Slovak Republic: energy market and consumer protection  

Statistics show traditional energy providers still even nine years after market liberalisation keep their dominant position on Slovak energy market.
Should we regulate?
Regulated energy market fairly narrows consumer possibilities to choose from different energy providers, but Slovak Regulatory Office for Network Industries (RONI) has no doubts the state regulation in energy sector is inevitable, because so called invisible hand of market does not work. It should allegedly be showed in 2015, when tens of electricity and gas providers did not react on significant energy price decrease on European markets and didn´t drop prices for Slovak customers on their own initiative. That is why RONI reacted and regulated electricity and gas prices. They believe this actually proves regulation in energy sector is and probably even will be in Slovakia absolutely inevitable for a long time. That is also the reason why RONI very systematically administered regulation last year in terms of act 250/2012 Z. z. regarding network industries regulation, in full harmonisation with valid EU legislation. In the meantime, they continue to apply all provisions of „the third energy package“.

Year 2015 brought new challenges. RONI sanctioned manufacturers of electricity from renewable resources and highly effective combined production, who showed no interest of support stated by law. RONI paid special attention to green energy last year. They alerted especially unpleasant effects of system-less development and support on European scale and insist every member state should design its energy mix itself. 
Price regulation of electricity supply for vulnerable consumers (households and small businesses) was established in regulation legislation. Price regulation of energy supply for vulnerable consumers is a part of RONI announcement 221/2013 Z. z., which states price regulation in electricity sector. Price regulation in 2015 affected electricity supply for households, small businesses and last resort providers. 
The office stated maximal prices for electricity supply to households in 2015 together with the conditions. Those maximal prices are two-component and consist of monthly payment for one delivery point and from the price for electricity subscribed from low or high zone. The electricity supply for households is divided into eight tariffs.
Electricity and switching 
Decision to change electricity supplier affects especially the price and quality of services (professional advice, personal approach and individual offer, contract terms, complexity of services connected with electricity supply etc.) General decrease of switching in 2015 was caused by the fact consumers who wanted to change supplier did it in previous years. In many cases new contract was signed with certain length of its validity for more years and consumers don´t change supplier for this reason. Less switch cases mirrored also bankruptcy ending of a few alternative providers which harmed their credibility. 

From consumer organisation perspective consumers are often afraid to switch energy supplier. Energy contracts are formulated in a very complicated, expert language. Contract terms are very long. The differences in prices and types of services are only cosmetic. Strong causes where thousands of consumers were affected by misleading and unfair practices of door-to-door sellers working for some energy suppliers still resonate in public very loudly. Consumers are also de-motivated by high sanctions for switching before the contract is legally finished. They don´t feel they have choice from more different possibilities suitable their individual needs so they don´t try to find better offer. On the other side consumers don´t try to find better supplier, so providers are not motivated to improve their offer and services and fight for consumer in a positive way. That is why we don´t agree state regulation is so essential. It de-motivates providers to create and design their offer to every consumer needs and this fact deprives consumers of the right of choice of the most suitable service for them. 
Better education and public campaigns organized by consumer organisations, state and control institutions could help to increase the amount of consumers willing to switch the supplier. Very useful consumer tool is price calculator on RONI website, where everybody can, based on assumed consumption and price agreed officially for concrete supplier, choose the best electricity provider. It is only shame the differences between them are due very strict regulation only minimal. 
Households’ gas supply 
There is stated maximal price level for gas households’ supply. Maximal prices officially assigned for SPP, a.s. (still covers 73% of the market) were used also by other gas suppliers on the Slovak gas market for households.  There were about 15 gas providers supplying to Slovak households. Market coverage of the most significant gas players is more less the same like in 2014, what shows that the prices of new suppliers are not motivating enough for consumers to change gas provider. 
Even on gas market, the switching is decreasing. Still less consumers change their supplier.  The highest numbers of switching are in the category wholesale consumer, the lowest percentage of switching is found in category household. While talking about vulnerable gas consumers – their weak motivation to change supplier is caused by the fact the contracts are concluded for a definite period of time where minimal length is two years. Speaking for consumer organisation even on gas market appear problems and reasons indicated regarding electricity market. There is no real choice for consumers. A few years ago the most relevant argument that certain supplier comes from Slovakia and the majority of consumers favour domestic company is not so significant anymore, because it is very difficult to say what financial capital states behind which supplier. 

Consumer disputes
Consumers disputes related to energy market are one of the three biggest and the most complicated groups of consumer disputes occurring in our advice centres.  Mostly, we help consumers to sort out their problems with sanctions for switching before the contract is terminated, where the penalty can be around 120 euro and often both, previous and new supplier try to enforce it. Consumers also refer misleading practices, especially at door-to-door selling. We also have a lot of disputes regarding incorrect billing for provided services, changes of point of supply address, ownership relations, and fees for deactivation, outdoor intervention to gas meters and all sorts of technical disturbances. There is also a lot of disputes coming due subjects which gather the owners of flats in one house or block of flats for example. Consumers complain the way they account the payments for the whole object per one unit/flat. Those disputes come from bills for electricity and water.  75% of cases are sorted through ADR. Usually we conclude informal agreement based on individual needs of consumer and good relationship with supplier - penalties for pre-timing end of contract are forgiven or too high bills for the service cut down. 

Heat or eat?
Clauses about energy poverty were in Slovakia implemented into the regulation 250/2012 Z. z. and it is defined as the situation, when average monthly household expenses for electricity, gas, heating and hot water consumption make significant part of average monthly household income in general. This sequentially causes difficulties or inability to keep suitable temperature conditions at home (according WHO is as pleasant temperature in living room considered 21 °C and 18 °C in the rest of the living premises), or difficulty or inability to have other basic energy services at your disposal for reasonable price. The most vulnerable groups of consumers are households with low income, pensioners, single parents, unemployed or people depending from social services.  
The most occurring reasons of energy poverty are not sufficient household income, ineffective system of heating, insufficient isolation and too high energy prices. Combination of those factors creates energy poverty.  

To find solution for energy poverty is not easy and it is not only a problem of energy politics. It is essential to implement the set of social remedies and educate people even in sector of energy literacy and family fellowship. Consumer should know how to use energy effectively, how to consume, how to plan the consumption and how much to pay for it. Energy poverty relates directly to systematic state support for energy savings in area of living, creating new working places and increasing the real salaries, support of production from small renewable energy sources. The key assumption of successful progress of dealing with energy poverty in Slovakia is active participation and cooperation of state institutions and public sector.   

We assume energy poverty endangers many households in Slovakia, because it is caused mainly by unemployment and its increase due to economic crises, low income of population compared to western European countries, high prices for electricity and gas for flats and family houses. But for example even reluctance of Slovak consumers to shift their consumption out of peak times.

RONI in cooperation with Ministry of Economy, Ministry of finance and Ministry of social affairs prepared conception which shows how to approach the problem, which solutions are covered by the Slovak government and what competencies are under RONI. They pointed out the biggest problem is the way how to create a definition for energy poverty and how to measure its level and depth. In every case, it has to be a complex approach, because energy poverty is not only financial problem, it has especially human dimension, which intervenes into all spheres of life and influences significantly its whole atmosphere. Before any solution there has to be all-society discussion for sure. 
