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Executive Summary 
 

This report examines the implications of Manitoba Hydro’s proposed rate increases for 2026–

2028 on household affordability, with a particular focus on energy poverty and bill impacts in 

Manitoba’s residential sector. While Manitoba Hydro emphasizes that its rates remain among 

the lowest in North America, this aggregate picture masks significant inequities in how 

households experience the costs associated with using energy services. 

 

Energy poverty – defined as households spending a disproportionate share of income on 

essential energy services – affects at least 22,000 Manitoba households. In 2023, the average 

Manitoba household spent about 3.5% of its income on energy costs (often called the “energy 

burden”). But for nearly 4.3% of households, energy costs exceeded more than 10% of their 

income, a level widely recognized as indicating severe hardship.  

 

Vulnerability is also not evenly distributed. Households with incomes under $25,000 spend 

an average of 9% of income on energy, with nearly 39% above the 10% threshold. Indigenous 

households face even higher risks: 38% of First Nations households on reserve exceed this 

threshold, and their median consumption is closer to 2,000 kWh per month, exposing them 

to greater rate impacts. Renters, residents of older homes, and households reliant on electric 

or “other” fuels are also disproportionately burdened. 

 

Although Manitoba’s average household energy burden has fallen slightly over the past 

decade, the trend for low- and moderate-income households tells the opposite story: their 

burdens are steadily rising. Among households earning less than $25,000, the share spending 

more than 10% of income on energy jumped from 25.4% in 2014 to 39.0% in 2023 – a 50% 

increase in less than a decade. Households in the $25,000–$50,000 range also saw a threefold 

increase over the same period. In Winnipeg, the proportion of households below 125% of 

the Low-Income Cut-Off (LICO-125) with energy burdens above 10% grew from 13.5% to 

19.6%. These shifts confirm that energy poverty in Manitoba is not static: it is intensifying 

among those least able to absorb rising costs, even as provincial averages mask the severity 

of the problem. 

 

The proposed 3.5% annual increases would compound these inequities. Even a single increase 

would add more than 1,500 households to the ranks of the severely burdened. Over a decade, 

sustained annual increases of this size would raise bills by more than one-third. While we do 

not yet have a precise estimate of how many additional households would cross the 10% 

threshold under this scenario, it is reasonable to assume the number would rise significantly, 

particularly among already vulnerable groups. These effects underscore the limitations of 

reporting only “average” bill impacts at 1,000 and 2,000 kWh per month, which do not reflect 

the real consumption patterns of high-use and/or low-income households. As the province 

inevitably undertakes investments in modernization and transition, it is reasonable to expect 
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that associated costs will be passed on to end-users. Current averages may appear modest 

when viewed across the whole population, but they conceal the deep inequities already faced 

by low-income and Indigenous households. These groups are starting from a position of 

disproportionate hardship, meaning that future cost increases linked to the energy transition 

will fall most heavily on those least able to absorb them. 

 

Manitoba Hydro’s existing affordability programs provide important but limited relief. Tools 

such as the Customer Arrears Assistance Plan, Equal Payment Plan, and Neighbours Helping 

Neighbours grants prevent disconnections and help manage arrears but do not reduce 

underlying burdens. Participation is low in First Nations communities, awareness of programs 

is limited, and efficiency loans disproportionately benefit higher-income households. 

Compared with other provinces, Manitoba lacks ongoing bill credits or targeted low-income 

retrofit programs. 

The evidence points to a need for expanded and better-targeted interventions.  

Recommendations include: 

 Strengthen disconnection protections for vulnerable households, building on the 

COVID-19 precedent.  

 Enhance crisis supports through targeted outreach and expanded eligibility. 

 Refine arrears management so repayment terms are realistic and linked to long-term 

solutions. 

 Invest in energy literacy and customer engagement. 

 Introduce outcome-based program evaluation and continue publishing disaggregated 

affordability data to guide decisions. 

 Improve data collection and reporting. 

 Partner with Efficiency Manitoba and communities to co-design no-cost, equity-

focused retrofit programs. 

 Consider legislative reform to enable income-based affordability mechanisms, 

recognizing energy as an essential service. 

 

In summary, while Manitoba Hydro’s rates are often presented as among the lowest in North 

America, the proposed increases will exacerbate existing inequities unless paired with 

stronger affordability measures. Addressing these challenges is essential to ensuring that 

energy services provided by utilities are not only clean and reliable, but also just and inclusive. 

Energy poverty in Manitoba, as in Canada more broadly, is no longer simply a legacy issue tied 

to winter heating or inefficient housing stock. It is increasingly a forward-looking challenge 

shaped by climate change, electrification, and the costs of transition. Without deliberate 

policies to manage affordability, the move to net zero risks deepening inequities and leaving 

vulnerable households worse off. Ensuring that the path to net zero is also a path to greater 
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fairness will be essential to maintaining public legitimacy and delivering on the promise of a 

clean and affordable energy future. 
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1. Conceptual Foundations of Energy Poverty 

  
1.1. Definitions and key dimensions  

 

The importance of energy and the services it enables – heating, cooling, lighting, cooking, 

mobility, and access to information – is essential to human well-being and social participation. 

Early recognition of the risks associated with energy deprivation emerged in the United 

Kingdom in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Richardson (1978) was among the first to describe 

energy poverty as a condition where people lack the resources to meet costs associated with 

heating, lighting, and cooking. Lewis (1982) similarly defined energy poverty in relation to 

households’ difficulties affording adequate heat, while Bradshaw and Hutton (1983) 

advanced some of the earliest empirical research on the subject. These early framings 

established affordability and household deprivation as central concerns. 

 

Despite decades of research, there are varying thoughts around definitions of energy poverty 

(Moore, 2012). Nonetheless, a broad consensus has emerged that energy poverty refers to 

the inability of households to access and afford the energy services necessary to support well-

being (Bouzarovski & Petrova, 2015). In lower-income countries, the concept has often been 

equated with a lack of access to electricity and modern fuels (Nussbaumer, Bazilian, & Modi, 

2012). In higher-income countries, by contrast, energy poverty is more often linked to a triad 

of high energy costs, low household incomes, and energy-inefficient housing (Boardman, 

2012). While this distinction between “energy access” and “energy affordability” contexts 

was long seen as fundamental, globalization of energy markets and recognition of overlapping 

vulnerabilities have increasingly blurred the binary (Bouzarovski & Petrova, 2015). 

 

Terminological differences also reflect these histories. In the UK, the term “fuel poverty” 

became dominant to describe affordability challenges (Boardman, 1991), while “energy 

poverty” was used more often in international development to describe access challenges in 

lower-income countries (Nussbaumer et al., 2012). Today, however, these terms are often 

used interchangeably (Thomson et al., 2016), as research highlights commonalities in the 

underlying issues. In Canada, advocacy groups and civil society organizations have adopted 

broad definitions, such as “the disproportionate burden of electricity, natural gas, and other 

utility costs on low-income households, which reduces the funds available for food, clothing, 

medicine, and other essentials” (McClenaghan et al., 2023, p. 85). No matter the definition, 

there appears to be a broad understanding that energy poverty can have impacts across 

various aspects of life. 

 

What is consistent across contexts is that energy itself is not the ultimate concern, but rather 

the essential services it provides. As González-Eguino (2015) notes, it is not coal, oil, gas, or 

electricity per se that matter, but their role as conduits for meeting basic needs. When 

households cannot secure sufficient energy services, the impacts on well-being can be severe. 
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Energy poverty has been linked to heightened risks of respiratory and cardiovascular disease, 

exacerbation of chronic conditions such as asthma or arthritis, and increased mortality during 

periods of extreme cold or heat (Ballesteros-Arjona et al., 2022; Liddell & Morris, 2010; 

O’Sullivan, 2019; Marmot Review Team, 2011; WHO, 2018). The risks are particularly acute 

for children, older adults, and those with pre-existing health conditions, whose physiological 

vulnerability to temperature extremes is greater (Cook et al., 2008; Harriet, Snell, & 

Bouzarovski, 2017). 

 

Beyond direct health outcomes, energy poverty produces cascading social and psychological 

stressors. Living in cold, damp, or overheated homes contributes to discomfort and can erode 

mental health, emotional resilience, and social relationships (Liddell & Morris, 2010; Dear & 

McMichael, 2011; O’Sullivan et al., 2017). Households often cope by restricting energy use or 

sacrificing other necessities such as food, with long-term consequences for health and 

financial security (Bhattacharya et al., 2003; Middlemiss & Gillard, 2015). Renters, in 

particular, may face difficult trade-offs in housing choices, sometimes prioritizing units with 

lower energy bills over higher quality dwellings (Hernández, 2016). 

 

Energy poverty is also noted as distinct from general poverty due to the role of infrastructures 

in shaping access and vulnerability. As Robinson et al. (2019, p. 1190) note, it reflects not only 

issues of affordability, but also structural factors such as building energy efficiency, household 

heating systems, and the design of energy networks. These conditions are further mediated 

by geography and climate: household experiences of energy poverty are shaped by local 

climate extremes, spatial inequities in housing and infrastructure, and the wider 

“geographical assemblage” of energy production, distribution, and social networks (Harrison 

& Popke, 2011; Bouzarovski & Simcock, 2017). 

 

Taken together, definitions of energy poverty converge around the notion of unmet energy 

needs, but differ in emphasis depending on historical, geographic, and infrastructural 

contexts. While its conceptualization began in relation to heating and winter mortality, the 

term has broadened to capture a multidimensional problem at the intersection of income, 

housing, energy systems, and well-being. It is increasingly recognized as a distinct form of 

deprivation. 

 

1.2. Measurement approaches  

 

The challenge of measuring energy poverty has generated extensive debate, with definitions 

and indicators evolving significantly over the past several decades. The earliest and most 

influential benchmark was introduced by Brenda Boardman in her seminal 1991 study, which 

defined households as experiencing energy poverty if they were required to spend more than 

10% of their income on energy to maintain adequate indoor temperatures. This “10% rule” 

quickly became institutionalized in the UK and beyond because of its simplicity and ease of 
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application in policy and research. It focused on the affordability of household energy 

services, linking energy poverty directly to income and expenditure patterns. 

 

However, this indicator was also criticized for its rigidity and its tendency to both over- and 

under-estimate the extent of the problem (Moore, 2012; Hills, 2012). On the one hand, some 

relatively affluent households in large homes could exceed the 10% threshold and be 

categorized as experiencing energy poverty, despite not being materially deprived. On the 

other hand, households with very low incomes might spend less than 10% on energy simply 

because they self-ration consumption, yet still face severe deprivation in terms of warmth 

and comfort. The indicator is also sensitive to energy prices, which have risen faster than  

inflation rates over past decades in many countries (Thomson, 2020). These limitations led 

scholars and policymakers to explore alternative measures that could better capture the 

scale, severity, and distribution of energy poverty. 

 

One such refinement was the introduction of relative expenditure measures, such as the 

“twice the median” (>2M) approach. Here, households are considered to be in energy 

poverty if the share of income they spend on energy is more than double the national median 

spending on energy services. This indicator adjusts for variations in national contexts and 

energy price levels, and better highlights distributional inequalities. Nevertheless, it still 

reduces energy poverty to a function of expenditure and income, without fully accounting for 

structural factors such as housing quality. 

 

In recognition of these limitations, the UK government moved away from the 10% rule 

following the Hills Review (2012). The Low Income High Cost (LIHC) indicator was introduced 

to capture both affordability and relative burdens. It identifies households as experiencing 

energy poverty when they have incomes below the national median and face energy costs 

above the national median (Bednar & Reames, 2020). This measure was intended to more 

accurately target households genuinely constrained by both low incomes and 

disproportionately high costs. Yet LIHC has been critiqued for its relative nature, which allows 

households to move in and out of energy poverty depending on shifting medians, even if their 

own income or energy use has not changed, making it difficult to monitor long-term policy 

progress (Romero et al., 2018). 

 

To address these concerns, the UK’s most recent strategy (2021) introduced the Low Income 

Low Energy Efficiency (LILEE) indicator. LILEE defines households as experiencing energy 

poverty if they are low-income, face high energy costs, and live in energy-inefficient dwellings 

(Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2021). By explicitly incorporating 

housing quality, LILEE reflects recognition that energy poverty is not only about affordability 

but also about structural conditions, such as the thermal efficiency of homes. This indicator 

represents a shift toward linking energy poverty directly to policy-relevant domains like 

retrofitting and housing upgrades. 
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Beyond expenditure-based indicators, researchers have also emphasized the importance of 

self-reported measures of energy poverty, which capture the lived experiences of 

households. These indicators include reports of inadequate thermal comfort, dissatisfaction 

with dwelling efficiency, or financial stress related to energy bills. Self-reported data can 

uncover hidden deprivation not visible through expenditure metrics – for instance, 

households that limit consumption to manage costs may appear unaffected in expenditure 

terms, but describe significant hardship when surveyed. Comparative European research 

underscores this point: consensual measures such as inability to keep the home warm or 

arrears on utility bills capture forms of deprivation that expenditure data alone miss, making 

them a crucial complement to monitoring frameworks (Thomson & Snell, 2013). In Canada, 

the 2018 Canadian Housing Survey found that about 15% of households were dissatisfied with 

the energy efficiency of their home or their ability to maintain comfortable indoor 

temperatures across seasons (Riva et al., 2021). More recently, the Canadian Social Survey – 

Quality of Life and Energy Use (2023) has introduced measures of energy-related hardship, 

including disconnections, arrears, and stress about bills. These insights highlight the 

importance of integrating subjective experiences into measurement frameworks. 

 

The diversity of approaches reflects a broader and more contemporary recognition that 

energy poverty is multidimensional. It is influenced not only by energy prices and household 

incomes, but also by dwelling energy efficiency, household composition, energy-use 

behaviours, and geography. Narrow technical or economic measures risk overlooking these 

dynamics (Baker et al., 2018; Thomson, 2020). Scholars increasingly argue for 

multidimensional indices that combine expenditure-based and self-reported indicators with 

contextual data on housing, infrastructure, and climate (Heindl, 2015; Walker et al., 2016). 

Such approaches promise to capture both the prevalence and severity of energy poverty, 

while offering a more policy-relevant picture of its drivers. 

 

In short, the evolution of measurement approaches – from the absolute 10% threshold, to 

relative measures such as >2M and LIHC, to structural indicators like LILEE, alongside self-

reported assessments – underscores that there is no single “correct” way to measure energy 

poverty. Each approach offers strengths and limitations, and the choice of indicator reflects 

not only methodological preferences but also normative decisions about what forms of 

deprivation matter most. For Canada, where systematic measurement is still emerging, this 

debate underscores the opportunity to design approaches that are both conceptually robust 

and contextually sensitive, while also attentive to the lived realities of households 

experiencing energy poverty. 

 
1.3. Evolution of the concept 

 

The concept of energy poverty has evolved significantly over the past decades, shifting from 

definitions centered on fuel affordability to broader, multidimensional understandings 
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grounded in equity and justice. This evolution reflects both empirical realities and theoretical 

developments, as scholars and policymakers have sought to capture the diverse ways in which 

energy deprivation is experienced and the systemic inequities that underpin it. 

 

The first wave of research in the 1990s was dominated by the “fuel poverty” paradigm in the 

United Kingdom. This framing emerged in response to concerns about heating affordability 

and its relationship to excess winter deaths. The focus was strongly on the ability of 

households to keep their homes warm during cold seasons, emphasizing the relationship 

between income, fuel costs, and the thermal efficiency of housing (Boardman, 1991). While 

this lens was critical and foundational, it was also limited: it reduced energy poverty to a 

problem of warmth, without acknowledging the full spectrum of energy services necessary 

for modern life. 

 

From there, the term “energy poverty” gained traction as researchers recognized the need to 

expand beyond the narrow fuel poverty framing. Energy poverty came to include a wider 

range of services such as cooking, lighting, refrigeration, hot water, and increasingly, digital 

connectivity (Ackerman et al., 2023). This shift reflected an understanding that energy 

deprivation is not only about survival but also about social participation and quality of life. 

For example, in summer conditions, including in Canada, the inability to afford air 

conditioning during prolonged heatwaves can be as life-threatening as inadequate heating in 

winter. Heat-related morbidity and mortality are increasing public health concerns in Canada 

(Government of Canada, 2025). Similarly, lack of affordable access to digital connectivity—

now essential for education, employment, and social interaction—illustrates how energy 

poverty must be considered in relation to the evolving requirements of everyday life. 

 

Alongside this empirical broadening, researchers have developed conceptual frameworks to 

understand the dynamics and lived realities of energy poverty. The vulnerability framework 

(Middlemiss & Gillard, 2015) emphasizes how energy poverty emerges from the interaction 

of structural inequities – such as income precarity, poor housing quality, and energy market 

structures – with individual and household vulnerabilities. It highlights how these conditions 

can amplify exposure to health risks, reduce resilience, and constrain the ability to cope with 

shocks such as rising prices or extreme weather events. 

 

The capabilities framework (Day, Walker, & Simcock, 2016; Middlemiss, 2020; Bartiaux, Day, 

& Lahaye, 2021) extends this analysis by considering how energy poverty limits people’s 

ability to achieve valued ways of living. Drawing from Sen’s and Nussbaum’s work on 

capabilities, this perspective moves beyond resources to focus on functionings—what people 

are actually able to do and be. Energy poverty, in this view, is not only about unmet material 

needs, but about constraints on participation in society and the ability to live with dignity. It 

also highlights the agency of households in adopting strategies to cope with energy 
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deprivation, such as rationing use, prioritizing some needs over others, or seeking alternative 

forms of support (Debanné et al., 2025). 

 

In parallel, the energy justice framework has become increasingly influential, both in 

academic research and in policy discourse. Energy justice evaluates the fairness of energy 

systems and transitions primarily across three interrelated dimensions (Jenkins et al., 2017):  

 

• distributive justice (the allocation of costs and benefits of energy systems) 

• recognition justice (acknowledging diverse needs and vulnerabilities, especially 

among marginalized groups) 

• procedural justice (ensuring equitable participation in decision-making) 

 

This framework has particular resonance in the context of energy transitions, where 

decarbonization policies may unintentionally exacerbate inequities if affordability and access 

are not addressed (McArthur et al., 2020). Energy justice provides a normative lens for 

evaluating whether transitions are inclusive, and whether they actively work to reduce 

conditions of energy poverty rather than deepen them. 

 

Taken together, this evolution demonstrates how the concept of energy poverty has 

expanded from a narrow policy problem of fuel affordability to a multidimensional and 

justice-oriented challenge. The integration of vulnerability, capabilities, and justice 

frameworks underscores that energy poverty cannot be understood solely in economic or 

technical terms, but must be situated within broader socio-economic conditions, 

infrastructural systems, and questions of fairness. This broader conceptualization is now 

central to research and policymaking, particularly in high-income contexts like Canada, where 

energy poverty is increasingly seen as part of the wider agenda of just and equitable energy 

transitions (Das & Riva, in press). 

 

2. Energy Poverty in Canada 

 
2.1.  Energy context 

 

Canadian households rely on energy for a range of daily needs. Nationally the largest share is 

devoted to space heating (64%), followed by water heating (18%), appliances (13%), lighting 

(3%), and space cooling (2%) (Natural Resources Canada, 2021). While electricity powers 

many end uses such as lighting, appliances, and increasingly cooling, natural gas is dominant 

for space and water heating across the country (Natural Resources Canada, n.d.). These 

figures vary by province and territory. 
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2.2. Prevalence and regional variation 

 

Energy poverty is a significant, though unevenly distributed, challenge across Canada. 

Estimates vary depending on the indicator used. Using the absolute 10% threshold, between 

6% and 9% of Canadian households are classified as experiencing energy poverty (Das, 

Martiskainen, & Li, 2022; Riva et al., 2021).  When applying a relative measure, such as the 

“twice the median” (>2M) indicator, the proportion rises sharply to approximately 19% (Riva 

et al., 2021)1. As shown in Figure 1, these rates increase further when factoring in housing 

costs. These estimates are derived from Canadian household survey data that link income and 

energy expenditures.  

 

Using the 10% threshold, a household is considered to be in energy poverty if more than 10% 

of its household income is spent on energy services for all household uses,  such as heating 

and cooling. Using the relative >2M threshold, researchers first calculate the national median 

share of income spent on energy. Households are then classified as experiencing energy 

poverty if their share is greater than twice this median value. For example, if the median share 

is 3% spent on energy, then any household spending more than 6% would be considered in 

energy poverty using this measure. Importantly, estimates for both of these measures are 

based on reported expenditures (i.e., what households spend) rather than required energy 

costs (i.e., what would be needed to meet adequate energy needs). This distinction matters 

because households often self-ration energy use to manage costs, meaning expenditure-

based measures may understate the true prevalence of energy poverty (Ormandy & Ezratty, 

2012; Brunner, Spitzer, & Christanell, 2012; García Ochoa & Graizbord, 2016; Chard & Walker, 

2016; Meyer et al., 2018). 

 

Analysis of household spending patterns illustrates these disparities. Specifically, Engel curve 

analysis2 shows that for households in energy poverty, increases in income at lower levels are 

associated with a growing share of the household budget devoted to energy services (Das et 

al., 2022). For these households, clustered around an income level of about $25,000, energy 

expenditures can rise to roughly 16% of total spending, stabilizing only around $50,000 of 

household income. By contrast, households not in energy poverty – clustered around incomes 

closer to $70,000 – spend a relatively stable share of just over 3% of their budget on energy 

across the income distribution. These differences underscore how energy poverty reflects not 

 
1 According to data from the 2016 Canadian Census and provided to Riva et al., the national median share of 

energy expenditure to household income (after tax and after housing costs such as mortgage, rent and property 

taxes) was 2.7% in 2016. Thus, households spending more than 5.4% of their annual income for home energy 

can be considered to be facing energy poverty.  

 
2 Engel curves are to study the relationship between household expenditures, energy services, and household 

income. They are used to describe how household expenditure on particular goods or services depends on 

household income (Chai & Moneta, 2010). They have been used in studies concerning Canadian public policy 

(e.g., Emery & Guo, 2020). 



 13 

just affordability, but deeper challenges with household resources and capacity to manage 

essential energy needs. 

 

Regional variability is also evident. Energy poverty is most prevalent in the Atlantic provinces, 

where more than 30% of households are affected using the >2M threshold (Riva et al., 2021; 

Riva et al., 2024). Rural households are also disproportionately impacted: approximately 30% 

experience energy poverty compared to 18% in urban areas (Das, Martiskainen, & Li, 2022; 

Riva et al., 2021). It is important to note that energy poverty in urban settings may be 

underestimated in expenditure-based measures, as renters whose utilities are included in 

rent are generally not directly captured in survey data. 

 

Housing conditions add another layer of regional disparity. Older dwellings and those in need 

of repair are far more likely to be energy inefficient, leading to higher household energy costs. 

For example, households living in homes built before 1960 are more than twice as likely to 

experience energy poverty compared to those in newer dwellings (Das et al., 2022). A 

consistent relationship has also been found between dwelling age and energy use across 

provinces, with older buildings performing worse in terms of efficiency (Tardy & Lee, 2019). 

Social and community housing stock is particularly affected, as much of it was built prior to 

1990 and has been subject to decades of deferred maintenance (Government of Canada, 

n.d.a). For example, in British Columbia, per-unit energy consumption in community housing 

is 60% higher than in market housing (BCNPHA, 2019; Edalatnia & Das, 2025). 

 

Figure 1. Proportion of households facing energy poverty across provinces  

(data from the Survey of Household Spending, 2017)1 

 

 
 

1 Adapted from Riva et al. 2021, shown in Das and Riva, in press. 
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2.3. Households and communities at greater risk 

 

While structural and regional factors help explain where energy poverty is concentrated, its 

impacts are not distributed evenly across the population. Certain households and 

communities face disproportionate burdens due to intersecting social, demographic, and 

economic conditions (Das, Martiskainen, & Li, 2022; Riva et al., 2021; Riva et al., 2024). These 

patterns mirror findings in other high-income countries (Middlemiss, 2022; Golubchikov & 

O’Sullivan, 2020).  

 

Lower-income households remain the most affected, as they are more likely to occupy older, 

less efficient dwellings and must allocate a larger share of limited resources to meet their 

energy needs. Data from the 2017 Canadian Survey of Household Spending reveal that, 

depending on the measure applied, between 43% and 73% of households experiencing 

energy poverty are in the lowest income quintile (Riva et al., 2021). Yet energy poverty is not 

confined to the lowest-income households; even moderate-income households may struggle 

if they live in inefficient dwellings or face high local energy costs. This distinction highlights 

how energy poverty is not reducible to income poverty, but also reflects the resources and 

capabilities households have to act – whether through efficiency retrofits, energy-saving 

technologies, or access to affordable housing. 

 

Gender and racial inequities further shape vulnerability. Indigenous and racialized peoples 

are disproportionately affected as a result of long-standing systemic inequities in income, 

housing, and access to services, as well as exposure to discrimination and environmental 

injustice (Rezaei, 2017; Sonal et al., 2019). Women face greater risk due to lower incomes, 

unequal labour market participation, caregiving responsibilities, and their role in helping 

households manage energy-related hardship (Robinson, 2019). 

 

Life stage also shapes energy poverty risks. Young adults often face insecure employment 

and limited access to affordable, efficient housing, making them more vulnerable to high 

energy burdens (Butler & Sherriff, 2017; O’Sullivan et al., 2016; Petrova, 2018). Older adults 

may also struggle, particularly when living on fixed incomes, spending more time at home, 

and requiring higher thermal comfort for health and well-being (Chard & Walker, 2016; 

Burholt & Windle, 2006; O’Sullivan, 2019; Kwon & Jang, 2017). 

 

Housing tenure further limits the ability of some groups to address energy poverty. Renters, 

for instance, are often unable to make improvements to the energy efficiency of their 

homes and may hesitate to request upgrades from landlords due to several factors, such as 

fears of rent increases. Even with higher incomes, they face structural barriers to achieving 

efficiency gains. Families with children, retirees, and multi-generational households may 

have higher end-use demands, particularly when living in older or crowded dwellings, 
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increasing their sensitivity to energy hardship (Das, Richman, & Brown, 2018; Roberts, 2008; 

Yohanis, 2012; Yip et al., 2020). 

 

Finally, cultural and social practices also shape energy use, as energy is embedded in 

everyday customs and conventions– such as cooking, food preparation, and social gatherings 

– that may carry specific energy requirements (Gram-Hanssen, 2011; Lutzenhiser, 1992, 1993; 

Shove, 2003). These practices remind us that energy poverty is not only about meeting 

physical needs, but also about the capacity to live in ways that are socially and culturally 

meaningful. 

 

3. Emerging and Growing Pressures on Bill Affordability 

 

Energy poverty in Canada is increasingly shaped by new pressures linked to climate change, 

electrification, and the broader energy transition. These forces are altering household energy 

needs, reshaping costs, and raising important questions about equity in the path to net zero. 

They also raise fundamental questions of governance: which actors should bear responsibility 

for managing affordability risks? Should governments provide supports through progressive 

taxation, should utilities design and deliver affordability programs through rates, or should 

regulators embed explicit protections into their oversight of “just and reasonable” rates? As 

Manitoba Hydro seeks rate increases to finance future system needs, these questions are 

central to the Public Utilities Board’s deliberations. 

 

Climate change is driving more extreme and costly demands on households. Historically, 

research in Canada has focused on winter heating, but recent events make clear that cooling 

is now equally critical. For example, in 2021, an unprecedented heat dome in British Columbia 

led to the deaths of 619 people (BC Coroners Service, 2022), while an earlier 2018 Quebec 

heatwave contributed to 86 deaths (Ha, 2021). These health impacts highlight the inadequacy 

of framing energy poverty solely around heating costs. Climate change is also producing more 

frequent and severe wildfires, floods, and storms. The financial implications are stark: the 

average cost of climate-related disasters in Canada has risen from $8 million in the 1970s to 

over $110 million today (Sawyer et al., 2020). These shocks are not evenly felt. Households 

with lower incomes, precarious housing, or existing energy burdens are least able to adapt, 

meaning climate change threatens to deepen inequities in affordability (Sawyer et al., 2022). 

 

Electrification lies at the centre of Canada’s net-zero strategies, but it presents both 

opportunities and risks. Decarbonization will require a significant expansion of clean 

electricity generation and infrastructure. Nationally, demand for electricity is projected to 

more than double over the next decades (Dion et al., 2022). Manitoba illustrates these 

dynamics clearly. The province has a unique advantage: roughly 99% of its electricity already 
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comes from non-emitting hydro sources3, making it among the cleanest and cheapest systems 

in North America (Dunsky Energy and Climate Advisors, 2023). Yet even Manitoba will need 

to expand and modernize its grid significantly to meet electrification needs. Studies suggest 

Manitoba Hydro’s system capacity may need to at least double by the 2040s, requiring billions 

of dollars in new investment (Hamlin & Zhang, 2024). Manitoba Hydro’s planning scenarios 

show that capacity expansion, system maintenance, and new infrastructure will drive major 

increases in utility costs over the coming decades (Hamlin & Zhang, 2024). It should be noted 

that while it is reasonable to expect these factors to drive rate increases, the exact magnitude 

of these costs remain uncertain. In any case, such planning scenarios, and potential costs, 

raise the question of whether these costs should fall mainly on ratepayers or be shared more 

broadly through taxpayer-funded mechanisms (Borenstein et al., 2021; Kanduth & Dion, 

2022). 

 

At the household level, the affordability risks of electrification are uneven. In principle, 

electrification reduces long-term energy costs because electric end-use technologies – such 

as heat pumps and electric vehicles – are more efficient than their fossil fuel counterparts. 

Studies suggest that most households could see average annual savings of around $1,500 by 

2050 as they switch from fossil fuels to electricity (Canada Electricity Advisory Council, 2024). 

But these savings depend on households being able to afford the upfront investments and 

access efficiency retrofits. For many low- and moderate-income households, renters, and 

those in Indigenous and rural communities, these technologies remain financially out of reach 

(Das & Martiskainen, 2022). Without targeted measures, the transition risks reproducing or 

even worsening inequities in energy affordability.  

 

The broader energy transition introduces tensions between different energy system 

pathways. In hydro-dominated provinces like Manitoba and British Columbia, relatively low-

cost electricity has kept burdens comparatively low. In contrast, natural gas remains a 

dominant energy source in provinces such as Ontario and Alberta, raising questions about 

long-term affordability, given rising carbon pricing and the risk of stranded assets. Arguments 

for continued investment in natural gas emphasize short-term affordability and system 

reliability, while critics highlight the long-term risks of locking households into carbon-

intensive infrastructures that may become stranded assets. The Ontario Energy Board’s EB-

2022-0200 decision illustrates this tension, as it reduced the revenue recovery horizon for new 

gas connections to zero in recognition of declining future demand and stranded asset risk. 

Hydro-rich provinces may appear to have a comparative advantage, but as their systems age 

and modernization costs rise, the challenge of how to finance these investments – without 

exacerbating energy poverty – becomes pressing. 

 

 
3 While hydro-electricity is mostly non-emitting in terms of greenhouse gas emissions, there are other 

environmental impacts, such as the impacts on water systems like Lake Winnipeg (Manitoba Clean Environment 

Commission, 2015; SCO, 2024).  
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Research has also highlighted the rise of transport-related energy poverty, as energy use for 

mobility represents a large and essential share of household expenditures in Canada. In a car-

dependent country where public transportation is largely confined to major urban centres, 

some households already face what has been termed “double energy poverty” –  experiencing 

high costs both for domestic energy and for transportation (Martiskainen et al., 2021; 

Robinson & Mattioli, 2020). As transport electrifies, households that cannot afford the upfront 

cost of electric vehicles, or that live in areas without charging infrastructure, may face 

additional challenges in the transition. 

 

Taken together, these dynamics demonstrate that energy poverty in Canada is no longer 

simply a legacy issue tied to winter heating or inefficient housing stock. It is increasingly a 

forward-looking challenge shaped by climate change, electrification, and contested pathways 

of energy transition. While clean electrification offers the potential to lower long-term energy 

costs, without deliberate policies to manage affordability, the transition risks entrenching 

inequities and leaving vulnerable households worse off. Ensuring that the path to net zero is 

also a path to greater fairness will be essential if Canada’s energy transition is to maintain 

public legitimacy and deliver on its promise of a clean and affordable future. The emerging 

policy debate is therefore not only about how to decarbonize, but how to do so equitably. 

 

3.1. Growing recognition of energy poverty in public policy discourse  

 

Over the past decade, energy poverty has gained increasing visibility in Canadian policy 

debates. Once considered a niche issue, it is now recognized as a barrier to equitable energy 

transitions and a determinant of health and housing vulnerability (Riva et al., 2023). 

Recognition has occurred unevenly across levels of government and institutions, with growing 

but fragmented responses. 

 

At the federal level, progress has been piecemeal. Budget 2024 committed $800 million for 

energy efficiency retrofits for low- and moderate-income households – an important step, 

though well below estimated need. Reports from the Canada Electricity Advisory Council 

(2024) stress that the federal government lacks a definition of energy poverty, standardized 

indicators, and consistent data collection, making it difficult to monitor or design effective 

interventions. Several organizations, including Efficiency Canada, have called for a national 

energy poverty strategy with clear targets, consistent measurement, and coordination with 

provinces (Kantamneni, Haley, & Tozer, 2024). Without such a framework, Canada risks falling 

behind international peers like, for example, the EU, UK, Ireland, and New Zealand where 

legislative definitions guide policy. Academic research is making similar calls, emphasizing the 

need to recognize energy poverty as a distinct policy problem and to embed affordability in 

Canada’s broader transition planning (Das & Martiskainen, 2022). 
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Provincial governments play a leading role in shaping affordability through program design, 

policy, and their oversight of utilities. In Ontario targeted bill-support programs such as the 

Ontario Electricity Support Program (OESP) and Low-Income Energy Assistance Program 

(LEAP) provide relief for low-income households. Both are provincially designed but funded 

through electricity rates rather than tax revenues. The OESP is administered by the Ontario 

Energy Board (OEB) and applied as a credit on customer’s bills, while LEAP is overseen by the 

OEB and delivered through local community agencies. Nova Scotia and New Brunswick have 

emphasized home retrofit programs, often in partnership with utilities, while British Columbia 

has integrated affordability into its CleanBC climate strategy. Manitoba has historically relied 

on universally low hydro rates as a form of affordability, but in the context of Manitoba Hydro 

seeking rate increases, equity questions are becoming more urgent. Across provinces, 

affordability programs exist in nearly every jurisdiction, yet many are narrow, short-term, or 

fragmented across housing, energy, and climate portfolios. Efficiency programs also exist in 

nearly every province, but as Efficiency Canada notes, many prioritize cost-effectiveness over 

equity, resulting in shallow retrofits that miss the most vulnerable groups. 

 

Municipal governments have also begun to engage, particularly in large cities where housing 

and climate action intersect. Yet municipalities face significant fiscal limits and depend on 

higher levels of government for program funding. 

 

Regulators, such as the Manitoba Public Utilities Board, shape affordability through rate 

design, cost allocation, and approval of utility programs. Regulators are tasked with balancing 

utility financial sustainability with fairness to consumers. In practice, this often means 

determining how transition-related costs are distributed across customer classes, whether 

low-income supports are approved, and how affordability considerations interact with 

statutory obligations to ensure “just and reasonable” rates. In Manitoba, the PUB’s review of 

Manitoba Hydro’s General Rate Application brings these tensions to the surface: how should 

affordability and equity be weighed against the utility’s need for revenue sufficiency and 

system expansion? Should targeted affordability programs be embedded within regulatory 

decisions, or left to governments? 

 

The growing recognition of energy poverty has sharpened debates about the role of different 

actors and stakeholders in addressing the issue. Should it be governments, through 

progressive taxation? Utilities, through program delivery and rate design? Regulators, through 

approvals? Or some combination of all three?  

 

This debate often brings forward such questions as whether affordability should be supported 

by the taxpayer or the ratepayer. Taxpayer-funded approaches spread costs across society and 

align with the view that affordability is a broader societal issue. Ratepayer-funded approaches 

leverage utility-customer relationships but risk regressive outcomes if costs are spread across 

all rate classes. In practice, both models already coexist: Ontario’s OESP and LEAP are 
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ratepayer-funded, while federal Greener Homes retrofits are taxpayer-funded. The Canada 

Electricity Advisory Council’s 2024 Final Report goes further, recommending that federal 

clean-energy investment tax credits (ITCs) be expanded and revised to explicitly shift part of 

transition costs from ratepayers to the tax base (pp. 60, 123–124). This recommendation 

signals growing policy recognition that taxpayer-funded mechanisms must play a greater role 

in ensuring affordability during the energy transition. 

 

4. Policy and Programmatic Approaches to Addressing Energy Poverty 

 

4.1. Overview  

 

Approaches to addressing energy poverty vary significantly across jurisdictions, reflecting 

differences in governance structures, housing stock, energy systems, and policy priorities. 

Some countries have developed dedicated national energy poverty strategies, while others 

address affordability indirectly through housing, climate, or energy efficiency policies. This 

variation highlights both promising practices and persistent gaps in ensuring equitable access 

to energy services. 

 

In Europe, several governments have adopted national energy poverty strategies that set 

explicit definitions, targets, and accountability mechanisms. The European Union requires 

member states to report on energy poverty as part of broader directives on energy efficiency 

and consumer protection. The United Kingdom has gone further, embedding statutory targets 

to reduce energy poverty and introducing measures such as the Low Income Low Energy 

Efficiency (LILEE) indicator to guide policy interventions. France, Ireland, and New Zealand 

have also established national definitions and strategies, often developed through legislative 

acts or public consultation. These frameworks provide coherence, ensure consistent 

measurement, and help align social, housing, and climate objectives. 

 

The UK’s experience with the Warm Front program is particularly notable. Established in 2000, 

Warm Front provided grants for insulation and heating improvements to low-income 

households, with the explicit aim of reducing fuel poverty. While the program faced challenges 

related to funding levels and targeting, it demonstrated the potential of large-scale, state-

supported retrofits to alleviate energy poverty and improve health outcomes. Evaluations 

showed measurable benefits in terms of warmer homes, reduced bills, and improved 

occupant well-being, even if the program did not fully eradicate fuel poverty. 

 

Another approach increasingly adopted internationally is energy labelling and performance 

certification. Systems such as the UK’s Energy Performance Certificate (EPC) or the EU’s 

building labelling frameworks provide standardized ratings of dwelling efficiency. These tools 

enable governments to target the least efficient homes, guide retrofit programs, and track 
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progress toward statutory fuel poverty targets. Labelling also empowers households and 

tenants by making energy efficiency more visible in housing markets. 

 

Despite these promising developments, responses remain uneven across jurisdictions. While 

some governments have embraced comprehensive strategies, others rely on piecemeal 

programs or treat energy poverty as a secondary concern within broader climate or housing 

policies. In Canada, for example, there is no national definition of energy poverty or 

overarching strategy. Programs exist at federal and provincial levels – from retrofit grants to 

low-income bill supports – but they remain fragmented, inconsistent across provinces, and 

often limited in scale or duration. This unevenness risks leaving many vulnerable households 

unprotected, particularly as affordability pressures intensify. 

 

Some exemplary initiatives are noted in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. International utility initiatives for addressing energy poverty 

 

Jurisdiction Delivery 
Agent 

Program 
name 

Program description Reference 

Spain Utilities Bono Social Bono social is Spain's official 
electricity discount program, 
offering different discounts on 
electricity bills for different time 
periods during the year. 
Qualifying hold a PVPC contract, 
use less than 10 kW, and meet one 
condition of low income, minimum 
pension, hold a large family 
certificate, receive an Ingreso 
Minimo Vital, or live in a 
household with certain health of 
dependency-related needs. 

https://euroweeklynews.com/2025
/05/28/your-guide-to-paying-less-
electricity-in-spain-thanks-to-bono-
social/ 

Brazil Utilities Electric 
Energy 
Social Tariff 

Families with a per capita income 
up to half of the nation minimum 
wage can receive a discount of 
100% on the first 80 kWh 
consumed monthly. 

https://www.fitchratings.com/resea
rch/corporate-finance/social-tariff-
expansion-potentially-positive-for-
brazilian-energy-distributors-16-07-
2025 

Belgium Utilities Social tariff Belgium has a social tariff for gas 
and electricity which is a reduced 
price for certain categories of low-
income households and people in 
social housing. 

https://www.brusselstimes.com/13
59078/benefits-for-electricity-and-
natural-gas-to-rise-by-up-to-15 

California, USA Utilities California 
Alternate 
Rates for 
Energy 

The CARE program offers a 30-35% 
discount on your electric bill and a 
20% discount on your natural gas 
bill. To qualify, your total 
household income must be at or 
below the income limits on the 
website for the listed household 
sizes. 

https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/consumer
-support/financial-assistance-
savings-and-discounts/california-
alternate-rates-for-energy 
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Pennsylvania, 
USA 

Utilities Customer 
Assistance 
Programs 

CAPs are designed to help low-
income residential customers 
maintain utility service. CAPs can 
help lower your monthly utility bill 
and may also reduce or remove 
the amount you already owe. 

https://www.puc.pa.gov/about-the-
puc/consumer-education/utility-
assistance-programs/ 

Georgia, USA Utilities Income-
Qualified 
Discount 

Georgia Power customers with a 
combined household income of 
200% of the Federal Poverty 
Guidelines or less, may qualify for 
an Income-Qualified Discount of 
up to $33.50 per month of their 
power bill. Natural gas customers 
in Atlanta Gas Light Company's 
delivery area may receive up to a 
$14.00 discount. 

https://psc.ga.gov/about-the-
psc/consumer-corner/consumer-
advisories/utility-assistance-
programs/ 

Arizona, USA Utilities Energy 
Support 
Program 

The Energy Support Program offers 
a discount of up to 40% off the 
cost of electricity for customers 
who meet certain income 
guidelines. The income guidelines 
are based on 150% of the federal 
poverty guidelines. The discount 
varies depending on how much 
electricity is used each month. 

https://liheapch.acf.gov/Utility/AZ/
aps.htm 

 
4.2. Specific programs 

 

Table 2 below presents a jurisdictional scan of energy poverty initiatives currently in place 

across Canadian provinces and territories. The scan focused on programs explicitly targeted 

at low-income households.  

 

Programs were compiled from multiple sources to maximize coverage and reliability. For 

Ontario, initiatives were drawn from a published review by Das et al. (2022) (A review and 

analysis of initiatives addressing energy poverty and vulnerability in Ontario, Canada). 

Programs in British Columbia were identified through an in-progress study of provincial 

initiatives addressing energy poverty. Data for Alberta, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, 

Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland and Labrador were incorporated from existing compilations 

of initiatives previously assembled by the Behaviour, Energy, and Environment Research Lab. 

For provinces and territories with fewer documented programs, supplementary searches 

were conducted (e.g., Saskatchewan, Yukon, Northwest Territories, and Nunavut). Programs 

in Manitoba were drawn from evidence filed in Manitoba Hydro’s General Rate Application 

(GRA). For Quebec, an initial reference point was provided by a conference presentation 

(Gheorghiu, n.d.), with additional initiatives identified through targeted searches. 

 

Although utilities were the most common program originators, initiatives were also identified 

from provincial governments and civil society organizations. Taken together, the scan 

highlights the diversity of approaches across jurisdictions and provides a baseline for 
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comparing how Canadian provinces and territories are addressing energy poverty through 

targeted affordability and efficiency interventions. 

 

It should be noted that many Canadian jurisdictions also prohibit utility disconnections during 

winter months for non-payment due to seasonal temperature risks. These protections, while 

important, are not included in Table 2. More broadly, many measures that influence energy 

poverty – such as housing subsidies, health supports, or climate programs – are embedded in 

other policy domains. While such cross-cutting initiatives are significant, the scan presented 

here is deliberately limited to programs that explicitly target energy affordability, in order to 

allow clearer comparison across provinces.
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Table 2. Jurisdictional scan of programs that can address energy poverty in Canada 
 

Jurisdiction Delivery Agent Program Name Program Description Reference 

Utility 

BC BC Hydro Customer Crisis 
Fund 

Offers support for residential customers who are 
facing disconnection of their BC Hydro service, 
despite attempting to make payments. 

https://app.bchydro.com/accounts-
billing/bill-payment/ways-to-
pay/customer-crisis-fund.html 

BC BC Hydro Free energy saving 
kit 

Income-qualified households can get a free 
energy saving kit to help you save energy. 

https://www.bchydro.com/powersmart/
residential/rebates-programs/savings-
based-on-income/free-energy-savings-
kit.html 

BC BC Hydro Free product 
installation and 
energy coaching 

Income-qualified homes can receive free 
upgrades to improve comfort and energy 
efficiency. 

https://www.bchydro.com/powersmart/
residential/rebates-programs/savings-
based-on-income/free-product-install-
and-advice.html 

BC BC Hydro and 
FortisBC 

Energy 
Conservation 
Assistance Program 

Income-qualified households can receive 
upgrades such as air source heat pumps, 
insulation, and energy savings kits. 

https://www.betterhomesbc.ca/rebates/
energy-conservation-assistance-
program/ 

BC FortisBC Heat pump rebate Income-qualified customers can get up to 
$12,000 with a whole home heating rebate or up 
to $5,000 with a partial home heating rebate to 
replace electric space heating systems with an air 
source heat pump. 

https://www.fortisbc.com/rebates/detail
/iqheatpump?utm_campaign=cemiq&ut
m_source=collateral&utm_content=iqhe
atpump 

BC FortisBC Heat pump and 
electric water 
heating rebates for 
non-profit 
organizations 

Co-ops, Indigenous housing providers, or non-
profits or charities that provide service to 
income-qualified people are eligible for rebates 
on air source heat pumps and heat pump water 
heaters. 

https://www.fortisbc.com/rebates/detail
/heat-pump-and-electric-water-heater-
rebates-for-non-profit-organizations 

BC Fortis BC Commercial lighting 
rebates for non-
profit organizations 

Co-ops, Indigenous housing providers, or non-
profits or charities that provide service to 
income-qualified people are eligible for rebates 
on commercial high-efficiency lighting products. 

https://www.fortisbc.com/rebates/detail
/commercial-lighting-rebates-for-non-
profit-organizations 

BC FortisBC Refrigeration 
equipment rebates 
for non-profit 
organizations 

Co-ops, Indigenous housing providers, or non-
profits or charities that provide service to 
income-qualified people are eligible for rebates 

https://www.fortisbc.com/rebates/detail
/refrigeration-equipment-rebates-for-
non-profit-organizations 
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on ENERGY STAR display cases, controls, and 
motor systems. 

BC FortisBC Variable speed 
drive rebates for 
non-profit 
organizations 

Co-ops, Indigenous housing providers, or non-
profits or charities that provide service to 
income-qualified people are eligible for rebates 
on variable speed drives for retrofitting existing 
motors or fans. 

https://www.fortisbc.com/rebates/detail
/variable-speed-drive-rebates-for-non-
profit-organizations 

BC FortisBC Natural gas water 
heater rebates 

Income-qualified customers who upgrade to an 
eligible ENERGY STAR gas water heater could 
qualify for a rebate up to $3000. 

https://www.fortisbc.com/rebates/detail
/natural-gas-water-heater-rebates-
income-qualified 

SK SaskPower Energy Assistance 
Program 

The Energy Assistance Program provides income-
qualified households and landlords with a visit 
from a Home Energy Coach that can provide 
energy saving tips and install free upgrades, such 
as LED light bulbs, block heater timers, and high-
efficiency showerheads. 

https://www.saskpower.com/power-
savings-and-
programs/home/programs/energy-
assistance-program#eap-apply 

SK SaskPower Tune-Up Assistance 
Program 

The Tune-Up Assistance Program helps income-
qualified homeowners maintain their natural gas 
furnace free of charge. The program provides 
such benefits as a tune-up, carbon monoxide 
alarm, furnace filters, and repairs. 

https://www.saskenergy.com/staying-
safe/furnace-maintenance/tune-
assistance-program 

MB Manitoba Hydro Customer Arrears 
Assistance Program 

The Customer Arrears Assistance Program helps 
customers pay back arrears over time while 
making equal monthly payments, regardless of 
how much energy is consumed in any month. 

https://www.hydro.mb.ca/articles/2021/
04/trouble_paying_your_bill/#:~:text=M
anitoba%20Hydro%20has%20several%2
0programs%20to%20help,advice%20abo
ut%20federal%20and%20provincial%20r
elief%20programs 

MB Manitoba Hydro Neighbours Helping 
Neighbours 

Neighbours Helping Neighbours is a one-time 
support grant for residential customers to help 
cover the cost of an overdue energy bill. The 
amount varies based on the overdue amount 
owning and the home heating source. 

https://www.hydro.mb.ca/account/billin
g/help/neighbours-helping-neighbours/ 
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MB Manitoba Hydro Equal Payment Plan The Equal Payment Plan allows customers to pay 
their electricity and/or natural gas bills in equal 
monthly payments over the year. The monthly 
budget is determined by past energy use. 

https://www.hydro.mb.ca/account/billin
g/payment/equal-payment-plan/ 

MB Manitoba Hydro Home Energy 
Efficiency Loan 

The Home Energy Efficiency Loan is an affordable 
financing option that lets you finance your 
renovations through monthly payments which 
are added to your energy bill. 

https://www.hydro.mb.ca/account/loans
/home-energy-efficiency-
loan/#customer-eligibility 

ON Various electricity 
and natural gas 
providers 

Low-income Energy 
Assistance Program 

Customers that are behind on electricity or 
natural gas bills and face having service 
disconnected may qualify for emergency financial 
help through the LEAP program. There are 
specific LEAP programs for low-income  
customers, such as security deposits, billing 
errors, disconnection grace period, arrears 
payment, and reconnection fees. 

https://oeb.ca/consumer-information-
and-protection/bill-assistance-
programs/low-income-energy-
assistance-program 

ON Various electricity 
providers 

Ontario Electricity 
Support Program 

Customers of electric utilities that meet certain 
levels for household size and income may qualify 
for a reduction on their electricity bills through 
the OESP. 

https://ontarioelectricitysupport.ca/ 

ON Enbridge Gas and 
Save on Energy 

Home 
Winterproofing 
Program and 
Energy Affordability 
Program 

The Home Winterproofing Program and the 
Energy Affordability Program have been 
combined into a single application for income-
qualified households. Upgrades include 
insulation, draft proofing, ENERGY STAR certified 
appliances, and more. 

https://www.enbridgegas.com/ontario/r
ebates-energy-conservation/home-
winterproofing-program 

QC Energir Low-income 
Household 
Supplement 
Component - 
Business 

Energir offers assistance to owner of rental 
properties occupied by low-income households 
and social and community organization. 
Additional assistance is available for energy 
efficiency grants for such programs as 
renovations, unit heaters, and boiler 
optimization. 

https://energir.com/en/business/energy-
efficiency/energy-efficiency-
programs/supplement-for-low-income-
household 

QC Energir Supplement for 
Low-income 
Households 

An additional grant is available for low-income 
households to complement the grant normally 
available for energy efficiency programs. The 

https://energir.com/en/residential/custo
mer-centre/reduce-my-
consumption/energy-efficiency-
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additional grant doubles financial assistance for 
the Combo System program and provides an 
extra $220 for the Smart Thermostat program. 

grants/supplement-low-income-
households 

QC Hydro Quebec Help Center for 
Low-income 
Households 

The help center for low-income households can 
help customers reach a payment arrangement 
with more manageable installments. 

https://www.hydroquebec.com/resident
ial/customer-space/payment/low-
income-households.html 

NB NB Power Enhanced Energy 
Savings Program 

New Brunswick homeowners with homes in need 
of energy efficiency upgrades and have an annual 
income under $70,000 are eligible for upgrades 
to reduce their energy use and cost. 

https://www.saveenergynb.ca/en/for-
home/enhanced-energy-savings-
program/ 

NB NB Power Energy Savings Kits Energy Savings Kits are available to any New 
Brunswicker who rents their home, non-profit 
organizations supporting their clients, and 
participants in many SaveEnergyNB efficiency 
programs. 

https://www.saveenergynb.ca/en/for-
home/energy-saving-kits/ 

NB NB Power Oil to Heat Pump 
Affordability 

Oil to Heat Pump Affordability is a federal 
government program that helps homeowners 
switch from oil heat to energy-efficient heat 
pumps. The program has been incorporated into 
SaveEnergyNB’s existing programs so 
homeowners with incomes under $70,000 can 
apply to the Enhanced Energy Savings Program. 

https://www.saveenergynb.ca/en/for-
home/oil-to-heat-pump-affordability/ 

NS NS Power Income-based 
Programs 

Low income Nova Scotians are eligible for both 
the Home Energy Assistance Top-up (HEAT) and 
the Homewarming Program. HEAT helps low 
income residents pay their energy bills, and the 
Homewarming Program provides no-charge 
energy assessments and home upgrades. 

https://www.nspower.ca/community/inc
ome-based-programs 

NS Efficiency Nova 
Scotia 

HomeWarming If Efficiency NS find that draft-proofing, 
insulation, or other efficiency options can reduce 
your heating or cooling costs, they will cover the 
installation and arrange the contractors. 

https://www.efficiencyns.ca/programs-
rebates/homewarming 

NS Efficiency Nova 
Scotia 

Oil to Heat Pump 
Affordability 
Program 

Based on their household income, residents may 
qualify for up to $15,000 to switch from oil 
heating to electric heat pumps. 

https://www.efficiencyns.ca/programs-
rebates/oil-to-heat-pump-affordability-
program 
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NL  NL Hydro Energy Savers Kit The Energy Savers Kit is available to income-
qualified households to reduce electricity and can 
contain various parts such as insulators, 
weatherstripping, and faucet aerators. 

https://takechargenl.ca/energysaverskit/ 

Government 

BC BC Government Crisis Supplement A crisis supplement may be available to recipients 
who face unexpected emergency needs with a 
one-time payment. 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/go
vernments/policies-for-
government/bcea-policy-and-procedure-
manual/general-supplements-and-
programs/crisis-supplement 

AB NRCan Oil to Heat Pump 
Affordability 
Program 

Income-qualified households in Alberta may be 
eligible for an upfront payment of up to $10,000 
to switch from oil heating to heat pumps. 

https://natural-
resources.canada.ca/energy-
efficiency/home-energy-
efficiency/canada-greener-homes-
initiative/oil-heat-pump-affordability-
program 

SK NRCan Oil to Heat Pump 
Affordability 
Program 

Income-qualified households in Saskatchewan 
may be eligible for an upfront payment of up to 
$10,000 to switch from oil heating to heat 
pumps. 

https://natural-
resources.canada.ca/energy-
efficiency/home-energy-
efficiency/canada-greener-homes-
initiative/oil-heat-pump-affordability-
program 

SK SK Ministry of 
Social Services 

Saskatchewan 
Income Support 

The Saskatchewan Income Support program 
helps people in need meet their basic needs. The 
Shelter Benefit portion of the program provides 
money for utilities, in addition to other shelter 
related costs. 

https://www.saskatchewan.ca/residents
/family-and-social-support/financial-
help/saskatchewan-income-support-
sis#eligibility 
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ON City of Toronto Emergency Energy 
Fund 

Low-income Toronto residents who are not 
receiving assistance from Ontario Works or 
Ontario Disability Support Program may qualify 
for help with energy-related emergencies to 
reconnect, prevent disconnection, or to assist in 
payment of energy arrears for hydro, gas, or oil 
services. 

https://www.toronto.ca/community-
people/employment-social-
support/support-for-people-in-financial-
need/assistance-through-ontario-
works/policies-and-
procedures/emergency-energy-fund-
eef/ 

QC Government of 
Quebec 

Econologis The Econologis program helps low-income 
households improve the comfort and energy 
efficiency of their homes by giving free access to 
personalized energy consumption advice and 
light work to improve home comfort. 

https://www.quebec.ca/en/housing-
territory/heating-energy-
consumption/financial-assistance-
retrofits/free-services-econologis 

QC NRCan Oil to Heat Pump 
Affordability 
Program 

Income-qualified households in Quebec may be 
eligible for an upfront payment of up to $10,000 
to switch from oil heating to heat pumps. 

https://natural-
resources.canada.ca/energy-
efficiency/home-energy-
efficiency/canada-greener-homes-
initiative/oil-heat-pump-affordability-
program 

NB Government of 
New Brunswick 

Fuel Supplement The Fuel Supplement provides assistance to cover 
some of the costs of winter heating. Eligibility is 
determined on a case-by-case basis. 

https://www2.gnb.ca/content/gnb/en/s
ervices/services_renderer.200719.Fuel_S
upplement.html 

NB  Government of 
New Brunswick 

Emergency Fuel 
Benefit 

This once per calendar year benefit provides 
$550 to eligible households who are unable to 
pay the costs of winter heating due to 
unavoidable and unforeseen situations. 

https://socialsupportsnb.ca/en/program
/emergency-fuel-benefit 

PEI Government of 
PEI 

Net Zero Free 
Programs 

The Net Zero Free Programs are income-qualified 
programs that can offer such benefits as heat 
pump systems, supplementary electric heating, 
electric hot water heating, and interior electric 
panel upgrades. 

https://www.princeedwardisland.ca/en/
service/net-zero-free-programs 

NS Government of 
Nova Scotia 

Heating Assistance 
Rebate Program 

The Heating Assistance Rebate Program provides 
support to low-income households, helping them 
afford winter heating. 

https://beta.novascotia.ca/programs-
and-services/heating-assistance-rebate-
program-harp 
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NL Government of 
NL 

Home Heating 
Supplement 
Program 

The Home Heating Supplement is available to 
resident of the province whose adjusted family 
income for 2024 was $150,000 or less and have 
directly incurred costs for the purchase of 
furnace or stove oil to heat their primary 
residence. 

https://www.gov.nl.ca/fin/home-
heating-supplement-program/ 

NL NL Housing 
Corporation 

Home Energy 
Savings Program 

The Home Energy Savings Program is designed to 
assist households with low income in making 
energy efficient retrofits to their homes. 

https://www.nlhc.nl.ca/housing-
programs/home-energy-savings-
program-hesp-2/ 

YK Government of 
Yukon 

Affordable Heat 
Pump Program 

The Affordable Heat Pump Program helps low to 
median income households install a heat pump. 

https://yukon.ca/en/housing-and-
property/home-energy-rebates/apply-
rebate-your-home-heating-system#nav-
affordable-heat-pump-program 

 
NWT NRCan Oil to Heat Pump 

Affordability 
Program 

Income-qualified households in the Northwest 
Territories may be eligible for an upfront payment 
of up to $10,000 to switch from oil heating to 
heat pumps. 

https://natural-
resources.canada.ca/energy-
efficiency/home-energy-
efficiency/canada-greener-homes-
initiative/oil-heat-pump-affordability-
program 

NWT Government of 
NWT 

Senior Home 
Heating Subsidy 

The Senior Home Heating Subsidy assists low to 
modest income seniors in the NWT with heating 
costs. 

https://www.ece.gov.nt.ca/en/services/i
ncome-security-programs/senior-home-
heating-subsidy 

Civil Society and Other Actors 

AB Alberta Ecotrust 
Foundation 

Home Upgrades 
Program 

The Home Upgrades program offers free energy 
efficiency education and home upgrades to 
income-qualified families living in Calgary, 
Canmore, and Edmonton. 

https://www.homeupgradesprogram.ca/
#team 

PEI Summerhill 
Connect 

Winter Warming 
Program 

The program targets low-to-moderate income 
Islanders to make their homes more energy 
efficient by providing free air sealing and other 
energy-efficient upgrades. 

https://www.princeedwardisland.ca/en/
service/winter-warming-program 

PEI Salvation Army Home Heating 
Program 

The Home Heating Program provides up to 
$1,200 each year to households that are 
struggling with heating costs. 

https://salvationarmy.ca/atlantic/home-
heating-pei/ 
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4.3. Comparative effectiveness of programs and policy approaches 

Determining the effectiveness of energy poverty interventions is not straightforward. 

Effectiveness depends not only on cost-efficiency or energy savings, but also on equity 

outcomes: whether programs reach those most in need, reduce household burdens, and 

prevent exclusion or unintended consequences. Four broad categories of interventions can 

be distinguished: demand-side energy efficiency and retrofits, income assistance, bill 

assistance, and rate design approaches. 

Demand-side energy efficiency and retrofits are often regarded as the most durable 

solutions. Deep retrofits, building envelope upgrades, and deployment of distributed energy 

resources (DERs) can reduce consumption and improve comfort while supporting broader 

decarbonization goals. However, evidence shows that retrofits are least accessible to those 

facing energy poverty due to high upfront costs, split incentives in rental housing, and 

fragmented program delivery. It is possible without targeted design, that retrofits risk 

producing modest savings for low-income households because of “prebound” and “rebound” 

effects4, or even triggering housing insecurity if costs are passed through to tenants 

(Desvallees, 2022; Galvin & Sunikka-Blank, 2016). Making retrofits effective for these 

households requires no-cost or turnkey approaches, protections for renters, and integration 

with health and housing policy. 

Income assistance and social transfers provide more immediate relief. Programs that boost 

household income through tax credits, rebates, or targeted subsidies can help cover energy 

bills and maintain affordability. Yet these supports are typically blunt instruments that 

address symptoms rather than causes. As noted in the Canada Electricity Advisory Council 

final report, reliance on taxpayer-funded subsidies raises distributional questions about who 

should bear transition costs – taxpayers broadly or ratepayers locally. 

Bill assistance, including arrears forgiveness, flexible repayment plans, and targeted energy 

subsidies, can prevent disconnections and stabilize vulnerable households. These approaches 

are important in acute affordability crises but may perpetuate dependence if not linked to 

structural improvements. 

 
4 The prebound effect describes the gap where households’ actual energy consumption is consistently lower 

than modelled energy demand. While this can be a marker of energy poverty – if households restrict heating 

because of affordability constraints - it does not necessarily imply deprivation. It may also reflect occupant 

preferences, cultural norms, or limitations in energy models. For policy, this means prebound should be 

interpreted alongside income and housing data, not in isolation. In contrast the rebound effect refers to the gap 

between the expected and the actual energy savings after an efficiency improvement. When a retrofit or new 

technology makes energy services cheaper to use (for example, heating a room more efficiently), households 

may “take back” part of the efficiency gain by consuming more energy services – for instance, heating more 

rooms, maintaining warmer indoor temperatures, or using the system more frequently. 
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Rate design tools are increasingly part of the equity debate. Conventional rate structures 

distribute costs uniformly across customer classes, but there is research that highlights their 

potential to either deepen or mitigate inequities. For instance, time-of-use rates or fixed 

charges can disproportionately affect low-income households with limited flexibility to shift 

demand. A recent working paper on designing electricity rates for an equitable energy 

transition argues for explicitly embedding equity into rate-setting, including affordability 

thresholds and protections for vulnerable households (Borenstein et al., 2021). This aligns 

with the Advisory Council’s call for shifting some costs from ratepayers to taxpayers to balance 

overall affordability while safeguarding investments needed for decarbonization. 

Overall, comparative evidence suggests that while demand-side tools deliver the most 

sustainable benefits, they require equity-centred program design and complementary 

income or bill supports to reach the most vulnerable. Rate design reform remains contested 

but could play a pivotal role in ensuring that costs of the net-zero transition are shared fairly. 

The challenge is less about choosing one instrument over another, and more about aligning 

these tools within a coherent policy mix that recognizes both the immediate need to protect 

households and the long-term imperative to transform Canada’s energy systems and building 

stock. 

4.4. Bill affordability programs: Implications and trade-offs 

Bill affordability programs – such as arrears forgiveness, ongoing bill credits, or targeted 

subsidies – are designed to provide immediate relief for households experiencing difficulty in 

paying their energy bills. They are an important part of the policy mix, but their design and 

financing raise a number of trade-offs. 

Outcomes for target populations. Properly designed, these programs can reduce hardship by 

preventing disconnections, reducing arrears, and maintaining access to essential energy 

services. However, their effectiveness depends on awareness, accessibility, and take-up. 

Without active outreach and simplified enrollment, many of the most vulnerable households 

may not participate. 

Risks for near-eligible households. Because most bill affordability programs are means-

tested, they create “cliff effects”: households with incomes just above the eligibility threshold 

may face similar affordability challenges but receive no support. This can produce inequities 

between households with only marginal differences in income and undermine perceived 

fairness. Options such as tiered benefits or sliding scales can help mitigate these effects, but 

they add administrative complexity. 

Broader system and equity implications. How these programs are funded is also a central 

question. When financed through utility rates, costs are borne by all ratepayers, which can 

inadvertently shift burdens onto other low- or moderate-income households. Funding 
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through general taxation spreads costs more broadly and progressively, but requires political 

will and alignment with fiscal priorities. This tension is especially relevant in the context of 

the energy transition, where rising system costs must be balanced against affordability 

objectives. 

5. Manitoba Hydro’s Proposed Rate Increase 
 

Manitoba Hydro is seeking approval of the following rate increases as part of its GRA: 

 

• Approval of rate schedules incorporating an overall increase in General Consumers  

Revenue of 3.5% to be effective as of January 1, 2026; 

• Approval of rate schedules incorporating a further overall increase in General 

Consumers Revenue of 3.5% to be effective on January 1, 2027;   

• Approval of rate schedules incorporating a further overall increase in General 

Consumers Revenue of 3.5% to be effective as of January 1, 2028.  

 

The proposed increases result in average monthly bill impacts to residential customers using 

1,000 kWh per month of $3.69, $3.81 and $3.94, and average monthly bill impacts to 

residential customers using 2,000 kWh per month of $7.05, $7.28, and $7.53, for each fiscal 

year respectively. It should be noted: the 1,000 kWh usage level represents a typical non 

electrically heated customer (e.g., those who heat with natural gas), while the 2,000 kWh 

usage level represents a typical electrically heated customer. Additionally, Manitoba Hydro is 

proposing to apply the rate increases equally to all rate classes and to each rate component, 

with some exceptions for Area & Roadway Lighting and certain rate components for diesel 

service in off-grid communities as detailed in Tab 7 of its GRA. 

 

While these figures provide a useful benchmark, they represent average bill impacts only. For 

the residential class, as the following section shows, actual burdens vary widely across 

households, with certain groups experiencing much higher relative impacts due to differences 

in income, housing, heating fuel, and consumption patterns. 

 

5.1. Implications of bill increase 

 

Manitoba Hydro frames affordability in terms of energy burden, defined as the percentage of 

household income spent on energy services. In its General Rate Application, Hydro states that 

“a vulnerable customer refers to an individual or household that is at greater risk of 

experiencing difficulty in accessing or affording adequate energy to meet their basic needs,” 

and that affordability considerations for lower-income households are assessed primarily 

through energy burden. This framing is consistent with international practice, where 

thresholds such as 6% or 10% of income are often used to identify households in energy 

poverty. 
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In 2023, the average household energy burden in Manitoba was 3.52%, according to the 

Residential Energy Use Survey (MFR 74). On aggregate, this appears low relative to many other 

jurisdictions in Canada. However, averages conceal wide variation across demographics, 

income levels, and fuel types. Hydro’s data show that approximately 22,000 households 

(4.3%) face energy burdens exceeding 10% of income, an accepted marker of energy poverty. 

Certain groups are far more likely to experience such high burdens, illustrating the 

distributional inequities that rate increases will exacerbate. These households are 

disproportionately concentrated among certain groups, meaning that the costs and benefits 

of the energy system are not shared evenly. In practice, this means rate increases will fall 

heaviest on those already struggling to afford basic energy needs. 

 

Income is the most significant differentiator. In 2023, households with incomes below 

$25,000 had an average energy burden of 9.16% (MFR 74 Table 8.10), with nearly 38% above 

the 10% threshold. Households in the $25,000–$50,000 range faced an average burden of 

5.35%, with nearly 9% of households above 10%. By contrast, burdens for households above 

$100,000 averaged just 1.91%. In Winnipeg, 18.5% of households below 125% of the Low-

Income Cut-Off (LICO-125) exceed the 10% threshold. These findings confirm that while 

Manitoba’s aggregate burden is modest, low-income households already experience 

disproportionately high hardship, and burdens for these groups have increased over time. 

 

Indigenous households, particularly First Nations on-reserve, face the highest burdens in 

the province. Manitoba Hydro’s survey shows that 38.4% of on-reserve households exceed 

the 10% burden threshold, with an average burden of 9.7%. For Indigenous households 

overall, 13.7% exceed the threshold, compared to just 2.8% among non-Indigenous 

households. These disparities highlight how structural inequities in income, housing quality, 

and energy infrastructure amplify affordability risks. 

 

Housing and dwelling type also shape outcomes. Single-detached dwellings show an average 

burden of 3.92%, compared to 3.45% for multi-attached homes and just 1.60% for 

apartments. In 2023, 5.4% of single-detached households exceeded the 10% threshold, 

compared to 4.0% for multi-attached and 0.4% for apartments. Homes built before 1950 are 

especially exposed, with 5.6% above the 10% threshold compared to more recent stock, 

generally.  Homes built before 1950 average 3.93%, higher than newer stock, reflecting 

poorer energy efficiency and higher heating loads. Tenure adds another dimension: renters 

average 3.50% compared to 3.53% for owners, but are less able to mitigate burdens through 

efficiency upgrades. Of those who rent, 7.5% have energy burdens over the 10% threshold. 

 

Fuel type is a critical driver of exposure. Households heated with electricity face an average 

burden of 4.21%, compared to 3.28% for natural gas users. On average, those reliant on 

“other fuels” (e.g., heating oil, propane, coal, wood) spend 3.61% of income on energy, but 
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13.7% of these households exceed the 10% threshold. These differences matter because 

they are structural, not discretionary: households cannot easily change their heating fuel, 

particularly in rural and northern communities. 

 

Energy use patterns further complicate the picture. Manitoba Hydro’s reports a median 

monthly consumption of 944 kWh, a mean of 1,239 kWh, and a standard deviation of over 

1,000 kWh, underscoring that usage is highly variable across households. As shown in Figure 

2, for some groups – particularly on-reserve First Nations households and those with electric 

heating – median consumption approaches or exceeds 2,000 kWh per month. This confirms 

that Hydro’s illustrative bill impacts at 1,000 and 2,000 kWh do not adequately reflect the 

real-world distribution of household use, particularly for high-use, low-income households 

who are most vulnerable to rate increases. Fixed benchmarks significantly understate the 

impacts for households at the upper end of the consumption distribution. 

Figure 2. Median monthly kWh for all residential dwelling types 

 

 

 

 

Trends over time also highlight divergence. While overall burdens have modestly declined 

since 2014, low-income households and those on the cusp ($25,000–$50,000) have seen 

steady increases in burden. For example, households under $25,000 rose from 25.4% above 

the 10% threshold in 2014 to 39.0% in 2023. Similarly, Winnipeg households below 125% of 

the Low-Income Cut-Off (LICO-125) rose from 13.5% to 19.6% above 10% over the same 

period (Table 3). These findings illustrate a bifurcation: while average burdens are declining, 

inequities are deepening. 
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Table 3. Energy burdens over 10% by household income  
 

Demographic type 2014 2017 2023 

Household Income    
Less than $25,000 25.4% 30.7%  37.8%  

$25,000-$50,000 3.1% 6.3% 8.6%  

    

Winnipeg LICO-125 Class    

Yes 13.5% 16.3% 18.5%  

 

Looking forward, the proposed 3.5% annual increases will compound existing inequities. 

Applied across the residential class, a single 3.5% increase raises the share of households 

above the 10% energy burden threshold from 4.3% to 4.5%, adding more than 1,500 

households to the ranks of the severely burdened. For low-income households, the effect is 

even sharper: nearly 39% of households under $25,000 would be pushed above the 10% 

threshold, up from 37.8% in 2023. By contrast, high-income households see little change, as 

their average burdens remain below 2%. On-reserve First Nations households are especially 

exposed, with median electricity use close to 2,000 kWh/month, far above the 1,000–2,000 

kWh “typical” benchmarks used in bill-impact tables. Manitoba Hydro also projects average 

residential consumption to grow by 1.5% annually over the next decade, meaning that bills 

will rise not only from rate increases but also from higher usage. These cumulative effects are 

illustrated in Table 4. Even with 3.5% annual increases, monthly bills rise by more than one-

third over a ten-year horizon. At 1,000 kWh/month, average bills climb from $105 in 2024/25 

to $144 in 2033/34; at 2,000 kWh/month, from $201 to $274. This demonstrates how 

sustained increases compound over time, amplifying affordability challenges for households 

already facing high energy burdens. 

 

Table 4.  Cumulative monthly bill impacts of 3.5% annual increases, 2024/25–2033/34 

(illustrative at 1,000 kWh and 2,000 kWh 

 

 
 

In sum, the evidence shows that while Manitoba Hydro’s proposed increases may appear 

modest in aggregate terms, they will have disproportionate effects on vulnerable groups. 
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Low-income households, Indigenous households—particularly First Nations on reserve—

renters, and residents of older or electrically heated dwellings face the greatest risks. Without 

targeted affordability measures, these households will bear the brunt of uniform rate 

increases, exacerbating already high energy burdens and deepening conditions of energy 

poverty. These compounding effects underscore the need for targeted analysis – that is, 

analysis showing how energy brudens and bill impacts vary across income groups and 

household types – rather than relying on “average” bill impacts alone. 

 
Figure 3. Manitoba Hydro’s Energy burden calculations with a 3.5% rate increase applied 

to all categories in the 2023 Residential Energy Use Survey data  
(Source: COALITION/MH II-96d) 
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5.2. Manitoba Hydro’s programs: short-term effectiveness, long-term gaps?  

 

Manitoba Hydro has developed a range of initiatives to support customers facing payment 

difficulties or seeking to manage their energy costs. These include emergency supports, 

repayment and arrears management tools, bill-smoothing options, and financing 

mechanisms. Taken together, the programs represent an attempt to balance revenue 

collection with consumer protection. However, questions remain as to whether these 

measures provide sustained affordability relief, particularly for households experiencing 

chronic energy poverty. 

 

Manitoba Hydro’s primary affordability program is Neighbours Helping Neighbours (NHN), a 

one-time emergency grant delivered in partnership with the Salvation Army. The program 

provides up to $400 for households in arrears (or $500 for electrically heated homes effective 

May 20, 2025), but eligibility is restricted to once-in-a-lifetime support, with limited 

exceptions under a 2025 pilot that allowed repeat access after two years. Uptake has been 

concentrated among Winnipeg renters, while participation on First Nations reserves has been 

low due to administrative barriers and low awareness. In recent years, the NHN program has 

supported 395 households in  2023/24 and 580 in 2022/23. However, because NHN relies on 

fixed annual contributions from Hydro and customer donations, funding is limited each year, 

and in some years the program has been fully subscribed before year-end, leaving some 

eligible households without support. 

 

The Customer Arrears Assistance Plan (CAAP) allows customers to repay arrears through 

interest-free loans. In 2024/25, repayments averaged about $83 per month overall, with 

higher amounts for electrically heated households (~$126) and lower amounts for gas-heated 

households (~$53).  While CAAP can prevent immediate disconnection, defaults are common: 

Manitoba Hydro reports that on average 112 loans are removed each month for non-

payment, and as of  January 2024, there were about 1,481 active accounts enrolled. In 

addition, many repayment agreements are closed for non-payment, underscoring the 

program’s limited effectiveness in addressing chronic affordability issues. 

 

Similarly, payment arrangements – a longstanding tool used by Hydro – assist over 100,000 

accounts annually (103,733 in 2024/25), but often represent temporary solutions to recurring 

affordability challenges. By contrast, Manitoba Hydro also offers an Equal Payment Plan 

(EPP), which allows households to spread costs evenly throughout the year. In 2024/25, 

175,197 households (31.5% of residential customers) were enrolled, with customer 

satisfaction near 90%, though the program does not reduce overall bills. 

 

Deposit waivers have also been introduced. While Hydro does not consider this a formal 

program, until June 2024 deposits could be waived for certain customers under internal policy 
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exemptions. With the elimination of deposits for all new residential customers, this change 

has reduced financial barriers for low-income households initiating service. 

 

Finally, the Home Energy Efficiency Loan (HEEL) provides financing for efficiency upgrades, 

repaid through monthly bills. In 2023/24, participating households reported average incomes 

of about $97,000, raising equity concerns. Households most at risk of energy poverty are less 

likely to qualify or to take on additional debt, suggesting that the program disproportionately 

benefits moderate- and higher-income households rather than those facing the greatest 

affordability challenges.   

 

Manitoba Hydro also continues to rely on load limiters for accounts in arrears – 544 were 

installed in 2023/24 and 992 in 2024/25. While not applied to electrically heated homes, the 

devices restrict the amount of electricity a household can draw, allowing only minimal service 

(e.g., lights and small appliances) in place of full disconnection. 

 

Assessing effectiveness. Hydro evaluates its affordability programs largely through 

participation rates, repayment performance, and continuity of service (i.e., disconnection 

avoidance). However, long-term outcome evaluations are lacking. A robust evaluation would 

track whether programs reduce household energy burdens over time, establish a baseline for 

participants, and measure outcomes such as improved affordability, reduced arrears 

recurrence, or enhanced comfort and health. Without these metrics, it is difficult to know 

whether programs provide sustained relief or merely delay disconnection. Developing 

outcome-based evaluation frameworks should therefore be considered as a 

recommendation to strengthen Hydro’s approach. 

 

Available evidence suggests that while programs meet immediate needs for some 

households, they are narrow in scope and insufficient to address systemic inequities. For 

example, the NHN program’s one-time design is misaligned with the recurring nature of 

energy poverty. CAAP and payment arrangements can stabilize households temporarily, but 

many customers default. These gaps mean that many eligible households do not access 

available supports. 

 

Comparisons with other jurisdictions. Manitoba Hydro’s approach contrasts with more 

comprehensive affordability programs offered by utilities elsewhere in Canada. In Ontario, 

the Ontario Electricity Support Program (OESP) provides ongoing monthly bill credits based 

on income and household size, while the Low-Income Energy Assistance Program (LEAP) 

offers targeted emergency arrears relief. Ontario utilities, together with Save on Energy and 

Enbridge Gas, also deliver the Energy Affordability Program, which provides free home 

upgrades and appliances for income-qualified households. In Nova Scotia, HomeWarming – a 

partnership between Nova Scotia Power and Efficiency Nova Scotia – offers no-cost retrofits 

for low-income households, while the HEAT program provides direct bill support. New 
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Brunswick’s Enhanced Energy Savings Program delivers free upgrades for eligible 

homeowners, alongside energy-saving kits for renters and non-profits. In British Columbia, BC 

Hydro operates a Customer Crisis Fund for arrears and, together with FortisBC, offers a suite 

of free efficiency programs and targeted rebates for low-income households. Quebec utilities 

supplement efficiency programs with additional grants for low-income customers, while 

Hydro-Québec maintains a dedicated help centre to support arrears management. 

Saskatchewan utilities also provide targeted supports, such as SaskPower’s Energy Assistance 

Program and SaskEnergy’s Tune-Up Assistance Program. 

 

These examples show that many utilities across Canada provide ongoing bill credits or no-

cost retrofit programs that directly target low-income households and reduce energy 

burdens over the long term. By contrast, Manitoba Hydro’s programs remain limited in scale 

and oriented toward short-term payment management rather than structural affordability. 

 

Gaps and challenges. Several gaps emerge from this comparison. First, Manitoba lacks an 

ongoing bill credit program like Ontario’s OESP, leaving households without sustained relief. 

Second, participation in existing programs is low, particularly on First Nations reserves, 

despite these households facing the highest energy burdens. Third, the equity profile of 

programs is uneven: HEEL disproportionately benefits higher-income participants, while 

deposit waivers and payment plans provide limited support for those experiencing chronic 

hardship. Fourth, Hydro’s evaluation methods emphasize uptake rather than effectiveness in 

reducing burdens. 

 

Overall, Manitoba Hydro’s current programs provide important but limited support. They 

help prevent disconnections, smooth bills, and manage arrears, but they do not 

fundamentally reduce energy poverty. Without expanded and better-targeted affordability 

initiatives – particularly those designed in partnership with Indigenous communities and low-

income households – these programs will remain palliative rather than transformative. 

 

6. Discussion and Conclusions 

Current evidence shows that energy burdens in Manitoba are among the lowest in Canada. 

Moreover, Manitoba Hydro states in its application, that even with the proposed 3.5% rate 

increases, Manitoba Hydro’s rates will continue to be among the lowest compared to other 

similar major utilities (Manitoba Hydro, Tab 2). This aligns closely with patterns in British 

Columbia, another province heavily reliant on hydroelectric generation. However, Manitoba’s 

reliance on legacy hydro assets has not been accompanied by equivalent progress in grid 

modernization or the adoption of new energy infrastructures. As the province inevitably 

undertakes investments in modernization and transition, it is reasonable to expect that 

associated costs will be passed on to end-users. While average energy burdens may be 

‘relatively’ low at present, there is a strong likelihood that households will face higher energy 
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costs in the near future as the energy transition to net-zero as well as grid modernization 

advances. 

Although aggregate burdens are low, these averages obscure important variability among 

different groups of ratepayers. In particular, First Nations households face the highest energy 

burdens in the province, with a significant share – 38.4% – spending more than 10% of their 

income on energy. Households with household income of less than $25,000 also have higher 

energy burdens, with 37.8% spending more than 10% on energy services. If rates increase, 

these households are likely to be disproportionately affected, exacerbating existing 

conditions of energy poverty and compounding long-standing structural inequities. Other 

groups also experience differentiated impacts, and a closer analysis of these patterns will be 

important to ensure equity in energy policy and regulatory decision-making. 

Manitoba Hydro’s General Rate Application highlights the challenge of balancing system 

needs with affordability and equity. On the one hand, delaying rate increases may result in 

larger, more abrupt increases in the future that could be even more difficult for households 

to absorb. On the other hand, approving increases now without addressing why burdens fall 

unevenly across groups risks deepening the gap between those able to adapt to and benefit 

from the energy transition, and those left behind. 

This tension underscores a broader point: rate design and regulatory decisions are not 

neutral, but play a critical role in shaping the equity of the energy transition. If Manitoba 

Hydro’s proposed increases move forward without targeted measures to support those most 

affected – particularly First Nations, low-income, and other vulnerable households – the 

result will be a more inequitable energy transition. Rather than narrowing disparities, rate 

increases risk widening them, entrenching barriers to participation, and undermining the 

legitimacy of Manitoba’s energy transition. 

7. Recommendations 

 

Addressing energy poverty requires interventions that are both effective and feasible within 

the mandate of Manitoba Hydro and Efficiency Manitoba. While legislative barriers (such as 

the prohibition on income-based rate design) limit some options, there remain several areas 

where Manitoba Hydro can play a leadership role in mitigating affordability challenges. 

 

The recommendations below are organized from immediate protections that directly 

safeguard vulnerable households, to program improvements that can strengthen existing 

tools, to accountability measures that ensure programs deliver sustained outcomes. Finally, 

two recommendations are included that extend beyond Hydro’s direct mandate – targeted 

efficiency initiatives and legislative reform –  to highlight broader system-level changes 

needed for a comprehensive affordability strategy. 
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 Strengthen protections against disconnection 

 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, disconnections were suspended, demonstrating that 

alternative approaches are possible. Manitoba Hydro should adopt a broader and more 

permanent disconnection moratorium for vulnerable households. Although disconnection 

rates have declined in recent years (0.99% in 2022/23, 1.36% in 2023/24, and 1.06% in 

2024/25) compared to over a decade ago (1.63% in 2010/11), the practice continues to 

disproportionately affect low-income customers. In 2024/25 alone, a rate of 1.06% translated 

into 6,718 households disconnected from service. Strengthening disconnection protections is 

therefore a direct safeguard against energy insecurity and aligns with emerging best practices 

in other jurisdictions. 

 

 Enhance and promote crisis supports 

 

The Neighbours Helping Neighbours program provides essential emergency assistance but is 

limited by lack of awareness and restrictive eligibility rules. Manitoba Hydro should invest in 

targeted outreach, particularly in rural and Indigenous communities, to increase uptake. 

Expanding eligibility (e.g., allowing repeat access in cases of chronic hardship) would also 

make the program more responsive to the realities of energy poverty. 

 

 Maintain and adapt arrears management tools 

 

The Customer Arrears Assistance Plan and payment arrangements are widely used and should 

be maintained. However, Manitoba Hydro should refine these tools to ensure repayment 

terms are realistic and do not simply defer inevitable defaults. Linking arrears management 

to energy efficiency upgrades or education programs could strengthen long term outcomes. 

 

 Invest in energy literacy and customer engagement 

 

Energy literacy is critical as consumption patterns become more complex with electrification 

and new technologies. Many customers have difficulty interpreting their bills, which reduces 

their ability to manage usage and costs effectively. Manitoba Hydro should develop plain 

language bills, improve digital tools, and support energy literacy campaigns, among others. 

These efforts would help households better understand their consumption and identify 

opportunities to save and use energy efficiently. 

 

 Introduce outcome-based program evaluation 

 

Manitoba Hydro currently assesses affordability programs mainly through participation and 

repayment metrics. While useful, these do not indicate whether programs provide lasting 

affordability relief. The Public Utilities Board should require Hydro to adopt outcome-based 
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evaluation frameworks that track impacts on household energy burdens, arrears recurrence, 

and service continuity over time. Establishing a baseline for participants and reporting on 

changes by income, tenure, Indigenous status, and geography would strengthen 

accountability and align Manitoba with best practices elsewhere. 

 

 Improve data collection and reporting 

 

The Residential Energy Use Survey and recent affordability analyses have been invaluable in 

highlighting impacts that will be borne by the residential sector. Manitoba Hydro should 

continue and expand such efforts, including collecting disaggregated data by income, tenure, 

Indigenous status, and geography. Systematic reporting of affordability indicators (energy 

burdens, disconnections, arrears) would not only strengthen transparency and provide a 

baseline for evaluating program effectiveness, but also help identify where targeted 

programs are most needed in the future. 

 

 Expand and target energy efficiency initiatives 

 

Efficiency Manitoba has the statutory mandate for demand-side management and energy 

conservation. Manitoba Hydro, as the funder, should work with Efficiency Manitoba and 

community organizations to design retrofit programs specifically tailored to low-income 

households, Indigenous communities, and renters. Co-design with communities ensures 

relevance and uptake, while reducing household energy burdens benefits both customers and 

the utility by lowering arrears and collection costs. The Author acknowledges that Efficiency 

Manitoba’s programs are the subject of separate PUB review processes. This 

recommendation is included here because it is an important component of an effective, 

comprehensive approach to addressing energy poverty issues in Manitoba. 

 

 Consider legislative reform for low-income based affordability 

 

While income-based rate design is currently prohibited under Manitoba law, this prohibition 

warrants re-examination. Energy is an essential service, and Canada’s progressive tax system 

already recognizes the principle that those with greater means contribute more to ensure 

universal access. Extending a similar principle to energy affordability – through income-based 

billing or credits – could provide a more equitable framework. While such reforms go beyond 

Manitoba Hydro’s mandate and would require legislative change, they should be considered 

by policymakers as part of a comprehensive strategy to address energy poverty. 
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