Europe 
(in North Macedonia, Poland, and Spain) that have pushed for or proposed legislation acts in parliaments to 
promote new governance models prioritizing the needs of energy-poor households. These movements reflect the 
demands for political representation of energy-vulnerable groups in each country, advocating for policies 
addressing structural inequalities and highlighting the universal right to essential services. In contrast to the 
neoliberal energy agenda which favors market-based approaches to tackle energy poverty, social movements 
demonstrate that those affected by energy poverty and marginalized within the dominant energy paradigm can 
effectively expose injustices and underlying political economy mechanisms contributing to this issue. In the 
current EU context where neoliberal policies are suggested for a more inclusive energy transition within the 
existing energy market framework, we argue that collective but constructive discontent manifested by social 
movements may offer a more effective pathway towards achieving a just energy transition.   

1. Introduction 

Energy poverty has garnered substantial attention and has become a 
prominent research area with policy implications in Europe. Nonethe
less, the more advanced European and national policy initiatives often 
marginalize salient, genuine social responses to this challenge. The 
motivation of this work was to reverse the perspective and cast an eye on 
the bottom-up social reactions to energy poverty, understood in our 
paper as the inability to attain a socially and materially necessitated 
level of domestic energy services [1], reconstructing social movements 
as independent and citizenship-based activities directly focused on 
mainstreaming and alleviating energy poverty. In this work, we define 
social movements as “loosely organized collectives acting together in a 
non-institutionalized way in order to create a change in this society” [2], 
but with a capacity to incorporate direct democracy instruments other 
than protests and demonstrations, such as pushing for or submitting 
legislative acts as well as advocating to achieve their goals. 

The emergence of new social movements was initially driven by 
aspirations to reconstruct the prevailing socio-political system, 

envisioning a more democratic and transparent order. During the 
transformative juncture of the 1980s and 1990s, eminent scholars such 
as Claus Offe, Larry Ray, and Alain Touraine drew inspiration from the 
political metamorphoses witnessed in Central and Eastern Europe and 
South Africa, seeking novel societal paths dubbed ‘the third way’ [3–5]. 
Alain Touraine forged a connection between the concept of new social 
movements (NSMs) and the broader landscape of social change, 
conceiving social movements not merely as transformation agents but 
also as a consequence of replacing hibernated structures with new, 
better-suited agents aligned with the contemporary system. Social 
movement researchers expressed hopes that the activities of NSMs 
would engender a restorative shift from the language of politics to a 
realm characterized by authentic communication and heightened civic 
engagement [5]. Several decades after those classical works, we 
contemplate the significance of these categories, examining whether 
social movements can transform the discourse and policy setting in 
terms of energy poverty alleviation. 

The EU energy transition policies are well-established within the free 
market paradigm, which had implications for energy poverty. This 
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paradigm, reflected in the energy market liberalization [6], asserts the 
need for greater competition and less government involvement, with 
more efficient operations through lower costs [7], putting efficiency at 
the heart of utility service provision. Despite that energy market liber
alization was introduced to reduce energy costs, studies have shown that 
this process has led to increased energy prices for households [7,8]. 
Similarly, privatization as one of the main pillars of applying market 
rules has failed to increase the satisfaction of energy consumers [9]. For 
former communist countries, the adoption of neoliberal economic re
forms promoted the market as the solution to all of the region's energy- 
related challenges [10]. However, Central and Eastern Europe faced 
alarmingly increasing prices after the liberalization of the energy market 
which along with inadequate social safety nets and poor thermal quality 
of dwellings led to an increase in energy vulnerability [11]. Further
more, hybrid economies, such as rollback neoliberalism opened the 
doors to favoring private interests, and quasi-market relations [12]. 
Also, the Spanish case of liberalization has created an oligopolistic 
market, where the energy price has disproportionately increased during 
the past decades [13,14] with an unsuccessful attempt to create an 
effective policy that significantly alleviates the cost burden for energy- 
poor households [15,16]. More recently, the market-oriented 
discourse in approaches to defining the role of citizens in the energy 
transition disregards matters of inequality and exclusion [17]. Even 
during the 2021–2022 energy crisis, the neoliberal policy paradigm has 
been about securing privatized energy markets and the interests of 
electricity and fossil capital [18]. As such, citizens have not been suffi
ciently protected from the privatization and liberalization of energy 
services which is one of the contributing factors to experiencing energy 
poverty. 

The latest EU tool to alleviate energy poverty is energy communities. 
Energy communities are another form of social organization around 
energy transition that intends to meet consumption needs, environ
mental goals, and support prosumerism [19,20]. Only a few cases of 
energy communities include alleviating energy poverty in their objec
tives, and overall there is little evidence that energy communities 
decrease energy poverty and involve vulnerable communities in practice 
[21–23]. This underused potential can be explained by the growing 
focus on economic objectives rather than their social or political goals 
and less attention given to the communities' collective and grassroots 
processes of participation in energy transitions [24]. Energy commu
nities facing a lack of support and incentives to involve vulnerable 
groups, remain profit-oriented first and therefore are not equipped to 
achieve the social benefits of the energy transition on their own [25,26]. 
Despite their potential to democratize the energy space, the initial 
approach to energy communities considers them a commercial project 
with limited space to address social challenges. Social movements as a 
new governance actor represent the unheard voice of vulnerable citizens 
demanding the right to energy services and contesting the neoliberal 
energy agenda. As such, social movements constitute an unexplored 
governance and democratization tool, indicating that energy poverty is 
not necessarily tackled through market opportunities. 

Social movements related to energy poverty have been developed by 
necessity as a result of the unheard needs of vulnerable groups. As such 
social movements bring an element of governance that has not been yet 
explored regarding its potential to expose energy poverty drivers, 
confront neoliberal narratives, and contribute to a more just energy 
transition. Governance refers to institutions and actors from but also 
beyond governments meaning that the government is not the only power 
center of a state [27]. Therefore, this paper aims to assess social 
movements' capacities and activities as well as their role as agents of 
change in energy poverty alleviation policies based on three case studies 
in Central, Southeast, and Southern Europe strongly affected by energy 
poverty. We asked three questions: 1) What triggered the involvement of 
social movements in energy poverty activism? 2) How do they perceive 
justice through the lens of existing market regimes and energy transi
tion? 3) How do they envisage alleviation of energy poverty, including 

proposing legislation, which fulfills the condition of effective action? 
And, the more general one: How far and under what conditions do they 
still make a difference in shaping energy policy activities? We 
acknowledge that there are many forms and goals of social movements 
and related grassroots activities in the realm of energy transitions, such 
as opposing urban projects on economic, social, or environmental 
grounds [28] or the location of a wind farm in the style of NIMBY (not- 
in-my-back-yard) [29], and the pan-European movement of farmers 
striking against principles of European Green Deal. However, we focus 
explicitly on social movements of relevance to experiencing energy 
deprivation and vulnerability. 

We undertook a multiple-case study to answer these questions by 
studying social movements struggling against energy poverty in North 
Macedonia, Poland, and Spain by looking at AMAN (meaning: It is 
enough), the Tenants movement, and the Alliance against Energy 
Poverty (APE), respectively. These social movements were selected 
based on having a common result of pushing for and submitting a leg
islative proposal to their legislative body, geographic diversity, and 
various spatial operation scales (national in North Macedonia, regional 
in Catalonia, Spain, and local, city-focused, in Warsaw, Poland). In each 
studied country, we chose a movement not limited to the ephemeral 
gatherings but that forced agenda through changes in the legislation 
process. Then, using various qualitative methods: interviews, partici
pant observations, and documentary analysis we reconstructed the 
birth, legislative process, and aftermath of social movements referring to 
the period after the legislative process ended. 

Our research contributes in three distinct ways. Firstly, we integrate 
the well-established sociological concept of NSMs with the field of en
ergy poverty, employing contemporary frameworks of empowerment 
and justice for an in-depth analysis. Our findings indicate a shared 
objective among these movements, centering around opposing neolib
eral energy policies and advocating for guaranteed access to basic ser
vices. We argue that social movements responding to energy poverty 
reflect the demands for political representation of energy-vulnerable 
groups advocating for access to basic services while challenging the 
neoliberal energy agenda co-creating fertile ground for energy poverty. 
Additionally, we explore the potential for their activities to be translated 
into tangible legislative proposals. Our approach encompasses social 
movements at the national, regional, and local levels, addressing not 
only energy poverty but also interconnected concerns related to hous
ing, air quality, and water access. By challenging any rigidity within the 
field, we aim to ensure the relevance of our study to policy-makers, 
energy poverty researchers, and a broader spectrum of environmental 
sociologists, political scientists, human geographers, and activists. 

Our paper is structured as follows. First, we provide a brief overview 
of the concepts of empowerment and justice, and we define social 
movements. Then, we review the methodology, elaborating on the 
research methods and techniques employed. Next, we present results 
using three stages of each social movement: birth, legislative process, 
and aftermath, to analyze the trajectory of each movement. In the dis
cussion section, we compare the results to illustrate the conceptual 
contribution, and finally, we summarize our study in conclusions. In the 
Appendix, we provide additional information in the form of a template 
for collecting and coding data for the selected social movements. 

2. Conceptualizing social movements, justice, and 
empowerment: demand for more democracy 

Social movements are conceptualized as an opportunity to challenge 
existing socio-economic structures. In the context of the energy transi
tion agenda, we can distinguish between anti-fossil social movements 
[30–32], those highlighting deficiencies in social policies [33], those 
focusing on broader income equalities [34], and those working to 
mitigate energy poverty [35]. Additionally, social movements aimed to 
democratize the energy system while bringing social justice, represent
ing marginalized communities, advocating for public ownership over 
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utilities, and opposing large utility companies [30,31,36,37]. Social 
movements challenge existing energy incumbents [38] and can modify 
political structures [39]. Citizen knowledge and participation are central 
to social movements. A key feature is their bottom-up grassroots nature 
[36,40], where the co-production of everyday knowledge occurs to 
contest existing power relations [41]. Culture and identity can also play 
a role in mobilizing or hindering social movements [31,42,43]. Ulti
mately, social movements highlight the importance of material forms of 
participation and inclusive decision-making processes to influence the 
policy agenda [44]. Social movements resemble grassroots democratic 
movements that focus on uncovering and challenging systematic in
justices that adversely affect citizens. 

Energy justice as a concept serves to understand the relationship 
between justice and energy, applying principles of justice to evaluate 
energy policies, production and consumption, energy security, climate 
change effects, and, other related aspects, including social activism 
[45,46]. Energy justice directly appeals to three main tenets: distribu
tion, recognition, and participation [45,46], highlighting the utility of 
this framework for analyzing ethical dilemmas and policy choices 
related to energy [46–49]. The analytical framework of the three tenets 
is the most prevalent [50]; however, other conceptualizations distin
guish global justice, such as cosmopolitan justice, based on the rich and 
diverse agenda of environmental sociology, which focuses on the 
externalization of costs by developed countries and emphasizes the need 
for a comprehensive analysis of the entire energy resource supply chain 
[49,51]. Moreover, restorative justice involves compensating those 
harmed and restoring an area to its original state [52]. Finally, inter
generational justice is frequently invoked in climate activism to ensure 
leaving the planet in a suitable condition for future generations. These 
principles are often transformed into the demands of social movements. 

As energy justice is a practically oriented framework; it assesses 
where injustices arise; whom they affect; and what processes cause them 
[46]. It then offers tools to reconstruct the social movement activities 
and put the ideologies and norms behind particular policies in this 
framework, including solidarity and empowerment. An overarching 
goal of energy justice is to ensure “safe, accessible, and sustainable en
ergy for all individuals in all areas” [45]. Emphasizing equity positions 
the concept's authors and contributors as advocates of stronger state 
intervention, treating energy as a basic good rather than a marketable 
commodity. In this context, the related notion of ‘just transition’, refers 
to respecting and considering societal goals when introducing a new 
energy system [53] or, more literally, preventing old inequalities from 
growing and creating new ones when transitioning to less carbon- 
intensive technologies [54]. The energy justice framework can also be 
used to identify hidden injustices such as weak social welfare systems, 
the financialization of the real estate sector, and monopolistic or 
oligopolistic market practices [55,56]. In this regard, overarching jus
tice issues lie at the heart of social activism; however, in terms of energy 
poverty and social activism, according to our knowledge, they have not 
yet been systematically analyzed. 

Empowerment refers to the process of expanding the agency of the 
less privileged to feel capable of controlling their decisions as a means to 
realize their values [57]. In alleviating energy poverty, empowerment is 
increasingly gaining proponents as the key solution to tackle the root of 
the problem in contrast to common palliative measures that temporarily 
reduce the energy poverty impact, such as energy discounts, vouchers, 
and social tariffs [58]. Especially, the critics of ‘assistentialist’ ap
proaches underline that the relationship between client and social ser
vices or customer and energy companies, due to its innate nature, results 
in overlooking the root of the problem and rather focusing on the 
symptoms leading to (re-)production of the palliative measures [59]. 
Examples of practices of fostering empowerment demonstrate that with 
Collective Advisory Assemblies and monitoring campaigns, energy-poor 
households gain collective knowledge and control to actively work on 
cases as emotional burdens are shared and lifted, to optimize supply, and 
to improve thermal comfort at home [60]. Empowerment-based policies 

like the Weatherization Assistance Program enhance one's long-term 
ability to have control over energy use and planning and regain a 
sense of control over their future energy situation [58]. However, due to 
the urgency and severity of some affected households, others argue 
(including the authors of this paper) that the support of palliative 
measures should also be accompanied to attenuate the suffering during 
the empowerment process [61]. 

The empowerment approach seeks to increase one's autonomy and 
expand freedom of choice as it deploys tools related to education, 
problem-solving, and communication skills. Moreover, it may also be 
related to psychological support in terms of one's self-image, motivation, 
stress management, or even related to the spirituality of an individual 
[62]. Therefore, empowerment is individual but strongly related to so
cial support [63,64]. Recent studies on social movements have high
lighted the empowering aspect of grassroots movements [65]. Strong 
social movements in relevance to energy poverty have contributed to the 
empowerment of the affected bringing significant changes in the energy 
poverty policy at the regional level [66]. The collective action taken in 
movements generates individual empowerment as participants actively 
take a role in becoming one of the activists demanding legislative change 
and building a strong sense of identity, empathy, and solidarity [67]. 
Collective actions exercised in a social movement embody households' 
lived experiences and these can help them get rid of the mental burden 
and avoid coping strategies that are detrimental to their health [66]. 
Empowerment is also considered crucial in feminist and gender studies. 
Energy poverty is a gendered problem where women and women-led 
households are disproportionately affected. Therefore, empowering 
women by allowing them to access adequate information to gain con
fidence in making choices for energy services and providing contractual 
rights is considered crucial in alleviating the problem at the household 
level [61]. Overall, empowerment can be seen as the opposite of 
vulnerability as social movements can change affected people's (self-) 
perceptions and experiences of energy poverty. 

The work of the social movements in response to energy poverty is 
closely related to the demands of organizations and supporters of the 
concept of ‘right to energy’. A right to energy can be a legal right, both in 
terms of ‘human rights’ or ‘consumer rights’, or as a moral right for a 
human in the modern world [68]. The right to energy approach, which is 
closely related to the right to adequate housing and other rights, is 
primarily focused on persons as primary subjects with vital stakes in 
access to good quality, affordable, and continuous energy services for 
achieving decent living standards [69]. This approach is considered an 
essential element for changes in the paradigm around energy that 
safeguards primary access to energy for everyone affected by or falling 
into energy poverty [70]. The right to energy perspective is empowering 
as it calls for rights to participation, information to access justice, and 
accountability working towards energy democracy considering both 
energy production and consumption [71]. 

3. Methodology 

The research design comprises a multiple-case study including three 
examples of social movements struggling against energy poverty in 
Europe: AMAN (meaning: it's enough) in North Macedonia, tenant 
movements in Warsaw (Poland), and APE (Aliança contra pobresa 
energètia in English: Alliance against Energy Poverty) in Barcelona 
(Catalonia, Spain). The selection logic is based on the tangible conse
quences of their actions, not limited to the street protests but also 
resulted in a concrete legislative and policy proposal that managed to 
reach the national or local governments. Acknowledging that case 
studies generate context-dependent knowledge [72], each one employed 
a combination of qualitative techniques, including interviews, partici
pant observations, and document analysis to explore the circumstances 
in an in-depth manner. Analyzed documents included written materials, 
official publications, and reports, aiding in the reconstruction of the 
causes and consequences of social movement activities. Interviews with 
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social movement representatives and other stakeholders across their 
agendas allowed for an in-depth study of people and communities [73]. 
Furthermore, participant observation as a vital technique to understand 
any group, event, or process, in their natural setting [74], served to 
experience the dynamics of social movement protests. The latter 
involved action research as collective self-reflective inquiry [74]. After 
the key stage of data collection for each of the case studies, researchers 
continued to observe the development of the social movements until the 
beginning of 2023, reflecting on their work amidst the pandemic crisis 
and destabilization of the energy market, further exacerbated by the 
Russian military aggression in Ukraine. 

Table 1 summarizes the key methods utilized in each investigation of 
the social movements. In the Macedonian case study, the key analyzed 
documents were retrieved from the website of the Parliament of the 
Republic of North Macedonia concerning the procedure around the draft 
energy law proposed by citizens and materials from the internet page of 
the social movement AMAN. Additionally, the understanding of the 
context is supported by participant observation in one Parliament 
hearing about the draft law, as well as spending time among the pro
testers. In the Polish case study, the key documents included protocols of 
city and district council, and press articles addressing reprivatization 
claims, energy poverty, and housing inequalities in Warsaw. To com
plement these materials, several interviews were conducted with 
various urban stakeholders, including the Parliament members, as well 
as participatory observation of the protest, focused on providing district 
heating and decent housing conditions in municipal buildings. In the 
Barcelona case study, the key documents were sourced from the website 
of the social movement APE including press releases, informational 
documents for the affected households, publications, and minutes of 
their assembly. The participatory observation conducted during the 
period 2015–2017 and 2018 provided the foundation for gaining a 
deeper insight into the modus operandi of the organization. Since 2018, 
the author intermittently engaged with different tasks within the orga
nization. The most recent interview with an APE member was conducted 
in February 2022. 

We rely on thematic synthesis as a methodological framework to 
integrate qualitative datasets from three distinct case studies. Although 

we conducted our studies separately and at different periods, thematic 
synthesis enables us to stay true to the results of the primary studies 
while generating new concepts based on free line-by-line coding [75]. 
Next, the independent datasets were analyzed qualitatively following 
the three common research questions, guided by the key concepts used. 
Following this coding process, the qualitative data were collected into a 
single repository for all three cases and analyzed following data 
condensation, data display, and conclusion drawing [76], with the 
detailed results of comparison available in the Appendix. The results 
section presents one case study after another to preserve the story 
narrative, and each case study is structured to present the birth of the 
social movement, the legislative process, and the aftermath referring to 
the period after the legislative process has ended. 

4. Results 

4.1. North Macedonia: И бол и бес (both pain and anger) 

4.1.1. Birth 
The social movement about energy poverty in North Macedonia 

appeared in 2012–2013 led by an informal organization of citizens 
named AMAN attracting over 13,000 supporters (and signatories of the 
draft law). It was triggered by the increase in electricity and district 
heating prices in 2012 and it manifested itself as street protests in front 
of the Regulatory Commission because it regulates the energy prices 
[77,78]. The social movement found it essential to highlight that they 
are independent of any political party affiliation and are fighting for 
justice [78]. AMAN received backing from civil society organizations 
working on labor, human rights, and poverty issues, some of which 
leaned towards leftist ideologies [77]. AMAN as a self-proclaimed in
dependent representation of citizens standing for a right to be able to 
afford their energy bills, successfully mobilized a large number of pro
testers on the streets for months. This sustained effort gradually formed 
a community strong enough to pass the threshold of 10,000 signatures to 
propose a draft law to the Parliament. This achievement can be seen as 
the source of their empowerment. 

AMAN's posters conveyed messages of social justice and citizens' 
activism, for instance: “Stop against the increase in prices. You have taken 
our bread (=livelihood). Social justice. Power of the people. No more silence” 
[77,78]. AMAN's motto demonstrated their understanding of energy 
poverty and the energy transition, and their dedication to social justice. 
They supported the low carbon transition but opposed neoliberal 
market-driven approaches and privatization of ownership. Their stance 
was clear: 

“(Our goal is) to ensure a decent living standard for all citizens of the 
Republic of Macedonia. This means that the prices for electricity, oil, gas, 
and heating should align with the standard of living of the majority of 
citizens of Macedonia. As we must pay for electricity, heating, and gas 
(some of the basic needs for modern life), the state should ensure that 
everyone will be able to (pay for energy), without cutting back on other 
basic needs such as education, health care, and food. We believe the most 
appropriate way to achieve this is for the state to invest in domestic 
renewable and clean energy sources such as solar, geothermal, and wind 
power, which must not be owned by a private corporation.” [77]. 

The energy liberalization process contributed to rising energy prices 
for households, as previous prices had been below the market rate. This 
increase is one underlying cause of the social movement. Additionally, 
at that time consumers were ‘entrapped’ into using the electricity sup
plied by a privately-owned monopoly and district heat from two possible 
suppliers that cover different parts of the capital, the larger of which was 
privately owned. Previous research indicates that consumers in North 
Macedonia faced disconnection from electricity services after a single 
unpaid bill [79] while private monopolist energy utilities have been 
misusing their position, thus affecting human rights [55]. 

The birth of the social movement can be attributed to broader socio- 

Table 1 
Overview of key data sources used in the examined social movements.  

Social 
movement 

Key data sources used 

North 
Macedonia  

• Website of the social movement AMAN  
• Draft Law to Amend the Energy Law (proposed by AMAN)  
• Legal Committee hearing report (summary of the hearing of the 

draft law at the Legal Committee of the Parliament) published 
by the Parliament  

• Economic Committee hearing report (summary of the hearing of 
the draft law at the Economic Committee of the Parliament) 
published by the Parliament  

• Parliament hearing report (summary of the hearing of the draft 
law at the full Parliament) published by the Parliament  

• Participatory observation in the formulation of the draft law and 
the Economic Committee hearing 

Poland  • Protocols from the meetings of the city council and social 
dialogue committees  

• Press articles systematically analyzed  
• Interviews with social movement representatives and local 

policy stakeholders  
• Video recording of the social movements documenting 

conversations with tenants in the area of energy poverty  
• Website and social media profiles of the organizations 

constituting the social movement  
• Participatory observation of the tenant movement strike 

Spain  • Website of the social movement APE  
• Interviews with social movement participants  
• Text of Catalan law 24/2015 of 29th of July 2015  
• Participatory observation of assemblies  
• Reports published by APE in collaboration with other social 

movements  
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economic and political conditions in the country. North Macedonia has 
been affected by a durable and deep form of energy poverty [79] with 
26.8 % of households in 2012, at the start of the social movement, un
able to heat their homes adequately [80]. On top of that, this movement 
opposed the ‘regime of Gruevski’, a period during which the country was 
referred to as a state capture defined as the political dependence of in
stitutions [79]. This increased an environment ripe for social movements 
protesting various issues, such as police brutality, the cutting of trees in 
urban areas, and the imprisonment of a journalist. Gruevski's regime 
operated in a clientelist manner abusing public office, clientilizing 
essential institutions while prosecuting political opponents, journalists, 
and members of civil society [81]. 

4.1.2. Legislative process 
The protestors' demands were articulated in a draft law, an amend

ment to the Energy law which garnered 13,169 citizen signatures as a 
citizen initiative and managed to be debated in the Parliament [82]. 
However, it was ultimately not accepted. 

The main goal of the draft law was the protection of the economic 
and social rights of citizens by protecting them from energy monopolies, 
namely, monopolistic energy utilities [82]. The main requests from the 
social movement participants in the draft law included exempting 
disconnected consumers from paying any fees for district heat, gas, and 
electricity while they are disconnected; and introducing a cheap daily 
electricity tariff for households1 applicable for 3 h between 10 am and 6 
pm [82]. 

This draft law underwent three levels of discussion in Parliament. On 
the 7th of February 2013, the Parliament's Committee on Economic 
Affairs reviewed it as illustrated in Fig. 1, followed by the discussion on 
the 11th of February by the Parliament's Legal Committee. Ultimately, 
the full Parliament discussed it on the 13th of February. All three de
bates concluded that the majority of the members of the Parliament did 
not support the adoption of this draft law [83–85]. The members of the 
ruling Macedonian party VMRO (Internal Macedonian Revolutionary 
Organization) voted against the draft law, the ruling Albanian party DUI 
(Democratic Union for Integration) was reserved, while the Albanian 
party in opposition DPA (Democratic Partly of Albanians) supported the 
draft law [78].2 The largest Macedonian opposition party SDSM (Social 
Democratic Union of Macedonia) was absent from Parliament due to an 
earlier event known as Black Monday during which they were forcefully 
removed from Parliament while the budget for next year was being 
discussed [86]. 

During the Parliament debate, proponents of the proposed draft law 
argued that citizens needed protection from monopolies, especially 
considering that the country is affected by widespread material depri
vation that left them vulnerable to increasing prices [85]. The key 
argument from the protestors was in line with the right to energy 
concept, expressing that citizens were not seeking ‘free energy’, but 
rather a dignified life where they were able and capable of paying their 
energy bills. This showed their knowledge of the clash between 
neoliberal energy policies driven by the energy transition and these 
policies' impacts on energy poverty, material deprivation, and human 
dignity. An AMAN representative highlighted the struggle of citizens, 
stating: 

“Our standard of living doesn't match the bills we receive from EVN (the 
single electricity supplier). Macedonia has one of the lowest salaries in the 

region. We want to be responsible citizens, but we cannot pay our bills. As 
a result of this price increase, and knowing that the electricity price will 
continue to increase, we wonder how we are going to survive till the end of 
the month... I‘m speaking on behalf of those who are in no condition to 
pay their bills. Their dignity is affected.” [85]. 

Opponents of the draft law displayed neoliberal views having sided 
with the open market and claiming that cheap energy was a thing of the 
socialist past. The key market argument against the draft law was that 
introducing the cheap daily electricity tariff would increase the price of 
electricity [85]. Additionally, the opposing side relied on the EU's au
thority to argue that cheap energy is not feasible in the EU. For example, 
a member of the ruling Macedonian party stated: “If we want to become a 
member of the European Union, we should forget about cheap tariffs because 
they do not exist.” [85]. By expressing the right to energy and their 
supportive attitude towards a decarbonization process as a socially just 
transition, we can argue that AMAN had valuable citizen knowledge 
which contrasted with the expert narratives expressed by the majority of 
the members of the Parliament [87]. This contrast underscores the social 
movement's demands for energy justice (procedural as a way to improve 
the existing legislation and recognition to acknowledge them as a rele
vant stakeholder) versus the narratives of the decision-makers treating 
energy as a commodity aligned with the neoliberal principles of a 
deregulated energy market. 

A series of arguments were put forth, suggesting that the historical 
availability of the cheap daily tariff and the upbringing contributed to 
developing a culturally-relevant behavior around the use of energy 
among the population. The cheap electricity tariff at the time of this 
event started at 10 pm which according to AMAN influenced their habits 
as they were compelled to do laundry, cook, and bathe after 10 pm, 
affecting their efficiency at work the following working day [85]. The 
ruling Albanian party representative, although voted reserved high
lighted the cultural practice of economizing energy: 

“They (AMAN) do not ask for anything exclusive or luxurious, rather 
they simply demand to reinstate a right which the citizens of the Republic of 
Macedonia enjoyed in the past, for years and decades. As members of 
Parliament, many of us come from middle-class backgrounds and have been 
taught that we need to economize electricity as much as possible. I still 
remember my mother … she raised us with the same logic, to turn on the boiler 
and the washing machine during the cheap tariff hours, and I think that is a 
really good behavior, to do good energy-saving practices.” [85]. These re
marks show the awareness among the representatives of ethnic minor
ities that ethnic minorities are significantly affected by energy poverty, a 
concern highlighted by other studies [66,88,89]. The illustrations of 
struggles to adjust their daily needs and habits to accommodate the 
restrictions and opportunities of energy service provision reflect citizens' 
lived experiences of energy self-restrictions and constant adaptation 
within the existing market situation. 

Lastly, the democratic capacity of the country to organize an initia
tive of direct democracy was discussed. The signatures were collected in 
barely 30 working days while members of AMAN faced threats, obsta
cles, and pressure [85]. This explains their lived experience of not only 
dealing with energy deprivation but also facing a shrinking democratic 
space which inhibited their access to democratic tools such as proposing 
legislation. 

In the end, the draft law failed. This can be attributed to the absence 
of the opposition in Parliament, while the demands of the social 
movement were entangled in national political and economic 
constraints. 

4.1.3. Aftermath: silence and unattributed semi-achievement 
After the failure to adopt the draft law in 2013, the social movement 

AMAN ‘died’ with its leaders ceasing visible activities. As the energy 
prices increased during the 2021–2022 energy crisis, the country 
declared a state of energy crisis in 2021 and 2022. Among the most 
vulnerable, a new phenomenon arose as many at risk of energy 

1 This applies to all household electricity consumers who can use at certain 
times lower tariffs of electricity per kWh, which is usually in the evening hours 
and weekends when the electricity demand is lower.  

2 Albanians are the largest minority group in the country, and since the Ohrid 
Framework Agreement in 2001 when the representation of minority groups in 
institutions has been ensured, it is common for a winning Macedonian political 
party at an election to make a coalition with at least one Albanian political 
partly to form a government. 
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disconnections turned increasingly more often to charity for help. It 
appeared the capacity and ability to raise one's voice and demand rights 
were silenced, with people resorting to their coping strategies and sur
vival on their own [88]. 

Interestingly, despite that the citizen initiative was unsuccessful 
when the opposition came to power the two demands from the draft law 
were fulfilled but without any acknowledgment of AMAN. It indicates 
that as a citizen movement, AMAN was not taken seriously by the ‘po
litical elite’. The cheap electricity tariff was revoked during the energy 
crisis in 2022 and reintroduced in December 2023. Additionally, since 
2020 stricter regulations were introduced making it more difficult to 
disconnect from the district heating, such as requiring approval from the 
majority of other flat owners in the building and demonstrating that they 
are using more efficient and environmentally friendly means of heating. 
Despite that AMAN failed to adopt the draft law, it implicitly raised 
awareness about energy poverty in the country, expressing the feeling of 
being locked in a situation forced to pay high energy bills to monopolies. 
A final observation is that the country's democratic conditions were not 
ripe enough, but the downfall of the regime brought some sensitiveness 
among decision-makers regarding AMAN's demands for the right to 
energy. 

4.2. Poland: Dość: długów, chorób, wysokich kosztów ogrzewania 
prądem! (enough: debts, illnesses, and high electric heating costs!) 

4.2.1. Birth 
Tenant movements in Poland formed in the late 1980s and early 

1990s around the legal, political, and economic aspects of housing in the 
context of the transition towards private ownership-dominated models 
[90]. Their main goal was to improve the housing conditions of 
municipal tenants [91]. In the second half of the 2010s, there were 40 
informal tenant associations in Poland, in Warsaw alone, researchers of 
social movements list several organizations affiliated with the tenant 
movements [92]. These movements, representing less affluent groups of 
residents living in municipally owned, multi-family buildings [93], 
rarely take a vote directly about the energy policies. 

The tenant movement was created by left-wing organizations in consul
tation with tenants (…). It gave such a left-wing perspective to people who 
suffered from housing exclusion but could not express themselves within 
the framework of the official, existing liberal ideology that says “If you 
don't have a private apartment, you're a loser because you didn't make it” 
or “Take a loan, change your job,” and so on. This whole ideology has 
been prevalent over the past thirty years, and tenants knew nothing else. 
They were ashamed to admit that they had a housing problem because 
they were taught that it was a shameful and individual problem. So as a 
result, they, in their language, would not have developed such a slogan as 

Fig. 1. Economic Committee hearing on the 7th of February 2013.  
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“housing as a right, not a commodity.” (Interview with Tenant Move
ment Member, 2022). 

Warsaw's best-known tenant groups include the Warsaw Tenants 
Association (Warszawskie Stowarzyszenie Lokatorów; WSL), the Com
mittee for the Protection of Tenants' Rights (Komitet Ochrony Praw 
Lokatorów; KOPL), and the Social Justice Office (Kancelaria Sprawied
liwości Społecznej; KSS). These organizations provide legal advice on 
housing assistance, organize eviction blockades, and review proposals 
for legislative changes and urban housing policies, emphasizing the 
right to housing and universal access to affordable heating. In the case of 
municipal buildings with several dozen residents, at least one person is 
in contact with the movement's decision-making center, so it remains a 
bottom-up structure, working as a registered organization or as an 
informal network. The exact number of members is therefore hard to 
assess. These are several people who participate in strikes, but far more 
observe or support the organization online. At the beginning of 
November 2023, the most recognized tenant organizations had 6,300 
(KOPL), 4,400 (WSL), and 9,600 (KSS) followers on social media. 

4.2.2. Legislative process 
Tenant movements publicized the consequences of reprivatization: a 

return of real estate to claim holders to tenement multi-family houses 
nationalized after World War II. The movements circulated information 
about evictions stimulated by the claim holders and related life stories of 
residents, requested information about housing plans, and challenged 
the legality of certain administrative decisions. In 2016, the tenant and 
urban movements enforced legislative changes, the so-called Anti-Rep
rivatization Act. This included, among other things, the outlawing of the 
most controversial and brutal practices, such as returning a building 
with tenants to the plenipotentiary of the prewar building owners and 
evicting them through large rent increases combined with media dis
connections or extremely cumbersome renovation works. Although the 
government prepared the legal act on its own without consultations with 
the tenant's organization, the new law was considered the most impor
tant postulate and was positively assessed by tenant movements. Inter
estingly, the political divide in the Parliament was not in line with the 
typical worldview polarization axis, characteristic of the Polish political 
scene, but more on the economic beliefs. After their first successes, the 
movements received social credit for more effective advocacy in other 
areas, such as retrofitting multi-family buildings and energy poverty 
alleviation. 

Energy poverty figures prominently among the issues being 
addressed by tenant movements, especially in municipal housing. In 
Warsaw, municipal housing apartments constitute almost 8 % of all 
housing stock or nearly 81,000 apartments. The majority of the housing 
stock remains in poor technical conditions. Since 2017, the Warsaw 
Tenant Association has advocated for universal access to district heating 
in municipal buildings, targeting city authorities, neighborhoods, and 
property management companies. The follow-up campaign about the 
enormous electric heating costs in municipal buildings led to the 
convening of a particular city and neighborhood council. During the 
energy poverty alleviation campaign, the Warsaw Tenant Association 
highlighted the lack of district heating access in one of every four 
municipal apartments, as well as the impact of poor housing conditions 
on health. According to their estimations, this problem affected 
45,000–55,000 of Warsaw's inhabitants [94]. In the following years, the 
Committee for the Protection of Tenants' Rights publicized the wide
spread energy poverty problem in municipal buildings, caused by rep
rivatization claims on the one hand, and the market-oriented policy on 
the other. Resistance by tenant movements took various forms: dem
onstrations in front of neighborhood offices and during neighborhood 
council meetings, and banners hung on balconies, fences, and stairwells 
of buildings [95]. Their idea was also to empower the tenants and 
reverse the shaming; they offered tangible administrative as well as 
emotional support through joint meetings to integrate the community 

and generate the feeling that there is a committed intermediatory be
tween their rights and decision-makers. 

The demands of the tenant movements were aimed primarily at 
urban policy. Protest organizers contested ignoring the needs of the least 
well-off residents: letter carriers, cleaners, pensioners, the unemployed, 
and workers and employees of grocery discounts, implicitly linking the 
issue of energy poverty to inequality in the labor market [96]. Tenant 
movements required universal access to district heating (recognition 
justice), information access (procedural justice), financial compensation 
for reprivatization victims (restorative justice), and canceling debts 
caused by high electricity bills (distributive justice) also illustrated in 
Fig. 2. The tenant movement demonstrations were one of the few 
grassroots social mobilizations around housing and energy poverty in 
Poland. Through these actions, they mainstreamed the concept of en
ergy poverty into the urban policy discourse, using it interchangeably 
with the category of ‘energy exploitation’ [94]. 

The tenant campaign was highly successful and forced a change in 
distribution priorities. In December 2017, the city's deputy mayor 
acknowledged that connecting buildings to the district heating network 
is a priority and that “any neighborhood that reports the need to connect 
municipal buildings to central heating will receive funds from the City Office 
to carry this out” [94]. Thanks to the reprivatization act, it was also easier 
to do this in multi-family buildings with old reprivatization claims. The 
decision to prioritize investments connecting these buildings to the 
district heating network was also maintained in subsequent years. In 
2021, the president of Warsaw indicated that “despite the coronavirus 
pandemic and the difficult situation of the city's budget, we do not change our 
renovation plans in municipal housing. This is one of our priorities for raising 
the standard of living in the city” [97]. The city office and district mayors 
accelerated the schedule for connecting buildings to district heating and 
started reporting the progress of the investments on social media: 

Because it is necessary to help the residents, we agree, both we and they 
(tenant movements). They adopt different methods, we adopt different 
methods, but ok, that's how it's done. No one will praise us for connecting 
more buildings, that we connected 23 buildings last year, but rebuke us for 
1, that is not connected. (…) Because there is no longer a discussion on 
whether to connect buildings, we all know that - to connect as many as 
possible. Now I know that a huge push exists to fight this problem. I 
sometimes throw in the information that we are retrofitting another 
building. I used hashtag #energypoverty, that we are fighting this energy 
poverty, such a systemic problem affecting residents, who find it very 
difficult to get out of it until the city starts investing in more buildings 
(Interview with decision-maker in neighborhood office, 2020). 

Because it's such a game between social movements and the district au
thorities that we, by making a scandal, force them to do some activity. 
Then they credit themselves with the success of doing it. But this is, let's 
say, a price you can pay to provide people with decent housing conditions, 
and this is fine, despite the cynicism with which the authorities approach it 
(Interview with Tenant Movement Member, 2022). 

The tenant campaign's success was due to social mobilization and the 
use of professional, various, and unconventional data to prove the scale 
and intensity of energy poverty. The tenant movements mapped the 
reprivatization claims and district heating connections, conducted their 
survey, and funded technical expertise to assess the building condition. 
Another effective strategy used by the tenant movements was to refer to 
examples of specific building addresses affected by the ownership 
problems and the existing electricity bills, which were paid to a private 
company, unlike the rest of the country. In this way, the tenant move
ment, functioning alongside the Polish research and political debate on 
energy poverty, even constructed measures of household energy poverty 
on its own (measured by the presence of damp, mold, being ever 
disconnected, and having an electric heater received from the munici
pality), initiating the debate about the right to energy and housing at the 
local scale. Outreach activities bolstered the analytical activities of the 
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tenant movements: a manifesto against energy poverty reprinted in the 
press [94], social media posts, and leaflets distributed in electric-heated 
buildings. In particular, it is essential to highlight the breadth of direct 
actions that helped engage older people in the protest, especially 
women, who are usually a political force less involved in such events but 
remain highly exposed to energy poverty in Poland [98]. The involve
ment was expected to lead to the mass mobilization of tenants, change 
how they communicate with the city, and introduce systemic solutions. 
The demands of the tenant movement eventually caught the attention of 
the press, radio, and television, including nationwide coverage. How
ever, while the city agreed to change its distribution priorities regarding 
housing and energy, other problems raised by tenants, for instance, the 
ad hoc nature of social assistance measures such as fuel allowances, bill 
payment support, or the ineffectiveness of energy allowances, which 
require changes at the national level, went unnoticed and unresolved. 

4.2.3. Aftermath: recognition of energy poverty in legislation 
The campaign's success and the promise of connecting all buildings 

and apartments to the district heating network changed the gravity point 
of tenant demands. In line with a change in distribution priorities, the 
weight of the discourse on energy poverty in social housing shifted from 
the district heating connections to ensuring better living conditions in 
properties with ownership claims. Urban real estate management com
panies recognized the value of the tenants' information sources and 
declared to maintain contact and jointly monitor the progress of the 
housing investments. Thus, once the priority for building connections to 
the district heating network was recognized, there was a shift from a 
struggle for distributive and recognition justice to the demand for pro
cedural justice. In this regard, several problematic and unresolved issues 
remained, which included a lack of influence by the city on the timing of 
connections to the network of specific buildings or the launch of service 
in them, due to the lack of control over a monopolistic private district 
heating company. In this case, privatization of the monopoly did not 
cause a skyrocketing heating price, but hampered decisions about the 
access of particular locations. However, the example of the tenant 
campaigns showed that not only air pollution and energy efficiency but 
also energy and heat prices, seemingly related only to policies at the 

central level, can become an ‘urban question’ and a field for urban policy 
discussions on various dimensions of justice. The success of the social 
movement, which was mainstreaming the reprivatization issue and 
enforcing legislative changes regarding stopping evictions in reprivat
ized buildings, also helped in terms of the energy poverty alleviation in 
the city, as energy poverty was recognized and addressed in important 
local strategic documents. 

4.3. Barcelona: Ni set, ni fred, ni foscor (no more thirst, cold, or 
darkness) 

4.3.1. Birth 
Recognition of energy poverty as a major social problem in Spain 

began around 2014. At the time, only several publications estimated 
that about 10 % of Spanish citizens suffers from energy poverty [99]. 
The most recent data unveils that 9.3 % is the share of those who have 
reduced their energy expenditure abnormally low (Low absolute energy 
expenditure, known as M/23), and 16.4 % is the share of those over
burdened by the high energy cost in proportion to their income (High 
share of energy expenditure in income, known as 2 M4) [100]. The social 
movement Alliance against poverty (APE abbreviated from Aliança 
contra la Pobresa Energètica) was born at the beginning of 2014 in 
Barcelona with strong support from social movements and non- 
governmental organizations. The economic crisis that had created a 
severe housing crisis since 2010 and its prolonged impact resulted in a 
rise in the number of households with energy supply problems in Cat
alonia and nationwide. The strong social fabric woven from the indig
nados (anti-austerity) movement of 15-M (abbreviation of May 15, 
2011, the day of the occupation of Plaza Cataluña which influenced the 
Occupy Wallstreet Movement) – the spirit of occupying illustrated in 
Fig. 3 - gave a driving force for Platform for People Affected by Mort
gages (PAH abbreviated from Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca) 

Fig. 2. Transparent on the municipal building fence in Warsaw (District: Praga-Południe): 
Enough: debts, illnesses, and high electric heating costs! 

3 M/2 indicator refers to the share of households whose absolute energy 
expenditure is below half the national median.  

4 2 M indicator refers to the percentage of households whose share of energy 
expenditure in income is more than twice the national median. 
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to expand. This strong sense of social union remained as a backbone for 
the citizens of Barcelona, especially for those leftists and activists. 

PAH's practice and the militant style of action dealing with housing 
problems inspired the birth of APE to provide space for issues related to 
managing energy and water service at home, which was a frequent topic 
brought up in the PAH. The affected households are introduced to the 
movement through biweekly collective advisory assemblies. The 
bottom-up process results in transforming the affected households – an 
individual - into more empowered members and activists of the move
ment, creating a safe environment where they no longer have to feel 
ashamed of their situation. They are invited to share their experience 
openly, not being judged but supported in their emotional burdens. 
Participants are also invited to participate in an inclusive environment 
where tasks are divided and taken up by the affected households, 
consequently making them feel useful, helpful, and empowered to solve 
their work and contribute to others. They actively re-educate the 
affected about the oligopolistic structure of the energy system in Spain 
and re-shift the discourse from shaming individuals to demanding an 
appropriate recognition of the problem from the company and admin
istration. In their fight, APE brought changes in guaranteeing the 
connection for vulnerable households, debt clearance for water-poor 
households, and bringing awareness of the hidden issues such as 
disconnection in irregular housing, debt accumulation from arrears, and 
abusive debt collecting practices. APE treats energy more broadly as part 
of social reproduction, “to secure all that is required to reproduce ourselves 
as healthy and flourishing subjects” [101]. APE is supported by 30 active 
members and around 100 attendants who remain in contact with APE 
through an online chat group (Member of APE, personal interview, 02/ 
03/2022). Considering that there are affected households who solved 
their case and stopped participating, the outreach of APE is considered 
greater but unfortunately, they do not know exactly how many partic
ipated since its foundation. 

4.3.2. Legislative process 
APE promoted ILP Vivienda – a citizen legislative initiative on 

housing and energy poverty in collaboration with other organizations 
including PAH. At a politically opportune moment, when social emer
gent issues were at the center of political debate, the regional govern
ment passed ILP Vivienda unanimously. This achievement is considered 
an exemplar of the procedural justice of energy-poor households. Law 
24/2015 of urgent measures to tackle housing and energy poverty 
emergencies was promulgated on 29th of July 2015 meanwhile 
numerous activists celebrated their victory in front of the Catalan 

Parliament, who had collectively raised support of 150,000 individual 
signatures. Even though the articles regarding housing were brought to 
the Constitutional Court and suspended, the policy on energy poverty 
survived with a strong reinforcement of protection for vulnerable 
households based on the precautionary principle. The cut-offs were 
banned at all costs and authorized only to those proved to be not 
vulnerable – making sure that ‘no one is left behind’ while guaranteeing 
the right to energy. This strong protection measure addressed distribu
tional justice and the right to stay connected to the supply. Moreover, as 
seen in quotes such as “… do not do business with our rights.”, it is upheld 
in defiance of the idea of energy as a commodity [102]. 

Since the successful enactment of the regional legislation in Cata
lonia, APE continued to work in the correct application of Law 24/2015, 
educating in their biweekly assemblies on the rights of the affected, to 
not fear disconnection, and rightfully requesting their right to be con
nected. They work on the areas where the system easily overlooks or 
ignores such as unexpected high or low bills, severe indebtedness, and 
other inhumane practices applied in the current scheme run by com
panies. They effectively mobilize collaborative efforts of affected 
households using the collected knowledge [103]. The affected in
dividuals were empowered by knowing the adequate means to deal with 
their situation and by building a sense of family, where they can seek 
support but also be the help for others. In sum, the assemblies provide an 
inclusive environment where the affected are respected, invited to share 
their vulnerability and become resilient through solidarity. In everyday 
practice, the tasks within the movement were divided between members 
to give a sense of inclusion and efficacy. Those involved in the move
ment for longer than 3 months were invited to join the coordination 
group. Recently, APE also started to address the health issues focusing 
on the emotional well-being of the affected households and the impact of 
assemblies on it [60]. 

Several consequential works followed since. First and foremost, APE 
demanded the correct application of Law 24/2015 from companies as 
despite the regulation a tragic death took place in 2016. A senior citizen 
lost her life due to a fire in a disconnected home. Illegal cut-offs were 
detected by the affected households and administrations, resulting in 
penalties for private companies. One of the main concerns regarding the 
question of ‘who is responsible for energy poverty and who pays the debt?’ 
was left out of the draft law 24/2015 due to political reasons so that all 
parties could vote in favor. By taking a rather strategic approach, the 
question of debt was dealt with afterward by a convention negotiated 
between the administration and energy service providers. APE 
constantly pressured both parties until it was finally signed in 2021 

Fig. 3. Occupying Endesa, the major energy company on the 20th of February 2017.  
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almost 6 years after the adoption of law 24/2015. The energy system's 
responsibility in this social problem was finally recognized as a 
convention that allocated a considerable amount of debt to be paid by 
the private company. The electricity company bore the full cost of the 
debt of vulnerable households for the period from the 6th of August 
2015 to the 31st of December 2018. The debt for 2019 and 2020 was 
equally shared by the energy company and administration (Catalan 
government to bear 75 % and supralocal administrations to bear 25 %) 
[104]. About 35,000 households cleared accumulated debt between 
2015 and 2020 and were also promised no further debt accumulation. 
This marked one of the great successes that APE achieved for low- 
income households, yet again leaving an important precedent for 
vulnerable households in Catalonia [105]. At the same time, the affected 
households sought further debt clearance from the companies and 
brought to justice bad practices around debt collection. APE continues 
the action and media exposure to mainstream discussion on energy 
poverty at the national level. The increased awareness of the topic also 
instigated the Spanish government to plan a strategy for energy poverty 
(Estrategia Nacional contra la Pobreza Energética 2019–2024, Real 
Decreto 15/2018). Lastly, APE continues to open spaces to discuss 
problems such as energy poverty in occupied housing (recognition jus
tice), during summer, and in the process of the energy transition. 

4.3.3. Aftermath: uninterrupted fight for the right to energy 
During the pandemic lockdown, APE had stalled for several weeks 

until they reorganized the assemblies online. Water-disconnected 
households were identified as the municipal fountains were closed. 
Energy as a basic right became clearer for the government as they 
decreed emergency measures to put a moratorium on all cut-offs for 
basic services. After the pandemic, APE advocated for the prolongation 
of the emergency moratorium to guarantee connection to energy and 
water. The Royal Decree Law 8/2021 of the 4th of May adopted urgent 
measures in the health, social, and jurisdictional order. These measures 
were to be applied after the end of the state of alarm declared by Royal 
Decree 926/2020, on the 25th of October, by which the state of alarm is 
declared to contain the spread of infections caused by SARS-CoV-2, 
prolonging the moratorium till the end of 2023. The recent enactment 
of the Royal Decree Law 8/2023 of the 28th of December, extended the 
moratorium to be effective until the 30th of June 2024 [106]. APE and 
more than 20 other organizations are demanding an extension as the end 
date approaches, foreseeing a crisis as a large number of cut-offs may 
take place at once. As the government advanced in recognizing the 
importance of guaranteeing consumers basic service, it enabled various 
social movements to collaborate on making policies that guarantee 
minimum vital consumptions at the national level. 

Moreover, APE is leading various discussions regarding energy 
poverty and securing basic utility services for vulnerable households. It 
has a particularly important role in increasing awareness of the diffi
culties of energy-poor households. Their most recent work involves 
restorative justice as APE discloses the phone call harassment of debt 
collectors performing illegal practices. This revealed the psychological 
burden that these households have to bear and the illegal practices used 
by the electricity companies. The discussion on suffering from thermal 
discomfort during summer became one of the main topics during the 
summer of 2022 as Spain experienced the hottest summer since record 
existed. 

In the agenda of APE, energy transition is a rather new frontline, seen 
as a necessary step to take to redress the community's energy demand 
and distribution. They posted recently the need to tackle “the climate 
crisis and avoid indebting society on more fossil fuel infrastructure for de
cades while these continue to enrich the energy oligopoly.” According to 
APE, energy transition is perceived as a way to redistribute power from 
the oligopolistic energy system. “We need an energy model that is 100 % 
renewable, decentralized, efficient, distributed, but above all democratic.” 
Additionally, they address the lack of inclusive EU legislation towards 
energy transition as it excludes the most vulnerable population who do 

not live on their own property. APE argues for the need to prioritize 
these populations as first targets. “...The majority of European funds are 
not being dedicated to improving energy issues for the most vulnerable fam
ilies who live in rentals. The most vulnerable neighborhoods and families 
demand prioritizing the rehabilitation and subsidies for renewable self- 
consumption facilities, regardless of the property ownership regime.” [107]. 

5. Discussion 

We contrasted the European energy transition agenda manifested 
through a preference for liberalized and privatized energy markets with 
the demand for basic services and energy justice expressed through the 
activities of social movements proposing legislation to reduce energy 
poverty in three European countries. Our conceptual contribution lies in 
understanding the emergence of new social movements as a reflection of 
the demands for political representation of energy-vulnerable groups 
and as agents advocating for structural reforms aimed at mitigating 
energy poverty. 

All three cases illustrate citizen-led movements exposing monopo
lized decision-making processes that disproportionately affect vulner
able citizens. The Barcelona movement perceived the energy transition 
as an opportunity to dismantle oligopoly in the provision of essential 
services. The movement in Warsaw advocated for re-municipalizing 
monopoly under social and political control, aiming to ensure afford
able energy and equitable access to district heating rather than solely 
focusing on individual distributed generation. Additionally, in North 
Macedonia, the movement was placed as opposing a captured state 
which impeded its effectiveness due to the absence of mechanisms to 
challenge the closed top-down decision-making. However, some of the 
demands of the social movement in North Macedonia were accepted 
after the fall of the ‘captured state’. It indicates that social movements 
can have a transformative potential when the political context allows 
[56]. The social movements envisage alleviating energy poverty by 
addressing the less recognized drivers, such as monopolized energy and 
housing markets [31,33], and demanding social justice [30,36]. The 
documented energy liberalization and privatization were identified as 
contributing factors to the exacerbation of energy vulnerability 
[108–110]. 

The social movements broadcast the message about striving towards 
the right to energy while demanding justice and good governance from 
institutions. The right to energy stands out as a prominent claim by 
activists and academics arguing that energy matters to the degree that it 
is more than just another commodity [111] but an “energy as a right of 
people living in modern political communities” [112]. The right to en
ergy serves as a catalyst to prompt governmental and stakeholders' ac
tion to guarantee access to energy services [113]. This notion is closely 
linked to ensuring a dignified life (North Macedonia), decent housing 
and energy services (Poland) while leaving no one behind (Barcelona). 
Consequently, these social movements addressed broader societal issues 
beyond solely addressing energy poverty, including housing concerns in 
Poland, pro-democratic efforts in North Macedonia, and water poverty 
in Barcelona. The act of protesting against unjust energy policies dis
proportionally affecting marginalized groups is prominent and can be 
interpreted as increasing the visibility of growing inequalities (distrib
utive justice) [46], the voice of those impacted, and their visibility 
within society (recognition justice) [114,115], and especially uncover
ing those responsible for generating injustices (procedural justice) 
[55,116]. Ultimately, the aim of the examined social movements can be 
seen as reflecting the ideas of reducing existing inequalities while pur
suing the low-carbon transition [54,117,118]. 

Another crucial aspect of understanding the contribution of social 
movements is the inherent value of everyday knowledge they represent 
[41,87,119]. The social movements have been led by independent 
grassroots or activists standing for social justice (North Macedonia), or 
striving to improve the lived experience of the affected households 
(Barcelona and Poland). In essence, social movements serve as the voice 
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of (vulnerable) citizens demanding the fundamental right to access basic 
services which mirrors the need for good governance to achieve that. 
The everyday (citizen) knowledge, even the lived experience of the 
energy poor is the crucial resource utilized by participants in these social 
movements to suggest policy improvements. These insights add to the 
understanding that bottom-up actors are more receptive to the lived 
experience of the energy poor and can complement existing policies to 
more effectively address this issue [120]. Finally, the social movements 
made the challenges of certain groups visible, such as ethnic minorities 
in North Macedonia, disabled, migrants, and women in Barcelona, and 
the less affluent working class and retirees in Warsaw. Despite the 
exclusion of various vulnerable minority groups from the benefits of 
energy transition [89,121] social movements have succeeded in 
elevating their visibility and amplifying their voices. 

The engagement in street protests and the process of submitting 
legislative and policy proposals has been an empowering experience for 
the participants in the social movements. We can observe their active 
role in sharing the vision of energy transition (North Macedonia), 
experiencing individual empowerment through participation (Barce
lona), and building collective identities based on the struggle for 
improved housing conditions (Warsaw). This highlights the significance 
of culture and identity in developing a social movement [42,43,67], 
with a key distinction being the sense of agency gained by individuals to 
control their own decisions [57]. Throughout these movements, we 
observed knowledge sharing, collective approaches, and collaboration 
between citizens and supportive stakeholders, such as civil society or
ganizations, all in the direction of building a community. Such collective 
coping mechanisms can mitigate energy poverty including sharing of 
mental burdens [62,66] contrasting with ‘assistentialist’ approaches 
which might overlook the root of the problem [59,122]. Furthermore, 
we also observed the citizen knowledge in each of the social movements, 
such as considering obstructed access to district heating as an energy 
poverty driver as well as framing energy poverty as energy exploitation 
in Poland, borrowed from radical workers' movements. In the case of 
Barcelona, social movement participants linked the climate crisis, fossil 
fuel industries, and power dynamics in the energy sector with the right 
to essential services. North Macedonia's social movement participants 
exposed policies of energy liberalization and privatization which neglect 
the human development aspect. 

In Fig. 4, we summarize the responses to our research questions. We 
explain that crucial conditions that evoked the birth of the studied social 
movements were rooted in neoliberal energy policies, characterized by 
price increases, privatization, lack of social control, and monopolized 
energy decision-making, embedded in law and therefore implemented 
under everyday institutional practices and technocratic means of 
governance. As a result, these conditions obstruct access to basic energy 
rights such as affordable housing and energy services, resulting in 
manifestations of energy poverty, disconnections, evictions, and a lack 
of representation of the needs of energy-vulnerable individuals. 

Participants in these social movements articulated their social discon
tent and resistance by ultimately proposing legislation to align with the 
idea of the right to basic services and a socially just and democratic 
energy transition as a way to alleviate energy poverty. Finally, the actual 
adoption of the proposed legislation, the sustainability of the critical 
mass of social movement participants, and the democratic capacity of 
the legislation body in question played a pivotal role in determining how 
social movements can shape energy poverty alleviation policies. 

We acknowledge several limitations of our study. Firstly, the findings 
are restricted to specific cases of social movements in Europe addressing 
energy poverty, particularly those involved both in activities on the 
ground and proposing legislation to governmental bodies. We recognize 
that numerous other social movements have occurred in Europe, such as 
the protests in Bulgaria in 2013, which resulted in the collapse of the 
government or the activities of the Yellow Vests Movement in France, 
five years later. However, these movements did not directly mention 
‘energy poverty’ combined with the ‘right to energy’ in their core 
agenda. Furthermore, there are other forms of social movements beyond 
the realm of experiencing energy vulnerability. The uniqueness of the 
cases explored in our study, along with their inherent differences, pre
sent a coherent narrative of an informal and vulnerable group of citizens 
who took to the streets and subsequently pursued legislative action as a 
democratic means to oppose dominant energy policy-making that con
tributes to energy poverty. 

6. Conclusions 

The article assessed new social movements as an agent of change in 
energy poverty alleviation policy. We explored the collective lived ex
periences of social movements in North Macedonia, Poland, and Spain as 
an instrument of critical citizens' voices that brought significant shifts in 
the discourse surrounding energy poverty, while also recognizing their 
potential for demanding fair energy transition. As summarized in 
Table 2, the social movements exhibited at different scales, rose as a new 
separate movement or embedded in existing activities related to decent 
housing conditions. All movements were initiated by affordability and 
access challenges which aggravated the situation with energy poverty, 
showing that a wide set of energy services have been affected. The social 
movements exhibited direct actions in the form of protests, ultimately 
resulting in a legislative proposal to the respective legislative bodies. 
The narratives of inclusion and democratization of energy service pro
vision were instrumental for the social movements opposing monopo
listic and private ownership of utilities. The findings resonate with the 
underlying motivations of new social movements, which seek to reshape 
existing socio-political systems with greater democratic participation. 

These three social movements were significant because they left a 
footprint of direct democracy in their respective legislative branches and 
scales of government demanding more affordable energy access and 
supply conditions (North Macedonia), protection of vulnerable 

Fig. 4. Conceptualizing the development and contribution of social movements in response to energy poverty with a legislative proposal.  
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consumers from disconnections (Barcelona), and challenging the repri
vatization leading to evictions (Poland). While the Polish and the Bar
celona cases were successful, the Macedonian social movement was 
buried by the politicized Parliament overpowered by the captured state. 
The Barcelona and the Polish movements persist in providing support to 
initiatives aimed at reducing energy poverty and improving housing 
conditions (Poland) and water poverty (Barcelona), while some of the 
demands of the movement in North Macedonia were adopted after the 
fall of the captured state. While the Macedonian movement as an 
informal body has been dismantled, the Barcelona and Polish move
ments continue to serve as watchdogs, ensuring proper implementation 
of legislation and policy declarations by utility companies and local 
authorities. All three cases demonstrate the demand of citizens for good 
governance and energy justice as a means to alleviate energy poverty. 
Throughout their lifecycles, these cases showed the importance of 
building communities that support individuals affected by energy 
poverty, eviction, or disconnection triggered by liberalized energy ser
vices [7] and serve as instruments for taking action. As evidence shows 
that community sharing can be upscaled through restructuring in
stitutions, and initiatives supported by strong and lasting institutions 
[123], social movements engage as a new stakeholder. They voice the 
challenges faced by citizens deprived of basic energy (water and hous
ing) services and oppose monopolized energy and housing decision- 
making, which contribute to energy poverty and material deprivation. 

The three cases are meaningful as they exemplify the prefigurative 
role of new social movements in imagining a different energy model. 
The liberalization of energy services, dominated by monopoly or 
oligopoly markets is perceived as an unequal power relationship that 

places vulnerable populations at risk of service cut-offs or price rises. In 
various ways, these social movements address the right to energy, 
indirectly emphasizing the principles of justice (distributive, recogni
tion, and procedural). Commonly, they discussed a new path to 
addressing energy poverty either away from the existing model of en
ergy management or in the form of inclusion of vulnerable populations 
into the current system. While the EU discussions on energy transition 
often follow a neoliberal approach where the distribution of social 
power affects access to energy services and participation in decision- 
making [124], these social movements might shift this dynamic to
wards greater inclusion and more balanced power-sharing. Therefore, 
the ongoing struggle for energy poverty alleviation aligns with the 
broader goal of fostering a socially just and democratic energy 
transition. 

Social movements represent a unique social arrangement that chal
lenges the current energy system and its transition. While new solutions 
to energy poverty often become marketized, other bottom-up actors, 
such as Ombudspersons can democratize the energy transition [125]. 
Incorporating the lived experience of energy poverty into existing pol
icies could render better policy outcomes [126,127]. Recently, energy 
solidarity appears to reframe the narrative and push for energy com
munities to be supported to achieve their social goals, such as alleviating 
energy poverty [128]. Furthermore, the European Council and the Eu
ropean Parliament reached a provisional agreement to protect vulner
able consumers from electricity disconnections. This signals a 
recognition that structural change, both in policy and economics, is 
needed to break the cycle of reproducing inequalities and to address the 
lack of democratic capacity that disregards the needs of vulnerable 
communities, thus widening the gap between winners and losers in the 
energy transition. Rather than viewing energy communities as a panacea 
to inclusiveness, we argue they should be designed with caution as they 
tend to work within the functions of the energy market with the limited 
possibility of alleviating energy poverty, but with a high possibility of 
reproducing the dominant energy paradigm. Therefore, the contribution 
of social movements that expose energy poverty drivers is to point out 
the structural drivers of energy poverty while suggesting policies aimed 
at securing a fair and just energy transition for vulnerable citizens. 

The conducted study opens new research avenues. On a broader 
policy level, further research is needed to explore the link between en
ergy poverty and democratic processes, the evolution of energy de
mocracy, the translation of the neoliberal paradigm into everyday 
institutional practices and technocratic governance, and the effective
ness of efforts to alleviate energy poverty while democratizing the en
ergy transition. Moreover, the role of bottom-up actors including other 
informal and formal non-governmental organizations in identifying and 
mitigating energy poverty remains relevant. As we have not studied in 
detail the more intense activities during the pandemic and post- 
pandemic crises which due to the weakening of well-established com
mon social relations and the more difficult access to the policy in
stitutions, went to the internet, could be the subject of further studies. 
Emerging initiatives, such as pan-European farmers' strikes against the 
Fit for 55 Package, and continuing the Yellow Vests movement's activ
ities, also merit further investigation, as some of their postulates directly 
refer to the energy and climate policies and their relation with poverty 
and overall structural inequalities. Finally, at a micro-level, the repre
sentation within social movements and empowerment of individuals, 
considering factors such as gender, ethnicity, and class, is worthy of 
further exploration. 
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Table 2 
Summary of the key components of the studied social movements.  

Social 
movement / 
key 
characteristics 

North Macedonia Warsaw (Poland) Barcelona (Spain) 

Issues that 
initiated the 
movement 

Affordability 
challenge due to 
electricity and 
district heat price 
rise 

Unfair access to 
district heating,  
poor health 
conditions in multi- 
family municipal 
buildings 

Affordability 
challenge that 
aggravated during 
the prolonged 
economic crisis and 
increase of cut-offs 

Energy 
transition 
agenda 

Locally owned 
renewable 
energy, opposing 
privatized energy 
monopolies 

Inclusive energy 
transition through 
district heating 
connection 

Energy 
democratization 

Scale of change National Municipal Regional 
Existence of a 

social 
movement 
basis 

Newly born 
movement 

Tenants movement 14 social and 
environmental 
organizations 
backed APE 

Legislation 
changes 
achieved 

Draft energy law 
was not adopted 
in 2013, 
although some 
aspects of the 
draft law were 
accepted years 
later without any 
reference to 
AMAN 

Anti- 
Reprivatization Act 
(2016, 2020) 
facilitated the 
removal of 
reprivatization 
claims and eased 
investment of 
public money in 
retrofitting, 
including district 
heating connection 

Catalan law 24/ 
2015 of urgent 
measures to tackle 
housing and energy 
poverty 
emergencies 
prohibits utility 
disconnections for 
vulnerable 
households 

Knowledge co- 
production 
strategy 

Direct action, 
citizen science 

Mapping, direct 
action, tenant 
surveys 

Citizen science, 
direct action, 
militant action 

Energy carriers 
and 
consumer 
groups 

Electricity and 
district heating 
for households 

District heating for 
social housing 

Electricity, gas, and 
water for 
vulnerable 
consumers and 
people with access- 
to-the-supply issues  
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współczesnej Polsce, Przegląd Socjologiczny 66 (3) (2017) 115–135. 

[94] A. Wiesztort, Wyzysk lokatorów na chłodno. O drastycznych kosztach ogrzewania 
w Warszawie. Codziennik Feministyczny, 2018. 

[95] J. Frankowski, Navigating urban tensions and injustices in domestic heating 
transitions: a case study of coal phase-out in social housing. J Hous and the Built 
Environ [Internet], 2024 Jan 19, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10901-023-10100-7 
[Cited 2024 Feb 28]; Available from:. 

[96] S. Bouzarovski, Energy and labour: thinking across the continuum, Prog. Hum. 
Geogr. 46 (3) (2022) 753–774, https://doi.org/10.1177/03091325211051478. 

A. Stojilovska et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0200
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0200
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0200
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2019.101276
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2015.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2018.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2021.102482
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0225
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0225
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2015.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2015.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1038/nenergy.2016.24
https://doi.org/10.1038/nenergy.2016.24
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2018.06.104
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2018.06.104
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.enpol.2018.02.036
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2018.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-019-02521-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10584-019-02521-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2021.102115
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-020-0866-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2022.2108365
https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2021.1940895
https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2021.1940895
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollchap/book/9781839102967/book-part-9781839102967-15.xml
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollchap/book/9781839102967/book-part-9781839102967-15.xml
https://doi.org/10.1080/13600810701701897
https://doi.org/10.1080/13600810701701897
https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2021.1887108
https://doi.org/10.1080/19452829.2021.1887108
https://doi.org/10.1093/cdj/bsx025
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13179671
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0305
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0305
https://doi.org/10.1016/0738-3991(95)00730-N
https://doi.org/10.1016/0738-3991(95)00730-N
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02506982
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02506982
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00896357
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00896357
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0325
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0325
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2021.102279
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2021.102279
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-51127-0_8
https://www.engager-energy.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/ENGAGER-Policy-Brief-No.-2-June-2019-The-Right-to-Energy-in-the-EU.pdf
https://www.engager-energy.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/ENGAGER-Policy-Brief-No.-2-June-2019-The-Right-to-Energy-in-the-EU.pdf
https://www.engager-energy.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/ENGAGER-Policy-Brief-No.-2-June-2019-The-Right-to-Energy-in-the-EU.pdf
https://www.engager-energy.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/WG3-Policy-Brief_Sept-2020.pdf
https://www.engager-energy.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/WG3-Policy-Brief_Sept-2020.pdf
https://www.engager-energy.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/WG3-Policy-Brief_Sept-2020.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.isci.2023.106083
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.isci.2023.106083
https://www.engager-energy.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/ENGAGER_Right-to-Energy-Toolkit_FINAL.pdf
https://www.engager-energy.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/ENGAGER_Right-to-Energy-Toolkit_FINAL.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0360
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0360
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0365
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0365
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0370
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0370
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0375
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0375
https://amanmk.wordpress.com/%d0%b0%d0%bc%d0%b0%d0%bd/
https://amanmk.wordpress.com/%d0%b0%d0%bc%d0%b0%d0%bd/
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0385
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0385
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0385
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0390
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0390
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0390
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0390
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_mdes01/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_mdes01/default/table?lang=en
https://doi.org/10.17356/ieejsp.v3i4.342
https://doi.org/10.17356/ieejsp.v3i4.342
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0405
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0410
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0415
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0420
https://balkaninsight.com/2012/12/24/tensions-rise-as-macedonian-parties-confront-over-budget/
https://balkaninsight.com/2012/12/24/tensions-rise-as-macedonian-parties-confront-over-budget/
https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2021.2008234
https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2021.2008234
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2023.102987
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2022.102716
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2022.102716
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2019.1657561
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-017-9917-2
https://doi.org/10.1080/13604813.2015.1015267
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0460
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0460
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0465
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S2214-6296(24)00218-4/rf0465
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10901-023-10100-7
https://doi.org/10.1177/03091325211051478


Energy Research & Social Science 115 (2024) 103627

15

[97] Warsaw City Hall, Centralne ogrzewanie zamiast kopciuchów, Polish Press 
Agency [Internet] (2021 Jan 22). Available from: https://um.warszawa.pl/-/ce 
ntralne-ogrzewanie-zamiast-kopciuchow. 

[98] J. Mazurkiewicz, A. Prusak, J. Sokołowski, J. Frankowski, Ubóstwo energetyczne 
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