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Putting energy consumers first
Since 1st July 2007, household consumers all over Europe have the right to choose their electricity and gas supplier. But for markets to work, the European Energy Regulators1 have been working closely with the European Commission to make consumer protection a core element of liberalised energy markets.  

Today the European Commission published (for consultation) the elements of a future European Charter on the Rights of Energy Consumers. In parallel, ERGEG has supported the Commission in kick-starting a major EU-wide campaign to highlight to consumers the opportunity to choose their electricity and/or gas suppliers and to inform them about their rights in open energy markets. 

What rights have energy consumers?

Supply of electricity and gas
- All customers - including vulnerable ones - have the right to access electricity and gas without discrimination 
- All consumers are entitled to choose their own energy suppliers and be able to switch supplier free of charge; there is no risk in changing supplier
- Suppliers are obliged to ensure safe and reliable supplies of electricity and gas of a defined quality.
Information
- Customers must be informed of who supplies them with electricity and gas;
- They also have the right to know how the electricity supplied to them is produced (composition of the fuel mix);
- There should be a wide choice of methods for the payment of the bill.

Protection
- To avoid dishonest practices or misleading advertisements, suppliers must pass on information (e.g. conditions of contracts, applicable tariffs) to their clients and must offer an after sales service; 
- Customers have the right to redress mechanisms with prompt settlement, to compensation and reimbursement claim and to have their collective interests as consumers represented.

Will market opening guarantee a sufficient degree of supplier choice and competition?
ERGEG Chair, Sir John Mogg, comments "market opening on 1st July is indeed a milestone but is simply not enough.  It must go hand in hand with integrating national markets and effective unbundling - all part of the current debate in Brussels.  Only then will Europe deliver to energy customers the levels of security, choice and competition that they expect."
ERGEG and the European Commission continue their efforts to ensure fair and dynamic competition, promoting market integration and effective unbundling2.  Consumers too have a key role in stimulating competition by taking an active role in informing themselves and shopping around for the best value from electricity and gas suppliers.  
As well as posters, factsheets and a “You Choose” video, a dedicated “I got the power” website www.agathepower.eu was launched as part of the customer awareness campaign.  It is a gateway to information on energy consumers’ rights and market opening in each Member State (and not just the 14 countries which opened up their household markets on the 1st July3).  

ERGEG consumer reports

ERGEG has over the past months published a number of reports including a Customer Information Handbook4 (describing best practices for suppliers to improve the information to consumers), Guidelines and Status report on Obstacles to Switching in the Gas Retail Market5, and a Status Review of End-User Price Regulation6.  For further information, visit the ERGEG website (www.ergeg.org).
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Notes to Editors:
1. The European Regulators Group for Electricity and Gas (ERGEG) was established by the European Commission in 2003 as its advisory group on Internal Energy Market issues.  ERGEG is the formal means by which European energy regulators advise the European Commission. www.ergeg.org.  
2. On 10th January 2007, the European Commission published a Communication entitled “Energy Policy for Europe” as part of its Strategic Energy Review package.  It contains a number of actions to improve market integration including the harmonisation of the powers of regulators and guaranteeing their independence, increased co-operation by Transmission System Operators, increased transparency and infrastructure.  ERGEG published (June 2007) it’s formal advice to the European Commission on the new energy legislative package –it takes the form of six papers http://www.ergeg.org/portal/page/portal/ERGEG_HOME/ERGEG_DOCS/ERGEG_DOCUMENTS_NEW/Energy%20documents.  In Spring 2006, ERGEG launched the Regional Initiatives, the aim of which is to improve regional market integration so as to increase cross-border competition to the benefit of EU energy consumers.  
3. On the 1st July, 14 countries (Bulgaria, Estonia, France, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia and Sweden) opened their residential electricity and/or gas markets to competition, allowing households the right to choose their supplier.
4. The Customer Information Handbook puts forward good practices on pre-contractual information from the experience of regulators of countries that had already opened their residential markets to competition.

5. This set of Guidelines for Good Practice and Status Review present additional recommendations to the three sets of Best Practice Propositions that ERGEG presented in 2006. They bring forward practical rules for market opening, customer and supplier information and supplier switching that aim at increasing liquidity and facilitating supplier switching in the gas retail market.

6. ERGEG has reviewed the status of end-user price regulation for electricity and natural gas in EU27. This report assesses the impact of retaining end-user regulated prices on the development of competition.  It has found that state regulated end-user prices continue to co-exist with market prices in many countries (9 for gas, 17 for electricity).  This is clearly not a transitory measure as it has been in place for many years.  More than 80% of eligible customers are on regulated prices, indicating a series lack of competition in the retail market in these countries.  Regulated prices for end-users hinders equal access of all suppliers to customers.
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