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Perspective on The Energy Café - community 

action on energy poverty 

Energy poverty is a well-established topic in policy circles in the UK (usually 

addressed as fuel poverty), with a long policy history going back over 25 years to 

the early work by Professor Brenda Boardman (e.g. Boardman, 2010.) While there 

have been several government programmes addressing energy poverty over the 

years, the problem nevertheless persists and over 4.5 million households in the 

UK still struggle with energy poverty. Energy poverty, or fuel poverty in the UK, 

has mainly been addressed as an issue of high energy bills and people struggling 

to pay bills due to cold and energy inefficient homes. The health implications of 

energy poverty in the UK are well established, and there have been trials such as 

doctors prescribing energy measures such as improved heating equipment to 

patients (Millett, 2016). Nevertheless, energy poverty persists, partly due to old 

housing stock, partly due to increases in energy bills, and partly due to low incomes. 

The UK government’s austerity politics during 2010 to 2019 have not helped, and 

neither has the COVID-19 pandemic. Each winter people in the UK still die of 

energy poverty related causes. A recent study reported a 5-year average of 32,000 

excess winter deaths in the UK, of which 9,700 were related to living in a cold 

home (Guertler and Smith, 2018). The latest Office for National Statistics (ONS) 

report shows that for 2019-2020, there were 28,300 excess winter deaths in 

England and Wales (this excludes Scotland and Northern Ireland, and COVID-19 

deaths), up by 19.6% compared to winter 2018-2019 (ONS 2021).  
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While the concept of providing people energy advice is not new, doing it in a café 

setting was largely introduced in the mid-2010s. Energy Café ideas were first 

developed by community organisations working at grassroots level in the UK, 

though there is not exact data on start dates (see Martiskainen and Speciale, 2016). 

The concept of an Energy Café has not yet reached wide policy awareness, even 

though some Members of the Parliament have mentioned the work of community 

groups in parliamentary sessions. Energy Cafés are typically run by community 

organisations and staffed by volunteers who provide advice about energy issues 

to the public, but especially targeting those facing energy poverty. Community 

organisations such as South East London Community Energy (SELCE) and Brighton 

and Hove Energy Services Co-operative (BHESCo) are examples of community 

groups who have developed and run such initiatives.  

Energy Cafés have three key ingredients: a welcoming atmosphere, offer of tea & 

cake, and trusted advice. Such initiatives have been located in varying places, 

including town centre shops, cafés, city farms, community centres and village 

greens, with a range of publicity and marketing tools used to attract visitors. Many 

community groups rely on grant funding, so the choice of location usually depends 

on the level of funding and resources. Such initiatives are also often staffed by 

volunteers. The stop-start nature of funding can be a risk to the longevity of Energy 

Cafés. These initiatives provide a service that energy companies used to provide, 

e.g. advice offered in a physical location, since most energy companies no longer 

have high street shops but rely instead on phone lines. Key aims of Energy Cafés 

are to demystify energy bills, and to promote energy efficiency, behaviour change 

and renewable energy. Some Energy Cafés also refer visitors to other services 

such as housing or health services, and they can also arrange home visits. 

Identifying those in need of advice can be very difficult also for groups running 

Energy Cafés.  

Energy Cafés operate in the grassroots, local, level action of energy poverty 

alleviation; likely there is more awareness of them in specific locations where such 

cafés are run. They are not, however, a national government policy. 

 

Research perspective 

The University of Sussex together with SELCE produced the first piece of research 

on Energy Cafés in the UK in 2016, publishing different key outputs, such as a 

report to the funding organisation (Martiskainen and Speciale 2016); policy 

briefing (Martiskainen et al. 2017); and one academic journal article (Martiskainen 

et al. 2018). 

 

https://selce.org.uk/
https://bhesco.co.uk/
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