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Just as the earth goes though the seasons so do 

families in the course of the year experience and 

enjoy the different seasons.  However, Winter for 

many families struggling with poverty is a severe 

endurance task. Unlike much of animal and plant 

life human beings can’t hibernate and sleep 

through the coldest months of the year!  

 The current spell of cold winds, heavy rain and 

storms makes us grateful for the warmth of our 

houses. Organisations concerned with the 

welfare of older people remind us of the need to 

keep in touch with elderly neighbours who may 

be at the risk of hypothermia.     

The SVP pays out 10 million Euro each year to 

households throughout the country that cannot 

pay their fuel bills or afford to keep their homes 

adequately heated.  Fuel poverty is described as 

having to pay more than 10% of one’s income to 

keep the house adequately heated.   

 

In its work with low income households the VPSJ 

has been made vividly aware of the plight of 

elderly people living alone and of households 

with children that cannot afford the weekly costs 

of keeping their homes warm.  Older people try 

to respond to the situation by living in one room 

and by going to bed around 6.00pm.  The families 

cope by not paying other bills or by adding to 

their already existing debts or by choosing 

between food and heat.  While the price of 

household energy may be decreasing the reality 

is that energy prices have increased by an 

average of 25% in the last five years.  In the same 

period the limited social welfare payments 

available to assist some low income households 

have been reduced.  The focus of the current 

Just.Now is on the cost of Household Energy 

needs with particular emphasis on the low 

income households. 

 

 

 

 



1 Analysis of CSO Consumer Price Index Detailed Sub-Indice ‘Electricity, gas and other fuels’. 03/2009 to 11/2014. 
2 Central Statistics Office, 2014. Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2012. Published on-line 

The Cost of Household Energy Needs
Over the last number of years the cost of energy 

has increased greatly and the numbers of people 

experiencing difficulty in paying their energy 

bills has gone up dramatically. 

Home energy prices have increased by an 

average of 25% in the last five years (2009 to 

2014)1. In the same period, the limited social 

welfare supports available to assist some 

vulnerable household types afford energy have 

been reduced. 

As part of measuring the rate of poverty in 

Ireland, the CSO measures a series of 

‘Deprivation Indicators’, these record the rate at 

which people go without certain things because 

they cannot afford them. According to the latest 

data (2012), almost 600,000 people were 

without heating at some stage in the last year 

and almost 400,000 were unable to afford to 

keep their home adequately warm. This is a 

doubling of the rate from 2006 to 2012.2 

The assistance given by the Society of St Vincent 

de Paul has been vital in helping households in 

need, afford their energy bills. The level of 

assistance given has almost doubled since 2008, 

and the SVP now spends over €10 million a year 

on helping people pay their energy bills.   

The VPSJ was asked by the SVP to carry out 

research into the costs of household energy. We 

have looked at the cost of the energy needed by 

three household types which represent the 

households most frequently assisted by the SVP.  

We examined what the weekly cost of a 

Minimum Essential Standard of Living (MESL) is 

for each of these household types, and how the 

cost of the household types’ minimum energy 

need changes when the efficiency of the home 

they live in changes. 

ENERGY EFFICIENCY 

The Energy Efficiency of a home reflects how 

well it uses energy. An efficient home will have a 

more modern heating system, perhaps a newer 

boiler which uses less fuel, insulation to keep 

heat in, better windows to reduce drafts, and 

other measures like energy saving light bulbs. 

All of these things together mean that it costs 

less to heat an efficient home, than it would to 

heat an inefficient home. 

The BER (Building Energy Rating) of a home 

grades how much energy is needed to keep a 

house adequately warm throughout the year. 

The ratings are from A to G, with A being the 

most efficient and G the least efficient. 

Families living in privately rented housing are 

amongst those most frequently assisted with 

their energy bills by the SVP. And these homes 

tend to have the lowest energy efficiency 

ratings. 

HOUSEHOLD TYPE INCOME 

€ PER WEEK 

MESL  

€ PER WEEK 

ENERGY 

RATING 

ENERGY  

€ PER WEEK 

TOTAL  

(MESL + 

ENERGY) 

ENERGY  

% OF INCOME  

Two Parents & Two Children 

434.32 432.27 
 

78.34 510.61 18.04% 

1 Jobseeker & 1 Stay-at-Home Parent 
 

58.28 490.55 13.42% 

Mid-Terraced House, Urban, Gas Heating 
 

39.76 472.03 9.15% 

One Parent & One Child 

259.72 272.81 
 

72.93 345.74 28.08% 

One-Parent Family Payment 
 

38.74 311.55 14.92% 

Flat / Apartment, Urban, Gas Heating 
 

30.34 303.15 11.68% 

Pensioner, Living Alone 

236.70 271.49  

 
83.71 355.20 35.37% 

Non-Contributory Pension 
 

58.19 329.67 24.58% 

Mid-Terraced House, Rural, Oil Heating 
 

35.12 306.61 14.84% 

1 Analysis of CSO Consumer Price Index Detailed Sub-Indice ‘Electricity, gas and other fuels’. 03/2009 to 11/2014. 
2 Central Statistics Office, 2014. Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) 2012. Published on-line 



 

ENERGY POVERTY  

 “A household is considered to be 

energy-poor if it is unable to attain 

an acceptable standard of warmth 

and energy services in the home at 

an affordable cost” 

Warmer Homes Strategy,  
Dept of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources 

ACCEPTABLE WARMTH 

The idea of an acceptable standard of warmth 

means keeping the home adequately warm, and 

it follows the international guidelines set out by 

the World Health Organisation. These specify 

that the home should be heated to: 

› 21°C in the main living area  

› 18°C in the rest of the home 

The cost of the energy for maintaining this 

standard of warmth will be affected by the price 

of fuel and efficiency of the home. In this 

research we examined homes with central 

heating fuelled by Gas or Oil, and calculated the 

average weekly cost over the entire year. 

OTHER ENERGY NEEDS 

In addition to staying warm, there are other 

energy needs in the home. These include energy 

for cooking, electricity for light and household 

appliances (e.g. fridge-freezer, washing 

machine), and social applications such as 

watching television or using a computer. 

ACCEPTABLE COST 

A household is said to be in Energy Poverty if 

they need to spend more than a tenth (10%) of 

their net income (income after tax and any 

including social welfare), on meeting their 

minimum energy needs. 

THE FINDINGS 

The research examines the cost of the Minimum 

Energy Need for households living in inefficient 

homes, and how the costs would reduce if they 

were in moderately efficient homes (a C3 rating) 

and efficient homes (a B2 rating). The findings 

for three household types, dependent on social 

welfare are summarised, above. The research 

puts the cost of energy in the context of the 

overall cost of a MESL. The adequacy of 

household income from Social Welfare is 

examined, and the vulnerability of each 

household to Energy Poverty is also tested. 

A household of Two Parents and Two Children, 

needs to spend over €432 per week (excluding 

energy costs) for a Minimum Essential Standard 

of Living (MESL). The weekly cost of the 

household’s energy needs range from €78.34 in 

an inefficient home (BER E1) to €39.76 in an 

efficient home (BER B2). The total weekly cost 

for this household type (MESL + Energy) are 

from €510.61 to €472.03, in each case the 

expenditure need is notably greater than income 

from social welfare of €434.32 per week.  

Furthermore, the cost of the minimum energy 

need for this household is well in excess of 10% 

of income when in an inefficient home (BER E1 & 

C3), indicating the vulnerability of the household 

to Energy Poverty. 

Overall, the research found that the cost of the 

minimum energy need in an efficient home was 

half that of the most inefficient homes. In the 

scenarios above, households without 

employment do not have an adequate income 

from social welfare supports, and therefore 

cannot afford all the elements required for a 

Minimum Essential Standard of Living. 

Consequently, a household in such a scenario 

will have to choose to do without essential 

items and live below a socially acceptable 

minimum level. 

The findings of the paper demonstrate the 

inadequacy of social welfare supports, and the 

vulnerability of household types solely reliant on 

social welfare supports to meet their minimum 

expenditure needs. Even at the highest 

efficiency level examined, social welfare 

dependent households tended to remain in 

energy poverty and all faced inadequate income. 

The full paper presents the findings in more 

detail, and examines additional employed 

scenarios. It is available online at 

www.budgeting.ie             Robert Thornton, VPSJ

http://www.budgeting.ie/


 

 

 
 

 

New Year's Prayer 
Move Us O Lord 

Move us, O Lord, 
    from the usual and the practical 
    as we move into a new year.   
Move us to the shore of your endless possibilities,  
    for community,  
    for solidarity,  
    and for peace.   
Help us become a people  
    who are able to see visions  
        and to embody faith and hope 
    so we may actively create, 
        with God and with our sisters and brothers,  
    the Kingdom of peace and justice. 
Stir us with passion for the possible. 
Make this our New Year's desire 
and our prayer for the new year ahead. 
In Christ’s name we pray, Amen. 
                                                             Jane Deren 
 

 

In This New Year 
 

In this New Year,  
We look to an end to violence and war.  
We pray for peace, understanding and 
reconciliation.  
In this New Year,  
We hope for a future where all can have 
enough.  
We pray for prophetic voices to speak for 
people living in poverty.  
In this New Year,   
We will feel the pain of those dying from 
preventable diseases.  
We pray that antiretrovirals and other 
medicines can be available to all.  
In this New Year,  
We will breathe air and feel alive.  
We pray to improve our stewardship of God's 
creation.  
In this New Year,  
We wish to start anew.  
We pray for wisdom to acknowledge mistakes 
and move on.  
In this New Year,  
We believe that with God's help, it is possible.  
We pray for justice to reign and dignity for all 
people.                                                     Jill Rauh  
 

Conscious of what is Happening in our World at the Beginning of 2015 we reflect on  the hopes of 
the peoples of the UN in 1945 
 

We the people of the United Nations determined  

 to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war,                                                                      which 
twice in our lifetime has brought untold sorrow to mankind, and                                                      

 to reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and                                                                  
worth of the human person, in the equal rights of men and women                                                                 
and of nations large and small, and 

 to establish conditions under which justice and respect for the obligations arising from treaties and 
other sources of international law can be maintained, and 

 to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom,  

and for these ends  

 to practice tolerance and live together in peace with one another as good neighbours, and 

 to unite our strength to maintain international peace and security, and 

 to ensure, by the acceptance of principles and the institution of methods, that armed force shall 
not be used, save in the common interest, and 

 to employ international means for the promotion of the economic and social advancement of all 
peoples, 

have resolved to combine our efforts to accomplish these aims 

 

Reflection and Prayer 

 

 


