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Executive summary
The purpose of this research is to bring existing information
and research on fuel poverty in Northern Ireland fully up to
date in a comprehensive document and generate discussion
on the development of both anti-poverty and energyefficient policies. Fuel poverty was recognized as a problem
in Northern Ireland from the early 1980s and is now the
subject of a number of reports by government and voluntary
organizations. A definition of fuel poverty has evolved and
now centres on households which pay substantially more
than the national average for fuel and energy, live in
temperatures of less than 18°C, which cannot afford or
cannot run efficient heating systems, lack energy-saving
items or knowledge about their use and which lack central
heating.

inadequate resourcing of conservation programmes; the
failure of the Energy Saving Trust to operate more
strategically; the lack of targeting of financial resources; and
inadequate profiling by voluntary organizations of the fuelrelated needs and problems of their members. Policies in
Great Britain, the Republic of Ireland and other European
countries were examined. Recommendations were made for
short-term and long-term proposals which would challenge
and alleviate fuel poverty. It is essential future policies focus
on a well resourced conservation programme, a reformed
policy architecture, improved information and a new,
constructive role for voluntary organizations.

Housing data indicate that those at greatest risk of fuel
poverty are people who live in private rented
accommodation, in old, pre-1919 housing, in unfit housing,
in isolated rural areas, who live in the south and south west
of Northern Ireland and whose homes need repair, glazing
or efficient fuel systems. Examination of income data and
studies of social groups indicate that those at greatest risk of
fuel poverty are pensioners in general and single pensioners
in particular, the lowest 25% of earners, people
economically inactive or unemployed, lone parents and
people living in the west of the province. Another group at
risk is people on prepayment schemes, who now number
over 90,000, effectively replacing the category of people in
fuel debt or would previously might have been
disconnected. Problems of fuel poverty are more severe in
Northern Ireland than other parts of the United Kingdom.
In Northern Ireland, energy prices are higher, incomes are
lower and the region has numerous indicators of social and
regional disadvantage.
Several government departments and agencies have devised
policies which are directly or indirectly concerned with fuel
poverty. The main instrument of government policy is the
Northern Ireland Housing Executive which, under the Home
Energy Conservation Act, 1995, has responsibility for the
promotion of domestic energy efficiency and has issued
proposals designed to reduce energy use by 30% in ten years.
The principal programme is the Domestic Energy Efficiency
Scheme, which insulates about 16,500 homes a year and is
budgeted at £2.8m a year. Some educational, advisory and
experimental schemes are pursued by other government
departments, utilities and voluntary organizations. The
government provides a three-year £60m subsidy to hold
down electricity prices for the years 1996-9.
There are a number of shortcomings with the present set of
policies. These are the lack of a coherent institutional
architecture; lack of control over the main utilities; an
excessive reliance on advice and exhortation; an insufficient
focus on energy efficiency in private sector housing grants;
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Methodology

NEA's Northern Ireland office was established in 1994. NEA
has promoted energy efficiency strategies to alleviate fuel
poverty in Britain for the past 14 years and has carried out
extensive research in the area. The purpose of the current
research is to bring existing information and research on fuel
poverty in Northern Ireland fully up to date in a
comprehensive document and generate discussion on the
development of both anti-poverty and energy-efficient
policies.

This study was carried out through a combination of desk
research, analysis of the relevant documentation and
through consultation with key organizations concerned with
fuel poverty and the groups which are the concern of this
report. Interviews took place in November 1996. The initial
research concluded in March 1997 and its outcomes were
presented to a conference in Belfast. The report was revised
in October 1997 in order to take account of new data
available that autumn from the House Condition Survey,
1996.

The study was conducted by Brian Harvey who has extensive
experience of social welfare research and who has previously
carried out an investigation of fuel poverty in the Republic of
Ireland.
NEA hopes to make a substantial impact on the thinking of
government and the voluntary sector. The aim of the
research is to:
• provide an up-to-date definition of fuel poverty
• investigate the geographical incidence of fuel poverty in
different parts of Northern Ireland; the relationship
between fuel poverty and housing standards; and the
selection of choice of fuels
• examine the level and nature of fuel poverty in different
socio-economic groups, with a particular focus on people
living in rural areas, older people, lone parents and people
with disabilities;
• assess the relative cost of fuels in Northern Ireland
compared to other parts of the UK
• explore the level of disconnections and related issues such
as fuel direct, powercards and fuel debt
• test whether the existing assumptions about fuel poverty
and its remedies remain a valid basis for new policies
• describe and evaluate the effectiveness of government
strategies to alleviate fuel poverty, their ability to meet
need and hardship and their adequacy and
appropriateness
• make a comparison with strategies to alleviate fuel
poverty in Great Britain and the Republic of Ireland
• scrutinize the various funding sources available for energy
efficiency in Northern Ireland and their use
• make broad recommendations, prioritizing those areas
where new strategies to combat fuel poverty must be
developed.
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1. Context

The purpose of this chapter is to set the context for the
exploration of the problem of fuel poverty in Northern
Ireland. The development of the problem of fuel poverty is
traced (1.1). Definitions of fuel poverty are explored (1.2).
Particular factors which shape fuel poverty in Northern
Ireland as a region are discussed (1.3). Some conclusions are
then drawn (1.4).

1.1 Evolution of the problem of fuel poverty in
Northern Ireland

The term 'fuel poverty' first emerged in the public discourse
on poverty and social policy in Britain in the late 1970s.
Essentially, the term refers to the particular problems and
hardships which low income groups experience in
attempting to heat their homes effectively and in meeting
their fuel costs. The benchmark UK report was Steven
Cooper: Fuel poverty in the United Kingdom (Policy Studies
Institute, London, 1980).
One of the earliest articulations of the problem of fuel
poverty in Northern Ireland was a conference on the
problems of fuel costs (Electricity a right, not a debt. Report of
public conference on electricity debt, Belfast, 1983). A key
research document of this early period was Monica
McWilliams: Sitting in the dark - a report on fuel poverty in
Northern Ireland with specific reference to electricity consumers
(Ulster Polytechnic, 1983). The first government research
into the problem was carried out by Julie Mapstone in
Domestic fuel use & expenditure among low-income groups
(Policy Planning and Research Unit, Belfast, occasional paper
#4,1984) which examined the use of fuel by tenure, income
groups, spending on fuel by income groups and bands and
the availability of central heating, using questionnaires
attached to the Family Expenditure Survey, the Family
Resources Survey and the Household Finance Survey. This
report was valuable in identifying high fuel spending among
particular groups (the elderly, low income families with
dependant children on supplementary benefit etc) and made
recommendations for conversion to central heating,
insulation and income support measures. An important
document bringing fuel poverty to public attention at this
time was published by the NI Right to Fuel Campaign (Fuel
poverty in Northern Ireland, 1985).
Subsequently, descriptions of fuel poverty in Northern
Ireland were provided by Allamby (Dying of cold - fuel poverty
and ill-health in N. Ireland, 1987); Stitt (Something has to go to
the wall - eight case studies of fuel poverty in Northern Ireland,
1989) and Tim Blackman & Eileen Evason: Housing and health
- a case study of two areas in west Belfast (Journal of Social
Policy, 1988). In 1989, the General Consumer Council for
Northern Ireland commissioned an overview by JS Ditch
(Fuel poverty in Northern Ireland - a review. GCNI, Belfast, 1989,
unpublished).
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Since then, NEA Northern Ireland has presented a number of
reports on specific aspects of fuel poverty and submissions to
statutory agencies. A summary of the situation in Northern
Ireland was first published in 1990 (Energy efficiency and
low-income households in Northern Ireland, in Gill Owen:
Energy efficiency and low-income households - progress in the
eighties and prospects for the nineties. NEA policy discussion
paper no.5, 1990). Age Concern and Energy Action Northern
Ireland held a conference on the energy and health-related
needs of older people in Belfast in 1993, the papers being
summarized as Cold comfort - raising awareness of the energy
and health-related needs of older people (1993).
The most recent compilation of documentation on fuel
poverty may be found in Heat Energy Action
Tallaght/Neighbourhood Energy Action Northern Ireland's
Paying the price - fuel poverty in Ireland, North and South
(Dublin & Belfast, 1996). This focussed on several specific
aspects of fuel poverty in Northern Ireland, three chapters
being devoted to issues in the north: Debt disconnection and
fuel deprivation, by Les Allamby; Health and fuel poverty (Jim
O'Neill & Paula O'Neill); and Energy efficiency (Frank
McCloskey).

1.2 Definitions of fuel poverty

Perhaps because of the relative novelty of the issue, there is
not yet a universally agreed definition attached to the term
'fuel poverty'. Governments have even, from time to time,
refuted the notion of the term 'fuel poverty'. The broader
term 'energy poverty' has also been used, referring to energy
uses in the household additional to fuel (for example,
electricity for lighting, cooking and gas for cooking). Whilst
not inconsequential (considered to be in the order of 7.7% of
the average home's energy costs),' these costs are secondary
to heating costs in most cases and a redefinition of the term
around 'energy poverty' would probably not be helpful or
useful at this stage.
Fuel poverty is a difficult term to define, for it necessarily
involves the consequential use of a set of other definitions some absolute, others relative, some static, others dynamic concerning warmth, income, heating methods and social
circumstances. Three writers, Lewis, Boardman and Allamby
provide the most useful guides. Fuel poverty has been
defined by Lewis (1982) as 'the inability to afford adequate
warmth in the home'.2 Boardman, the principal British
researcher on fuel poverty, elaborates when she defines fuel
poverty as 'the inability to afford adequate warmth because of
energy inefficiency in the home'3 (emphasis added). This is the
formula adopted by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive
in its proposals under the Home Energy Conservation Act,
1995, in its 1996 first report. 'Adequate' warmth is of itself a
term which presents problems. The World Health
Organization recommends 20°C as a minimum air

temperature for such groups as the ill, handicapped and the
very old. Boardman defines a 'minimal acceptable level of
warmth' in the home as 18°C. Most medical opinion is of the
view that at indoor temperatures of less than 16°C people
begin to lose heat to the point of discomfort. Temperatures
of less than 12°C represent a distinct danger to health.4
Temperatures of 14°C - 16°C bring a risk of respiratory
disorders. Temperatures of 10° - 12°C lead to cardiovascular
strain. Temperatures of 4°C - 6°C bring the risk of
hypothermia after 2hrs. The Energy Supplement to the
English House Condition Survey, 1986, officially described
homes as 'cold' if the temperature was under 16°C and very
cold if under 12°C.5 For these reasons, a level of 18°C should
be used as a minimally acceptable temperature.
A second set of definitions revolves around income.
Households spend varying amounts of their disposable
income on different items (housing, food, transport,
recreation etc), according to their circumstances and their
personal choice. National statistics enable us to calculate
average percentages spent on different items. For people on
low incomes to spend a disproportionately high level of their
income on any given item, in this case fuel, it is reasonable
to assume a reflection of the nature of the product, its price,
its necessity and its availability rather than one of personal
choice. It is reasonable to put forward the position that a
family which spends significantly more, say 50% more, than
the average family on fuel needs is giving an indication of a
heating or fuel-related problem. Debt to a utilities company
is a specific indicator of a fuel-based income problem.
A third set of definitional concerns is a relative one
concerning social norms. Poverty in industrialized societies,
while traditionally defined in absolute terms, is now defined
also in relative terms, in other words, the inability of
individuals and families to obtain goods, services and
commodities accepted as the norm for society at a given time.
Such an approach has been pioneered by leading poverty
researchers such as Townsend and Donnison and involves a
complex set of subjective and self-assessments of what
should constitute a social norm. Thirty years ago, possession
of central heating was regarded as a privilege of the few and
most middle-class homes would not expect to own, use or
afford central heating (only about 15% of the population
had central heating then). This has changed and the use of
central heating may now be found in the homes of 85% of
the population (UK figure). With the ownership or use of
central heating now accepted as a social norm, the absence
of what is widely regarded as an essential household attribute
may be defined as poverty, in this case, fuel poverty.° In a
similar way, full or partial double-glazing may emerge as a
social norm.
A fourth approach borrows from continental European
definitions associated with social exclusion. The concept of

social exclusion, first developed in France in the 1980s,
attempted to explain poverty in dynamic terms. Social
exclusion eschewed traditional approaches of income and
household circumstances in favour of an approach which
looked at the many dimensions of poverty which exclude
different people in different ways at different times. Social
exclusion refers to the way in which individuals and groups
are excluded from the benefits of society through a range of
forces - market, governmental, economic and political which close people off from the rights, benefits and
opportunities of modern society. Social exclusion may take a
combination of economic, social, cultural and legal forms
with multiple effects. Social exclusion has a strong policy
focus, one which examines the ineffectiveness of policies,
the perverse affects of policies and the role of social class.
Social inclusion is about drawing people in to society and in
many different complementary ways, into the labour market,
social services, networks of care and more equal relationships
with their fellow citizens.
In terms of fuel poverty, the concept of social exclusion
encourages us to examine fuel poverty from the perspective
of a variety of complex, multidimensional forces and policies
at work. This approach suggests that fuel poverty affects
different groups, people and categories in different and
changing ways, some people falling within the more static
definitions discussed above at some times but not at others.
It opens the possibility that new groups will be affected in
the course of time and promotes a process of on-going
analysis of the issue.
Allamby's approach (1996) appears to fall within this
framework, for it defines a set of circumstances (which can
change) associated with fuel poverty, which are:
• low income
• poor quality and inadequately insulated accommodation
• reliance on expensive heating appliances and/or
expensive fuel
• a greater need for warmth due to ill-health, disability, age
or spending longer periods in the home due to
unemployment or caring responsibilities.
Using the paradigm of social exclusion, one can and should
add to this list. For example, not knowing about, or having
access to energy-saving devices, is both a form of social
exclusion and a facet of fuel poverty. Likewise, knowing
about energy-saving devices and methods, or energy-efficient
heating systems, but lacking access to the capital or credit to
rectify the situation, is also exclusionary. Even possession of
central heating may be problematical if the resident lacks
systems for its economical control.
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Fuel poverty may therefore be defined as a combination of
the following:
• paying substantially more than the national average for
fuel and energy, possibly combined with fuel debt
• cold: living in a temperature lower than 18°C in winter
• being forced to confine one's waking activities to only
one or two rooms
• inability to install or run efficient means of heating (and
control it effectively)
• lack of information about energy saving methods, items
or approaches
•

inability to afford energy-saving items in the home

• lack of central heating.
The definition explored in this section may thus be defined
diagrammatically as follows, in table 1:
Table 1: Definition of fuel poverty
Relative

Social exclusion

Application Temperature Income

Approach

Absolute

Conformity to

Processes which

social norms

lead to fuel poverty

Conclusions

Lack of central

Combination of

Living room

Relative

Spending 50%

temperature of more than the
less than 18°C

heating

changing factors,

average family's

wider range of

average budget

issues and causes

on fuel

e.g. educational, credit

1.3 Factors shaping fuel poverty in Northern Ireland

The nature, extent and manifestations of fuel poverty in
industrialized countries vary according to each country's
location, energy sources and social policies. There are several
reasons why fuel poverty may be a particular problem in
Northern Ireland. These are:
• Northern Ireland is a disadvantaged region within the
United Kingdom. Policies designed for the UK as a whole
may not give adequate attention to the particular needs of
a small, disadvantaged region
• Northern Ireland has a disadvantaged energy situation,
having no indigenous sources of energy and until recently
lacking access to gas.
Each assumption is now tested in turn (1.3.1 and 1.3.2).
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1.3.1 Northern Ireland as a disadvantaged region within the
UK
All states

have variations in their standards of living. The
degree to which Northern Ireland is a disadvantaged region
in the UK is an important one: if incomes and standards of
living are lower in Northern Ireland, then families and
individuals are in a much weaker position to meet their fuel
needs. Fuel poverty may therefore be a more severe problem
in this region than in others. If these regional differences are
substantial, this would suggest that special measures or
adjustments to policy in that region are required.
The Office for National Statistics confirms that Northern
Ireland has the highest rate of unemployment in the United
Kingdom (14.5%, compared to the national average of 9.8%)
and the highest rate of long-term unemployment (67.3%,
compared to 45.6%) (Regional Trends, 1996, 39). Northern
Ireland's Gross Domestic Product is 79% the European
average, compared to 99% for the United Kingdom as a
whole (ibid, 39). Household income in Northern Ireland is
90.7% of the UK average, and personal income is 93% of the
UK average (ibid, 174). Northern Ireland has significantly
lower proportions of people in the higher socio-economic
classes and significantly higher numbers of people in the
lower socio-economic classes (ibid, 56). Average gross weekly
income per household in Northern Ireland is below the
national average, at £326.30 weekly, compared to the
national average of £369.30 (ibid, 126). The proportion
dependant on social security benefits is a half higher than
the national average, 20%, compared to 13.5% (ibid, 126).
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation inquiry into income and
wealth (1995) confirms these broad trends. It found that,
taking relative personal disposable income per head as 100,
the UK ranged from 125.4% of the average (London), the
highest, to 85.1%, the lowest, Northern Ireland. Calculations
which took into account debts and capital accumulation
gave very similar figures.'
1.3.2 Northern Ireland's disadvantaged energy situation

Northern Ireland is considered to be in a particularly
disadvantaged situation in regard to energy supply and
provision. Northern Ireland did not have a supply of
domestic natural gas until 1997. Northern Ireland has, since
1995, an interconnector with the Republic of Ireland which
enables electricity to be sold to and bought from the
Electricity Supply Board in the Republic. Proposals for an
electricity interconnector to Scotland have been delayed by
problems concerning planning permission.
Perhaps the most relevant figures to this study in regional
comparisons concern the spending on fuel, light and power.
These are given in table 2:

Table 2: Spending on fuel, light and power in Northern Ireland compared to the UK
average
Average weekly spending

Region

Average weekly
spending per
household on fuel,

Household

Individual

light and power

UK average

£283.6

£117

£12.9

Northern

£280.4

£101.6

Prices for domestic electricity in Northern Ireland are the
highest in the UK, at 10.05p per unit. Most regions have
much lower charges, some as low as 7.93p/unit (Utility week,
8 December 1995). Northern Ireland is currently 11.79%
above the mid-point of the UK range of charges.

(4.6%)
£15.6
(5.6%)

Ireland

Source: Regional Trends, 1996, 130

The range of spending on fuel, light and power in the UK
ranges from 3.8% of the weekly household expenditure (in
Greater London) to the highest, 5.9% (Wales). Expressed as a
percentage, spending on fuel, light and power in Northern
Ireland for the average household is 21.7% higher in
Northern Ireland than the UK average (Regional Trends, 1996,
130).
The Reward Group has published cost of living comparisons
which compare Northern Ireland to the UK average by
spending on fuel (defined as gas, electricity and coal)
matched to income band (table 3). The Northern Ireland
sample is based on surveys of living costs in Ballymena,
Belfast, Craigavon, Derry and Lame. It uses its own category
of income band, group A being the poorest, social group F
the richest (note that the UK average includes spending on
gas).
Table 3: Annual spending on fuel, UK and Northern Ireland compared, by income
standard
R1,11

Poor

Northern Ireland was 27 SAP (Standard Assessment
Procedure), compared to 34 SAP in England (Northern
Ireland Housing Executive: Home Energy Conservation Report consultative paper. 1996) (20% lower). Since then, this level
has risen sharply to 41 SAP (House Condition Survey, 1996)
(comparable English figures are not available).

A

B

C

D

Northern Ireland

£811

£886

£706

£760

£956

£1,315

UK

£704

£767

£886

£966

£1,199

£1,655

Source: Reward Group: Cost of living comparisons, March 1996, 16.

Table 3 is of interest from several perspectives. First, it shows
how, for the two lowest income standards, the annual
amount spent on fuel is much higher in Northern Ireland
than the UK as a whole (for group A, 15% more than the
equivalent group in the UK). The absolute amount spent on
fuel in Northern Ireland for groups C and D is lower than the
two poorer groups A and B. Since groups C and D
presumably have more income, they are unlikely to have
chosen to live in colder homes, which suggests that they live
in more fuel-efficient homes which cost them less to run.
The much higher amounts spent on fuel by the richest two
groups, E and F, may reflect their living in larger homes
(requiring more fuel), ownership of more appliances and,
possibly, wasteful use of fuel.
Traditionally, Northern Ireland has had a larger proportion
of energy-inefficient housing stock compared to Great
Britain. In 1991, the energy efficiency of the housing stock in

The price of fuel (gas, electricity & coal) in Northern Ireland
has, at least in the short term, moved ahead of the UK norm.
Table 4 provides detail of the change of price of fuel in
Northern Ireland, compared to the UK as a whole, for the
period 1995 to 1996. The same income bands are used.
Table 4: Change in the price of fuel by income standard, Northern Ireland compared
to the rest of the UK, 1995-6

to

In,
c ome bands

A

B

Northern Ireland

+2.2

+2.2

3.2

+3.2

UK

-0.1

0.1

0.4

0.2

+3

+3.1

-0.2

-0.1

Source: Reward Group: Cost of living comparisons, March 1996, 37.

This table clearly shows how the costs of fuel in Northern
Ireland have risen for all income groups at a time when they
have fallen for all income groups in the UK.
Within general fuel costs, electricity prices are a particular
problem. Over the period 1989-95, Northern Ireland
electricity prices have been consistently among the highest
in the UK regions. In 1989, Northern Ireland prices were
6.323% above the UK mid-way point, so that gap (now
11.79%) has more than doubled since then. Tables 2 and 4
again emphasise a certain difference between Northern
Ireland and the rest of the UK. It is likely the price review in
Britain for 1997, combined with the reduction in the nuclear
levy (which does not apply in Northern Ireland) will further
increase the differential between Northern Ireland and Great
Britain. The Energy Information Centre estimates that by
2004 electricity prices in Northern Ireland could be 65%
higher than the UK average.8 To add further to this picture,
there is additional pressure on electricity prices from the
investment costs of the electricity connector to Scotland and
the installation of pollution controls on existing generating
stations (the latter imposing a burden of up to £100m).9
In some respects, these figures are balanced by some positive
indicators. The level of central heating in households is 87%,
compared to the UK average of 85% (Regional Trends, 1996,
132). The average price of housing in Northern Ireland is
lower than the UK as a whole, being £38,885 in Northern
Ireland compared to £63,077 (the UK average), which should
make housing more affordable and permit more spending on
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energy-saving (Social Trends, 1996, 181); and the lower price
of coal. Regarding the price of fuel, one should add that the
proportion of the household income going on fuel has fallen
from a UK average of 5% in the early 1980s to 4% at present.
Overall, European fuel prices fell from 7.7% of household
income in 1980 to 4.9% in 1994.10

1.4

Conclusions

Fuel poverty emerged as an issue in the United Kingdom and
Northern Ireland in the late 1970s. The first reports on the
manifestation of the problem appeared in the early 1980s,
coming from researchers, voluntary organizations and then
statutory bodies. To the first reports one may now add a
range of more specialized studies looking into different
aspects of fuel poverty. A distinct subset of modern literature
on poverty now concerns fuel poverty.
The term fuel poverty presents problems of definition, for it
relies on a series of consequential definitions in other areas.
The definitional issue should be approached from a number
of perspectives - the absolute, the relative, current social
norms and the dynamic. Use of these perspectives suggests a
paradigm which defines fuel poverty as:
• paying substantially more than the national average for
fuel and energy (and/or in fuel debt);
• cold: living in a temperature lower than 18°C in winter;
• inability to install or run efficient means of heating;
• lack of information about energy saving methods, items
or approaches;
• inability to afford energy-saving items in the home;
• lack of central heating.
This will be the framework pursued in this report, which will
return to this paradigm before shaping its conclusions.
There is compelling evidence that Northern Ireland is a
disadvantaged region within the UK. A series of indicators income, gross domestic product, reliance on social security,
unemployment, long-term unemployment, capital
accumulation, housing standards - find that the overall
indicators of well-being and standard of living place
Northern Ireland about 20% below the UK norm. Partly
reflecting this, the price of many key commodities is higher:
spending on fuel is 20% higher, electricity prices are the
highest in the UK and the poorest social groups spend
proportionately more of their income on fuel, about 15%
more. To compound the problem, electricity prices in
Northern Ireland have been rising while they have been
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falling in Great Britain. These negative features are counterbalanced by few advantages (e.g. lower house prices).
Regional differences within states are by no means unusual.
Indeed, the differences between Northern Ireland and the
rest of the UK may not be any greater than those which may
be found within the regions of other European states (e.g.
eastern and western Germany; southern and northern Italy).
However, it is the function of regional policy to address such
differences in the UK, as much as this is the case in other
industrialized countries. The degree to which government
policy recognizes and responds to the disadvantaged
situation of Northern Ireland is a theme of chapter 3. But
first, it is important to investigate in detail the evidence for
fuel poverty in Northern Ireland and examine how different
groups are affected. It is to these issues that we now turn.

2 Evidence of fuel poverty in Northern
Ireland

This chapter reviews the evidence of fuel poverty in
Northern Ireland. First, it examines the link between fuel
poverty, choice of fuel and housing conditions (2.1), using a
series of housing-based indicators and parameters. It
examines the link between fuel poverty and debt (2.2). Then,
using a series of income-based indicators and parameters, it
investigates which groups of people and households are most
at risk of fuel poverty, based on traditional and recent
assumptions of which groups are most vulnerable (2.3).
Conclusions are then drawn (2.4) which will inform the
subsequent discussion on policy and recommendations.

2.1 Link between fuel poverty, choice of fuel, fuel
system and housing conditions

The link between fuel poverty and housing conditions is a
key one in the understanding of fuel poverty. The link
between one and the other is not always an absolute one,
for, with high income, it is quite possible to live in a
thermally inefficient home with a poor heating system
(albeit wastefully). Conversely, many people on low incomes
live in modern, thermally efficient public housing. However,
as a general statement, poor quality housing, which is
measured by a number of different indicators, is a useful
means of assessing the risk, if not probability, of fuel poverty.
Most information on housing conditions is provided by the
House Condition Surveys, 1991 and 1996. These links are
explored under heating type (2.1.1), tenure type (2.1.2),
value of dwellings (2.1.3), unfit housing in different
geographical areas (2.1.4), age of dwelling (2.1.5), condition
of dwelling (2.1.6) and by possession of energy-efficiency
attributes in the home (2.1.7).

Table 5: Energy efficiency by heating type
% of homes (NI)
Oil central heating

35.7

Electric storage

11.3
(40.4

Solid fuel central heating

Average SAP
53
35
29 - 38
18

Solid fuel open fire
12.6

Others
Average of all types (NI)

100

41

Source: Northern Ireland Housing Executive: Home energy conservation
progress report. 1997; House Condition Survey, 1996.

As may be seen, oil-fired central heating is the most efficient
form of heating, followed by electric storage and solid-fuel
central heating (gas is absent from this picture). Solid-fuel
non-central heating fires are inefficient forms of heating.
Centrally-heated homes have a high SAP, compared to those
without, which are very low. The relative efficiency of each
device is also evident from the figures of household spending
by fuel type. Average weekly household spending is £7.46 a
week on electricity, £4.73 on coal and coke and £2.75 weekly
on oil." Whilst electricity spending will also account for
non-fuel needs, the lower typical costs of oil and coal users
are evident
2.1.2

Fuel poverty by tenure type

Housing tenure in Northern Ireland is divided between
owner-occupied (381,000 homes), Housing Executive
(141,000 homes), housing associations (13,000), private
rented and other (38,000) and vacant (29,000). Table 6a gives
details of SAP by tenure and proportion of the housing stock.
Table 6a: Average SAP by tenure and proportion of the housing stock
Tenure

SAP

Proportion of stock

Principal information-collection instruments relevant to fuel poverty

Owner-occupied

44

63.3%

Name

Last published

Housing associations

41

2.1%

Family Expenditure Survey

1994/5

Housing Executive

40

23.4%

House Condition Survey

1991,1996

Private rented & other

27

6.3%

Census (fully available)

1991

(Vacant

25

4.8%)

Continuous Household Survey

1990/1

Average

41

2.1.1

Fuel poverty by heating type

Heating method has a crucial bearing on the energy
efficiency of a home and the costs of heating it. Homes
which have inefficient heating methods are likely to spend
more on heating and derive much less heat than homes with
efficient systems. The following table (5), which is essential
for the subsequent information, discussion and analysis,
demonstrates the levels of typical efficiency by heating type.

Source: House Condition Survey, 1996

Private rented homes are the most likely to be energyinefficient. Although private rented accommodation
comprises only 6.3% of Northern Ireland's housing stock, the
level of energy efficiency in the sector averages only 27 SAP,
compared to between 40 and 44 in other tenures. As a
general statement, older houses are more likely to be fuelinefficient and thermally inefficient, regardless of their
tenure type. The following table (6b) illustrates the
relationship between fuel efficiency (SAP), tenure and age.
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Table 8: SAP by value of dwelling

Table 6b: Homes by age, SAP and tenure in Northern Ireland
Total*

Age & SAP

Owner

Private

Housing

Housing

rating

occupied

rented

Executive

associations

<1965
(30-41 SAP)

212,839
55.8%

32,155
84.5%

47,139
33.4%

3,591
27.7%

318,964
52.9%

1965-80
(46 SAP)

86,247
22.6%

3,196
8.4%

64,699
45.8%

864
6.7%

158,441
26.3%

1981(51 SAP)

82,106
21.5%

2,673
7.1%

29,377
20.8%

8,486
65.6%

125,099
20.8%

381,192
63.3%

38,024
6.3%

141,215
23.4%

12,941
2.14%

Total

Central heating is now available in 86.9% of homes in
Northern Ireland. Information is available on the availability
(or lack of it) of central heating by tenure. Details are given
in table 7:
Table 7: Lack of central heating by tenure
No. Without

Percentage of sector

central heating

without

Owned

39,273

10.3%

Private rented

11,053

29.1%

Housing Executive

14,535

10.3%

606
79,175

4.7%
13.1% (of all homes)

Derived from: NIHE: Energy conservation progress report, 1997. Vacant
dwellings have been excluded from the table.

This shows that lack of central heating is the most severe
problem in the private rented sector. A tenth of Housing
Executive homes still lack central heating, a halving of the
rate in only five years (though of these dwellings, some have
opted out of conversion, while others are programmed to
receive it). It is clear that most home-owners are able to fit or
afford central heating, only a tenth being unable or choosing
not to do so. Homes without central heating still depend on
solid fuel open fires and electric heating. Taken with the
previous tables, these figures indicate that fuel-poverty and
fuel inefficiency are most likely to be found in private rented
accommodation and, to a lesser degree, in the older owneroccupied and Housing Executive properties.
2.1.3 Fuel poverty by value of dwelling
The fuel efficiency of dwellings varies according to the value
of the dwelling. This may be as expected, but the range of
SAPs is quite wide, as the following table (8) demonstrates:
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Average SAP

33,849

4

£61 -£130

233,250

22

£131 - £225

234,650

32

£226 - £400

73,170

41

3,519

45

£400+

602,504

This table identifies the private rented sector as being
particularly old and likely to be fuel-inefficient There is a
substantial block of old, owner-occupied accommodation.
Much the youngest stock is to be found in the Housing
Executive stock, the form of housing most used by people on
lower incomes (apart from the small but new sector of
housing associations).

Housing Association

No of dwellings

578,438

• Includes vacant homes. Source: House Condition Survey, 1996

Tenure

Net Annual Valuation band
<£61

Homes of low value have extremely low levels of fuel
efficiency. This shows clearly that there is a relatively small
group (33,849 dwellings, or 5.85%) of very energy-inefficient
homes (4 SAP); and a much larger grouping or moderately
inefficient homes (22 SAP, 233,250 homes, or 40.32%)
(NIHE: Home Energy Conservation Act draft report, 1996,
appendix). Value ratings are useful indicators of where fuel
inefficiency may be found.
2.1.4 Fuel poverty, unfit housing and different regions and
districts
Statistical instruments make it possible to predict those
geographical areas most at risk of fuel poverty. UK regional
statistics use a relative index of deprivation (Regional
statistics, 1996, 266) to identify the most deprived districts of
England and Northern Ireland. Table 9 identifies the most
deprived areas of Northern Ireland by district council, 1
being the most deprived (Strabane) and number 26 being the
least (North Down) (236). This is of some use in attempting
to identify fuel poverty, as fuel-related criteria (pensioners
lacking central heating) comprise only one of 18 indicators
used. However, it would be reasonable to assume, knowing
the other criteria used (e.g. poor housing, level of economic
activity), that these are likely to be the homes which are
most vulnerable to fuel poverty.
Table 9: Relative level of deprivation in Northern Ireland, by district council

1

Strabane

14

Lame

2

Belfast

15

Craigavon

3

Deny

16

Down

4

Newry & Mourne

17

Antrim

5

Dungannon

18

Banbridge

6

Fermanagh

19

Ballymena

7

Moyle

20

Coleraine

8

Cookstown

21

Carrickfergus

9

Omagh

22

Ards

10

Magherafelt

23

Lisburn

11

Limavady

24

Newtownabbey

12

Ballymoney

25

Castlereagh

13

Armagh

26

North Down

Regional Trends, 1996, 236

It is possible to presume that, generally speaking, fuel
poverty is a greater risk for those areas at the beginning of
the list than those at the end. The House Condition Survey is

able to isolate the age of houses by location of dwelling. The
following table (10) lists the district councils by age of very
old housing (pre-1919). Such housing is likely to be the most
problematical in terms of fuel efficiency and the most
difficult to remedy. The third column provides detail of the
proportion of each home in poor repair in each district and
the fourth column the percentage of unfit housing. Again,
one would expect a correlation between fuel poverty, age,
poor repair and unfitness.
Table 10: Old housing, poor repair housing, unfit housing in N. Ireland, by district
District

% housing

% in poor

pre-1919

repair

% unfit

Antrim

17.3%

7.9%

Ards

18.7%

7.8%

6%

Armagh

18.4%

7.6%

11.6%

Ballymoney

22.4%

11.1%

6.8%

Ballymena

21.5%

8.8%

11.6%

Banbridge

28.8%

14.6%

11.4%

Belfast

26.5%

1.31%

8.3%

3.5%

8.6%

2.8%

Carrickfergus
Castlereagh

7.7%

2.2%

3.2%

2.5%

20.3%

6.8%

10.2%

Cookstown

25.7%

12.6%

13.6%

Craigavon

14.7%

5.3%

3.7%

Derry

20.5%

9.7%

7%

Down

27.8%

15.9%

15%

Dungannon

33.2%

11.3%

13.7%

40%

19.8%

23.3%

30.2%

18.2%

9%

22%

8.5%

11.2%

Lisburn

10.2%

3.8%

3.4%

Magherafelt

37.8%

10%

17.8%

Moyle

36.1%

19.5%

25%

24%

5.7%

4.8%

3.3%

Coleraine

Fermanagh
Lame
Limavady

Newry & Mourne
Newtownabbey
North Down
Omagh
Strabane

1945-64

18,226

14.1%

15.2%

1965-80

13,093

8.26%

2,741

2.19%

23.3%

6.9%

12.8%

This indicates that the higher levels of old and poor repair
housing may be found in the rural and often the western
areas. Table 11 gives the details of energy efficiency by a
further geographical indicator, namely size of settlement.

37

179,508

44

Other towns

29,550

45

Small settlements

93,035

45

Isolated rural areas

107,394

39

602,501

41

Source: NINE: Energy conservation progress report, 1997, appendix 4.

% of age groups

17.5%

4%

District towns

Lack of central heating

26.4%

12.2%

Av. SAP

Age

18.9%

3.7%

193,014

Table 12a: Lack of central heating by age of home

13,122

11.8%

No of dwellings

Information is available on the lack of central heating by age
of dwelling. Naturally, an old building does not necessarily
have an inefficient form of heating; nor it is necessarily the
home of a fuel-poor family. That having been said, older
buildings are likely to have been uninsulated and without
central heating when built and are likely to present the
greatest problems in fitting fuel-efficient heating. They
predict an area of risk of fuel poverty. Details are provided in
tablel2a.

1919-1944

Source: House Condition Survey, 1991

LC7,11.1011

2.1.5 Fuel poverty by age of dwelling

31,993

33%

Belfast

The state of repair of housing is a useful indicator of the
general quality of a home, including its thermal quality. The
House Condition Survey (1991) indicates that houses in
'poor' repair are most likely to be found in Belfast and the
south (13.1%) and the west (12.5%) and are least likely to be
found in the south-east and north-east (6.2% and 9%)
respectively. The House Condition Survey (1991) estimates
that repair costs for housing range from £10.43/m2 in the
south-east to £14.36/m2 in Belfast to £22.64/m2 in the west.

Pre-1919

13.3%

Table 11: Energy efficiency by size of settlement

This shows how the level of energy efficiency is lower in
Belfast overall and in the isolated rural areas. Additional
details in the House Condition Survey (1991) show that
availability of central heating ranges from 76% in isolated
rural areas, to 85.7% in small settlements, to 86.8% in the
urban areas as a whole.

1981-

Source: derived from NIHE: Energy conservation progress report, 1997,
appendix 1

This shows, as may be expected, that lack of central heating
is the most severe a problem in old homes. Only 6% of post1964 homes lacking central heating.
2.1.6 Fuel poverty by condition of dwelling

The House Condition Survey provides information on the
repairs costs of poorly maintained buildings. It is a
reasonable assumption that buildings with high repair costs
are likely at the same time to be thermally inefficient. The
House Condition Survey, 1991, in its study of the backlog of
repair needs, indicates that the highest repair costs are
required of private rented accommodation, namely
£41.23/m2, compared to much more modest levels required
of other tenures (£13.98/m2 for owner-occupied dwellings,
£6.12/m2 for Housing Executive buildings). Although private
rented homes required fewer repairs, they required much
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more moderate to large-scale repairs. However, in one
important heat-related item, namely the quality of windows
and doors, Housing Executive homes were in particular need
of repair (the House Condition Survey, 1996, confirmed that
the level of full or partial double glazing was only 4.3%).

Table 12b: Level of cavity wall and loft insulation in the home by tenure

Turning to the costs of repair by age of dwelling, the repair
costs of buildings by age range from £2.69 per m2 for post1964 homes, to £8.78 per m2 for 1945-64 homes to £20.72
per m" of 1919-1944 homes and £50.03/m2 for pre-1919
homes. By age, the House Condition Survey, 1991 estimates
that 'poor' quality homes comprise 33.8% of pre-1919 stock,
14.6% of 1919-1944 stock, 5.9% of 1945-1964 stock and
0.7% of post-1964 housing. Lack of repair and maintenance
is likely to match lack of investment in insulation and
efficient heating systems.
The House Condition Survey also uses the term 'unfitness' to
describe dwellings. The most recent definition of 'unfit' may
be found in the 1992 Housing Order. The term 'unfitness'
does not include insulation or heating system criteria, but it
is reasonable to assume that unfit dwellings are likely to have
poor thermal quality. Information on unfitness (1991)
indicates that the highest relative levels of unfitness may be
found in private rented accommodation (27.9% of such
accommodation), with much lower levels in owner-occupied
homes (8.5%) and lower still in Housing Executive and
housing association homes (2% and 2.1% respectively).
Unfitness is higher in older houses, ranging from 0.8% of
post-1964 homes to 29.5% of pre-1919 homes. Unfitness is
most in evidence in isolated rural homes (23.3% of such
homes), falling to 8.4% for homes in small settlements, 5.8%
in Belfast and 3.7% in district towns. The total number of
unfit owner-occupied homes was found by the survey to be
41,000, with a further 23,000 dwellings in serious disrepair.
The House Condition Survey, 1996, gives a falling unfitness
rate, now of 7.3%.
2.1.7 Possession of energy efficiency features in the home
Energy efficiency is achieved when an efficient form of
heating is combined with insulation and other energy-saving
devices. Some homes may have energy-saving devices, with
or without efficient heating systems. Information is available
on the level of possession of energy-efficient items in the
home from the House Condition Survey, 1996.

Tenure

Cavity walls

Loft insulation

Yes

No

N/A

Yes

124,454
32.6%

128,312
33.6%

128,426
33.6%

310,384
81.4%

48,236
12.6%

22,572
5.92%

NIHE

81,270
57.5%

42,823
30.3%

17,121
12.1%

111,887
79.2%

2,840
2%

26,487
18.7%

Housing
associations

7,177
55.5%

2,424
18.7%

3,338
25.8%

5,109
39.4%

494
3.8%

7,337
56.6%

Private rented
& other

3,474
9.13%

9,470
24.9%

25,078
65.9%

20,104
52.8%

9,141
24%

8,779
23%

Owner-occupied

Vacant
Total

No

N/A

3,219

7,191

18,721

12,856

9,326

6,950

219,594

190,220

192,684

460,340

70,037

72,125

36.4%

31.6%

32%

76.4%

11.6%

12%

Source: House Condition Survey, 1996. N/A = not applicable

These figures show (after discounting those homes where the
features are not applicable) that slightly more than half the
homes in Northern Ireland have cavity wall insulation and
over three quarters have loft insulation. The proportions of
cavity wall insulated homes are higher in Northern Ireland
Housing Executive and housing association homes than in
owner-occupied homes and poor in private rented
accommodation. The level of loft insulation is very high in
owner-occupied and Housing Executive homes, but present
in decreasing quantities in housing association and private
rented homes. One rider on the table is that the amount of
insulation (e.g. 150mm or more) was not specifically
measured.
The level of double-glazing in Northern Ireland was also
measured in the 1996 House Condition Survey. The findings
were that 24.4% of homes had full double-glazing, 15.8%
had partial double-glazing and 59.8% had none. By tenure,
the distribution was as follows (table 12c).
Table 12c: Level of double-glazing by tenure
rcnure

FUII

None

Partial

Owner-occupied

33.7%

44.5%

21.7%

Private rented

15.6%

69.6%

14.7%

2.3%

95.6%

2%

42.8%

53.4%

3.69%

Housing Executive
Housing associations

Source: NIHE: Energy conservation progress report, 1997. Note: vacant homes
excluded, figures rounded.

This shows the relatively high level of double glazing in the
owner-occupied and housing association sectors, with low
rates in private rented accommodation and the lowest rates
in the Housing Executive properties (the Housing Executive
was not in a position to double-glaze for some time, a policy
which has recently been changed).

2.2 Link between fuel poverty and debt

One of the early manifestations of fuel poverty was debt in
which fuel bills were a key and identifiable component; and
the level of disconnections due to fuel debt. This section
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examines the continued problem of debt and disconnection
(2.2.1) and the link between fuel poverty, awareness of
energy-saving benefits and credit (2.2.2).
Table 13: Payment patterns (debtors)1990-6
100,000

80,000
—

Schemes

— Budget
Powercards
— Coin-operated
Direct debit

60,000

40,000

20,000

0
1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

Derived from Allamby (1996); information also supplied by Northern Ireland
Electricity (NIE)

2.2.1 The continued problem of debt and disconnection
The problems of disconnection received a high level of
media attention in the 1980s, which led to a reconsideration
of the use of disconnection by the utilities. In the UK as a
whole, the level of disconnection fell by about 90% between
1986 and 1993; from the late 1980s, the widespread
installation of prepayment meters (often known as
powercards) began. The use of such meters in the UK as a
whole has risen from 2.539m in 1991 to 4.091m in 1995.12
Disconnection is now rarely used by the utilities as a means
of responding to the fuel problems of their indebted
consumers.
Not only has the number of disconnections fallen, but so too
has the number of debtor customers, though at a much
slower rate. Debtor customers (defined as debt of three
months or more) comprised 21,353 of 527,751 Northern
Ireland electricity consumers in 1991; by 1995 this had fallen
to 17,156 customers (out of approximately 565,000), down
from 4% to 3% of total customers (Sources: Law Centre NI;
NIE.). Although the level of arrears fell from £8.229m in
1991 for the next five years, it was still £6.662m in 1995.
Table 13 (above) gives details of the current use of payment
methods. Its principal features are the increase in powercard
use, increasing use of direct debit payments and the decline
and elimination of coin-operated systems. The numbers
using the budget payment scheme and the government fuel
direct scheme have declined overall.

In 1994, a code of practice was introduced to regulate the
process whereby customers might be disconnected due to
failure to pay. In Northern Ireland, the number of electricity
disconnections fell from 2,619 in 1987 to 596 in 1994, 418
in 1995 and 187 in 1996 (OFFER: Report on customer services,
1994/5; 1995/6; Allamby, 1996). However, the regulator has
commented that the rate of disconnection is still
unacceptably high compared to Great Britain. The current
total of disconnections, 187 in a year, represents 38.3
disconnections per 100,000 domestic customers, compared
to an average of 3 in Great Britain.
It is possible that the phenomenon of disconnection in past
years has been replaced by one of self-disconnection.
Allamby quotes a figure of 15% of electricity customers
letting the meter run out because of lack of resources at some
time during the year (1996).15 According to the regulator,
'customers disconnect themselves if they have insufficient
funds to purchase the necessary tokens, rather than being
disconnected by the electricity company' (1995/6 report, 19).
Some information is available on the impact of prepayment
systems in the UK as a whole, following a study by the
Birmingham Settlement, Community Energy Research and
the Bristol Energy Centre.H It came to the following
conclusion:
The introduction of prepayment metering had a dramatic
effect on reducing levels of fuel consumption of the 48
households in the sample. Interviewees reported a variety of
strategies to limit their use of both gas and electricity,
ranging from reducing the number of cooked meals to
minimizing the use of hot water. All those interviewed
revealed patterns ofperiods of energy deprivation or selfdisconnection; in extreme cases, interviewees had gone from
one to eight days without fuel over repeated two-week
periods. Interviewees highlighted a number of harsh choices:
food and clothing versus fuel, cold versus debt.
However, Northern Ireland Electricity has pointed out that
self-disconnection is not an issue which comes frequently to
its attention and has not been raised as a serious problem by
consumer groups.
The growth in powercard use is one of the major features in
customer use of electricity in the 1990s (see table 14, over).
Customers buy £5 cards from retail outlets, paying for
electricity as they require it. Table 13 suggests that
powercards may effectively be replacing a number of other
schemes. It has an important function in the payment of
debt, insofar as debtor customers are transferred to
powercards, the amount of debt being paid off on the
powercard bill by installment. When powercards are used as
a means of debt recovery, the average duration of the
repayments is 51 weeks, the average payment being £2.85 a
week"' (totalling an average of £145.35).
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Customers using powercards must pay £25 for the
installation of the system, this cost being spread out over the
year. The actual cost of installation is more than £25,
according to Northern Ireland Electricity. The use of
powercards has, for the customer, a variety of disadvantages,
such as cost, technical problems of breakdown, lack of
information, problems arising from temporary absence, the
level and way in which debt is calibrated and lack of choice
of payment system.
Table 14: Use of powercards
120,000

100,000

went short of essential items. There, the level of use of
prepayment systems was 25% for powercards, 12% for fuel
direct and 9% for the easysaver card.
2.2.2 Link between fuel poverty, awareness of energy-saving
benefits and credit
Many people on middle to upper incomes have an awareness
of issues of energy efficiency and have the financial resources
to invest in energy-efficient measures for their home on their
own initiative and at their own cost. Low income families
may not be aware of energy efficient methods to heat their
home and, if they are, do not have the resources and credit
to make such investments. Table 15 illustrates the current
costs of basic energy efficiency methods for an average 3bedroom semi-detached house.

80,000
Table 15: Costs of energy-efficiency items, savings and payback times
Annual savings Payback time
60,000

Hot water tank jacket

£5-£10 DIY

L10-£15

1 year

f10-£15 contractor
40,000

20,000

Hot water pipe insulation

f5-£10 DIY

L5-£10

1 year

Low energy light bulb

L5415

£10-£15

1 year

Loft insulation

f110-£160 DIY

£60-£70

2-3 years DIY

100 - 250mm

£1904300 contractor

Draught-proofing

f45-£60 DIY

3-5 years contractor
£10-£20

0
1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999

Powercard customers now number over 93,000. The number
is continuing to grow by about 10,000 a year and Northern
Ireland Electricity (NIE) expects the numbers to reach a
plateau in the region of 110,000 to 120,000, presumably in
around 1999-2000. There may be a relationship between this
level and the number of people in Northern Ireland without
bank accounts (approximately this level). NIE argues that the
continued growth in powercard numbers, whilst it may
indicate a level of difficulty with payment, also reflects
customer demand for a system which many find convenient.
Whilst some customers will use powercards out of choice or
to control inter-household spending and are not necessarily
living in fuel poverty, the use of this payment method
remains an important indicator of the risk of fuel poverty.
Further evidence of fuel debt may be found in the study of
the Roden st estate, Belfast (Allamby, 1996). This is an estate
which is centrally heated (although most of the systems are
solid-fuel based and present serious problems of operation
and maintenance), reasonably well insulated, with the large
majority of households relying on social security. At the time
of the study, 33% of the residents were in fuel arrears, in
varying amounts from under £100 to as much as £1,500.
Those with the highest arrears were single people and lone
parents, those with the least arrears being pensioner
households. More than half the respondents stated that they
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Under floor insulation

20-£180 DIY

3-4 years DIY
<10 years contractor

25-£200 contractor
£15-£25

About 10 years

Heating controls

f100-£150

L40-£65

2-4 years

Cavity wall insulation

£300-£500

f60-£70

5-8 years

Double glazing

£250-£450

f20-£30

10-20 years

Condensing boilers (gas)

£400-£600

L100-£130

4-6 years

Derived from: Northern Ireland Housing Executive: Home Energy Conservation
Act, 1995 report, 1996, p 46.

Key problems for low-income families are not only awareness
of the value and benefits of energy-saving items, but the
ability to afford them: there is little point in knowing about
the benefits of energy-saving items if one cannot afford
them. Allamby has analysed Department of Health and
Social Services statistics on credit, which found that 91% of
claimants had no savings whatsoever.'6
The Northern Ireland Housing Executive has carried out a
study of levels of energy conservation among home-owners
(Northern Ireland Housing Executive: Energy Conservation
among home-owners. MRC Ireland, Belfast, Dublin & London,
1996). It was a limited survey, confined to home-owners and
used a small sample. However, some relevant findings from
the perspective of fuel poverty emerged. The consultants
found that the percentage of home-owners without roof
insulation was 17% and without cavity wall insulation, 54%.
Lack of energy-saving measures was associated with the over
65 year age group, social classes C2, D and E (the poorest),
the Belfast area and people living in older, terraced
properties. Generally speaking, having energy-saving items

in the home (and disposition to obtain them) was broadly
matched to social class. Up to date information on the
possession of energy-saving items is available for the UK as a
whole dated to April 1995, but separate information for
Northern Ireland is not available!'

The Family Expenditure Survey shows how the average
proportion of weekly household income spent on fuel varies
according to type of household. Details are provided in table
17.
Table 17: Average weekly household spending on fuel, light and power by type of
household (NI)

2.3 Links between fuel poverty and income;

Non-pensioner,

Households

adults only

with children

£15.04

£14.16

£17.14

£15.58

15.69%

5.24%

4.95%

5.55%

Pensioner

assumptions about groups affected by fuel poverty
Amount

So far, the evidence for fuel poverty has been assessed by
reference to housing conditions and debt. The House
Condition Survey is a useful instrument for the measurement
of fuel poverty where it relates to heating systems and house
conditions (as one should expect) but is not a useful
instrument in identifying social groups at risk. This section
examines the evidence for fuel poverty with reference to
income and poverty (2.3.1). The primary instruments for
obtaining information about poverty and income, as distinct
from housing, are the Family Expenditure Survey and the
Continuous Household Survey. The last Family Expenditure
Survey was conducted in 1994/5. Despite its title, the last
Continuous Household Survey available dates from 1990/1.
Traditional assumptions about fuel poverty perceive elderly
people to be those most at risk. The older age group is the
target for most advice and education campaigns, principally
those campaigns which run in mid-winter. However, at this
stage it is legitimate to ask whether other identifiable groups
are also at risk of fuel poverty (2.3.2).

Percentage

All households

Source: PPRU: Family Expenditure Survey, 1994/5. PPRU Monitor, 1/95.

This shows that pensioners spend proportionately almost
three times more on fuel than the average household. The
difference of spending on fuel between a household with
children and an adult household without children is small.
Incidentally, this is much higher than UK-wide data which
find that while pensioners spend about the same amount of
money on fuel as an average household, it is twice the
proportion of their income.18 One should add that this table
does not illustrate seasonal patterns, for the amount of
weekly spending during the winter months will be much
higher, and lower in the summer
The Family Expenditure Survey provides details of spending
on fuel light and power by tenure. Details are provided in
table 18:
Table 18: Weekly household spending on fuel, light and power by tenure (NI)
Housing

Owned

Owned

Executive

with mortgage

outright

Amount

£14.96

£16.25

£17.75

£15.58

Percent

8.67%

4.21%

6%

5.55%

2.3.1 Links between fuel poverty and income
Some of the key information from the Family Expenditure
Survey concerns income. It provides information on the
amount of income spent on fuel, light and power by income
groups. Details are given in table 16:
Table 16: Household spending on fuel, light and power by income group per week
Lowest 25%

Next 25%

Next 25%

£12.45

£15.91

£16.87

Top 25% All households
£17.09

11.3%

7.89%

5.19%

3.52%

Source: PPRU: Family Expenditure Survey, 1994/5. PPRU Monitor, 1/95.

These figures show how the proportion of income spent
weekly on fuel declines sharply with rising household
income band. The lowest 25% income group spends just over
twice as much of its weekly household income on fuel, light
and power as the average family. These figures on average
weekly household spending by income band emphasise the
difficulty which low-income households face in meeting
their fuel needs. It costs a certain minimum to heat any
home: because fuel is a relatively inelastic commodity, it will
inevitably take a relatively large proportion of the average
spending of the lowest income group.

All

Source: PPRU: Family Expenditure Survey, 1994/5. PPRU Monitor, 1/95.

This shows that for the average Housing Executive tenant,
the proportion spent on fuel is 56% above the average. Since
the quality of most Housing Executive homes is high, with a
positive SAP rating, this figure is an important commentary
on the level of social security, or, to be more precise, its
insufficiency. The homes with the lowest proportionate
spending on fuel are those which are owned with a
mortgage. These may be homes in which the occupants are
at the height of the earning cycle, whereas the 'owned
outright' category may include a much larger proportion of
pensioners on the downturn of their earning cycle.
Social class is an important determinant of possession of an
efficient heating system. The MRC study of energy
conservation (Northern Ireland Housing Executive: Energy
Conservation among home-owners. MRC Ireland, Belfast,
Dublin & London, 1996) finds that availability of central
heating is 81% in social classes A and B, 66% in C and 52%
in C2.
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The Family Expenditure Survey shows how ownership of
energy-efficient devices is affected by income. For example,
whereas the availability of central heating is 87% in
Northern Ireland as a whole, for the lowest 25% of the
income distribution, the figure drops to 81%.19 For pensioner
households, availability of central heating is 81%.2° Central
heating availability is 80% for people who own their homes
outright, 90% for Housing Executive tenants and 90% for
mortgage holders, indicating that it is least likely to be
available in older homes where mortgages have been paid
off. Central heating is most likely to be available in the east
(89%) and Belfast (87%) and less likely to be available in the
west (82%).
UK data are available on the availability of central heating by
household type. These show that central heating is available
at a high rate in most households with older people and
dependant children (82% - 88%) but less available in
households without dependants (78%). This may reflect
households without dependants living in private rented
accommodation.21 These figures complement those of the
House Conditions Survey.
Broader data from the Continuous Household Survey
provides useful information on which social groups are most,
and least, likely to be able to meet their fuel (and other
costs). Table 19 gives detail of annual income by income
bands and economic activity.
Table 19: Annual household income by income band and economic activity
Income
Less than £2,000

'371

Unemployed

Economically inactive

17%

3%

6%

42%

58%

£5,000-9,999

24%

32%

28%

£10,000-14,999

25%

6%

7%

£15,000+

45%

3%

5%

£2,000-4,999

Source: Continuous Household Survey, 1991. CHS Monitor, 1/92, 8.
Percentages rounded.

This shows that those who have the lowest incomes are
likely to be unemployed people and those who are otherwise
economically inactive. They are less likely to be able to meet
fuel (and other) bills compared to the 'at work' population.
Turning to tenure, the survey shows that incomes are highest
for people who hold mortgages (£463 a week), lower for
outright owners (£359.07 a week) and lowest for Housing
Executive tenants (£166.06 a week). These figures probably
reflect life cycles as well as economic activity, outright
owners probably including a large number of pensioners no
longer earning salaries. Incomes are lower in Belfast (£262.45
a week) and the west of the province (£305.09 a week)
compared to the east of the province (£379.46 a week). By
religion, incomes are lower in catholic homes (£290.46)
compared to protestant homes (£334.77 a week). The
percentage of income derived from social security is highest
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in Housing Executive homes (56%), lower in owned outright
homes (22%) and lowest among mortgage holders (9%).
Since social security is almost always lower than wages and
salaries, the greatest difficult in paying bills should be
expected in such homes. Regionally, dependance on social
security is greatest in Belfast (26% of households), the west of
the province (24%) and least in the east (15%).
2.3.2 Social groups most at risk of poverty

The information presented so far suggests where fuel poverty
is most likely - by tenure of housing, geographical district,
social class, income band, house condition and so on. But it
has not been so useful in testing which social and age groups
are most at risk of fuel poverty (although some suggestions
may be implied from this information). The purpose of this
section is to assess the specific risk to fuel poverty of older
people, lone parents, people with disabilities and people
living in the rural areas.
There are 204,300 people aged 65 years and over in Northern
Ireland. Older people are traditionally assumed to have
higher fuel costs than others, due to their greater need for
warmth and because they may stay in their homes more
than average families. In the UK as a whole, the Family
Expenditure Survey shows that pensioners spend about 7%
of their income on fuel, higher than the national average
(4.6%). In the case of people dependant on the state pension,
this figure is even higher (11% for a single person), double
the national average (Social Trends, 1996, 118). In Northern
Ireland, as table 17 (above) and table 20 (below) show, these
proportions are higher.
Useful data on older people and fuel poverty may be found
in report of the General Consumer Council for Northern
Ireland: Home heating and the older consumer (1994). The
report used information gained in a sample of 968 people
aged 60 and over. Its main findings were that:
• for the over-60 age group, central heating is available for
71% of homes, far below the average for the province
• older people are particularly reliant on electricity as a
source of home heating, with 25% dependent on
electricity (compared to 11.7% in the population as a
whole)
• many elderly people were dissatisfied with their heating
method. Whereas 95% of oil users were satisfied, this rate
fell to 75% for Economy 7 (off-peak storage) electricity,
73% for solid fuel and 58% for full tariff electricity
• few - about a fifth - received home help services which
could assist elderly people in lighting, cleaning and
maintaining their heating systems

• most elderly people inherited the heating system of their
home - it was not of their own choosing. Although many
wanted to change their heating system, either they could
not afford it or their landlord would not permit a change.
The Council came to the conclusion that the elderly either
spent a greater proportion of their total budget on fuel, or
made do with less (15). In 1993, as part of its submission to
government on the likely effects of the imposition of VAT on
fuel, the Council commissioned an examination of the 1990
Family Expenditure Survey to look at the level of spending
on fuel for a number of prototypical families. Table 20
displays the outcomes:
Table 20: Spending on fuel by prototypical sets of families
Family type

Single

Pensioner

pensioner

couple

Single

Couple

Couple

Lone

persons
aged

with

with child

parent

children

under 5

25 to 60
Spending on fuel

£11.60

£16.31

£8.74

£14.03

£14.48

£14.54

20.3%

13.7%

15%

9.2%

8.4%

16.2%

Fuel spending as %
of total spending

General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland: The impact of VAT on fuel.
1993.

This table clearly shows high relative fuel costs for
pensioners (and especially single pensioners) and,
incidentally, lone parents. Fuel costs are relatively low for
couples with young children. These data confirm the
vulnerable situation of older people.22
Older people suffer a much higher death rate in winter,
rather than in summer. Expert medical opinion holds that
this is due to the difficulties older people experience, both
physiologically and materially, in coping with winter
weather. Stout (1994) has published figures showing that the
level of winter deaths among the elderly is 18% higher in
Northern Ireland in the winter than the summer (Prof.
Robert Stout: Cold weather and the health of older people.
Paper presented to Keep warm, keep well conference, Farren &
Doonan-McCartan (Eds), 1994). O'Neill & O'Neill (1996)
have calculated the higher death rates in Northern Ireland in
winter, compared to summer. Excess winter deaths were
calculated as 1,098 in 1990, 1,174 in 1991, 723 in 1992,
1,480 in 1993, 664 in 1994 and 906 in 1995.
Stout reports that the levels of death due to myocardial
impact, ischaemic heart disease, chronic heart disease, stroke,
pneumonia and asthma are all notably higher in winter time.
The relationship between the rise of death rates and the fall
in temperature is convincing, but the interpretation is
problematical. Stout argues, as do many others, that the
problem is not temperature per se, but one's ability to meet
the problem of temperature. The reason to support this
contention is that excess winter mortality is lower in many
colder countries (Scandinavia, Canada, where the rate is in

the order of 7% to 10%) where temperatures are lower, but
where winter preparation is better. The links between high
death rates on the one hand and, on the other, low socioeconomic class and poor housing have been presented for
some time. The connection between higher death rates and
low temperature and poor heating are much less clear,
particularly since hypothermia is a minor cause of winter
deaths. However, ischaemic heart disease is one of the main
elements of winter mortality and there is evidence that this
is linked to difficulty in promoting circulation in homes of
uneven temperatures. The links between damp housing and
ill-health are broadly accepted, for damp homes are likely to
have inefficient heating systems.
It is estimated that there are between 139,000 and 201,000
people with disabilities in Northern Ireland, depending on
the form of definition and measurement used.23 About
16,000 Housing Association and Northern Ireland Housing
Executive homes are specifically designated for people with
disabilities. 75% of people with disabilities receive income
support. A total of 61,603 people were claiming Disability
Living Allowance in 1993/4 (Poland, 1994). Dependance on
income support is in itself an indication of risk of fuel
poverty. Specific information is not available on the fuel and
heating related needs of people with disabilities in Northern
Ireland, although being in receipt of the Disability Living
Allowance is a reason to qualify for the Domestic Energy
Efficiency Scheme. In addition, the Housing Executive can
provide grants for housing modifications for people with
disabilities; and community care grants may be available for
heaters (though not for fuel costs per se). For the private
sector, NIHE has Disabled Facilities Grants which include the
adaptation or installation of a heating system. From 1985 to
1992, of 40,843 housing adaptations, 493 involved changes
in heating systems (1.2%). However, the problem of fuel
poverty rarely features in the discussion of the housing needs
of people with disabilities. The level of need for heating
system adaptations is not known.24
The Disablement Income Group has calculated that the
additional heating costs for a person with disability - due to
the need for extra heating, electricity and hot water - are
£4.47 a week (UK average), a problem exacerbated by VAT on
fuel, where, in the UK as a whole, the additional costs
outweighed the compensation package available.25 No
specific Northern Ireland data are available
It is estimated that there are at least 67,459 lone parents in
Northern Ireland.26 UK literature suggests that lone parents,
as a group, have low incomes, a relatively high dependance
on income support, are likely to be found in private rented
or social housing and that they have few savings. The Child
Poverty Action Group (CPAG), based in Derry, has profiled
lone parents in Not waving but drowning (1994). The survey,
based on 200 households, found that almost all lone parents
(95%) are dependant on state benefits. CPAG reported that
these households experienced hardship trying to meet coal
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and electricity bills. Their accommodation had expensive
heating systems. All the lone parents were in debt to
Northern Ireland Electricity, though for 85%, their debts
were less than £100. Fuel debt was one of a number of debts;
86% of lone parents lacked any savings. Information from
Gingerbread indicates that lone parents have low incomes
(60% less than £150 a week, with a significant subset of
single, never-married mothers, 54% of whose incomes are
less than £100 a week ) and 68% have substantial debts.27
A random survey was conducted by Gingerbread Northern
Ireland for this research, using a sample of 50 clients of the
organization for a one-month period, November-December
1996. The principal findings were as follows:
Question

Affirmative response

Have you ever had an arrears problem with Northern Ireland
Electricity or any other fuel provider?

32%

Would you turn down heating in winter to save money?

78%

If money was not a concern, would you use more fuel than at present?

90%

Table 21: Risk of fuel poverty, according to housing-based indicators
Greatest risk of fuel poverty

Least risk of fuel poverty

Private rented

Housing association

Old, pre-1919 housing

New, post 1964- and 1980- housing

Unfit housing

Fit housing

Isolated rural areas

District towns

Lacking central heating

Central heating

Solid fuel (open fire)

Oil-fired system

South-west, south

North-east

Use of electric heating

Having double-glazing

Value (NVA) under £61, £61-£130

More affluent of the 26 districts

Lack of double-glazing

Not needing repairs

Poorer of the 26 districts
Needing repairs esp. windows

The income-related research and survey instruments give us
information on the groups and households most likely to be
affected by fuel poverty. These are as follows:
Table 22: Risk of fuel poverty, according to income-based indicators
Most likely to be at risk of fuel poverty

Source: Gingerbread Northern Ireland.

The first set of figures indicate an arrears rate among lone
parents many times higher than the average rate and that
well over three-quarters of clients economize on their use of
fuel for financial reasons.

Least likely to be at risk of fuel poverty

Pensioners, generally

Mortgage-holders

Single pensioners, especially

People at work

Lowest 25% of earners

Top 50% of earners

Housing Executive tenants

Economically active

Unemployed

Living in the east of the province

Economically inactive
Living in the west of the province

UK data suggest that lone parents have much less access to
central heating than other families - 22% have no central
heating, compared to 11% for other families.28 The General
Consumer Council report (table 20, above) indicates that
lone parents spend 16.2% of their income on fuel, the
highest category after single pensioners.

2.4 Comments and conclusions

Comments and conclusions are divided into conclusions on
fuel poverty in Northern Ireland (2.4.1); and information
issues arising (2.4.2).
2.4.1 Conclusions on fuel poverty in Northern Ireland
The House Condition Surveys, 1991 and 1996 provide a
considerable level of detail about house conditions, crossreferenced by age and tenure. Combined with other data,
one may come to the following conclusions about which
groups are at greatest risk of fuel poverty (tables 21, 22, over).
It must be stressed that these categories are indicators of risk
and probability. Individual categories should not be treated
in isolation.
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Lone parents, esp. single,
never-married mothers
People on pre-payments systems (e.g.
powercard)/ in debt to utility companies
Social classes C, D and E

Table 22 should be read in conjunction with the table 21. As
may be seen, some of these groups overlap those households
where housing data predicted fuel poverty. Some of the older
people may be older people who failed to qualify for the
State Earnings-Related Pension scheme (SERP).
From this and the preceding presentation of data, we may
conclude that fuel poverty is a significant problem in
Northern Ireland. Both the housing-related and incomerelated data point to sizeable groups of people who spend
substantially more on fuel than the average; who live in
poor-quality housing which may be unfit; who have
inefficient heating systems; who are dependant on
prepayment systems to the utilities or are in debt to them;
who lack the information, credit and resources to improve
their situation and for whom the state does not presently
meet their needs; some of whom are at risk of ill-health and
winter death. The data are clear in pointing toward those
groups most at risk of fuel poverty, their incomes, social
class, economic status and location.

Turning to specific social groups likely to be at risk of fuel
poverty, the data confirm the vulnerable position of older
people and people living in rural areas. Information on other
groups is less conclusive. The evidence for their exposure to
risk is summarized in table 23.
Table 23: Evidence of exposure to risk of fuel poverty in different social groups
croup

Evidence

Elderly

Confirmation through House Condition Survey,
Family Expenditure Survey that older people are at serious
risk of fuel poverty
Supported by study of General Consumer Council

Lone parents

Some evidence from UK data

• knowledge of Housing Executive improvement grants
• satisfaction with heating system
• employment status.
With the 1996 House Condition Survey, the level of
information relevant to fuel poverty has improved. In
contrast with the Republic, where there is a significant
amount of local project and micro-data on fuel poverty and
an absence of national data, in Northern Ireland the national
data are more thorough (or will be shortly) but micro-data
are problematical.

Evidence of debt, reports of hardship in Child Poverty
Action Group sample
Gingerbread survey
Evidence from General Consumer Council
People with disabilities

No data unique to Northern Ireland, but UK evidence
suggests risk
Dependancy on income support suggests risk

People living in rural areas

Clear evidence that unfit housing, and consequential risk of
fuel poverty, is concentrated in rural areas.

There are some significant information gaps in our
knowledge of fuel poverty, which are now discussed.
2.4.2 Information issues arising
Traditionally, the House Condition Survey attempted to
measure the physical fabric of buildings. Although fuel
poverty became part of the public discourse in the 1970s and
1980s, it was some time before energy-related criteria, or
energy unfitness, were introduced and not in a systematic
way until 1996.
More information is awaited or will be required in the
following areas for a comprehensive picture of fuel poverty
to be available. This must include the following:
• a matching of housing data to income levels
• a disaggregation of data for the Belfast region into postal
districts
• use of low-energy light bulbs
• energy efficiency of buildings for people with disabilities
• heating controls
• water heating systems and controls
• insulation of water tanks (and amount of insulation),
draught-proofing

A second gap concerns homes which have been insulated
under the Domestic Energy Efficiency Scheme (which is
reviewed in the next chapter). A considerable amount of
information is available on the provision of insulation in
those homes which have benefitted from the Domestic
Energy Efficiency Scheme run by Eaga Ltd in Dungannon. All
applicants are requested to provide information on their
home, date built, main source of heating and eligibility for
social security. This information, when compiled, could
provide a useful set of data on the homes currently being
insulated. To date, details have been returned to the
Department of Economic Development, but not published
(this may change with the transfer of the scheme to the
Housing Executive).
A third problem concerns the Continuous Household Survey,
which was a useful supplement to the information provided
in the Family Expenditure Survey. The last CHS survey was
carried out in 1991 and has not been repeated. In England,
the 1985 survey asked participants questions about the
sufficiency of heat in their home; heating method;
possession of insulation items; and satisfaction with heating
systems. This information has, apparently, not been
collected since.
The fourth problem concerns the inconclusive nature of the
information available on people with disabilities and lone
parents. Whilst the information which is available,
confirmed by UK-wide data, point to risk of fuel poverty,
more details, specific to Northern Ireland, are required. How
this can be done is a discussion developed in chapter 5.
In summary, there are improved data on fuel poverty from
the 1996 House Condition Survey. Further information is
awaited and there are still substantial information gaps to be
filled. It is important efforts be made to disaggregate data on
Belfast city. The information collected under the DEES
scheme should be assembled and published with a
commentary. Significant efforts must be made to improve
the quantity of information on specific social groups.

Fuel Poverty in Northern Ireland 21

3 Policies for the relief of fuel poverty

This chapter reviews the current policies being pursued for
the alleviation of fuel poverty in Northern Ireland and for
promoting energy efficiency. It reviews the policies currently
operated by government and statutory agencies (3.1), the
utilities (3.2) and voluntary organizations (3.3). Conclusions
are drawn (3.4). The chapter describes both policies in
existence and the future policy menus of the different
organizations and bodies.

3.1 Policies pursued by government and statutory

two-thirds industrial. How the remaining amount will be
allocated is not clear.
Finally, perhaps the most important milestone was the most
recent, the Home Energy Conservation Act, 1995, originally
introduced in the last Parliament as a Private Members Bill
but eventually adopted by government. This came into effect
in Northern Ireland in 1996 and is reviewed in 3.1.4 below.
Individual government departments have pursued a range of
policies and initiatives. Each is now reviewed in turn.

agencies

A number of government departments and agencies pursue
policies which, directly or indirectly address fuel poverty.
Each is reviewed in turn, starting with the Department of
Economic Development (3.1.1), followed by the Department
of Health and Social Services (3.1.2), Department of the
Environment (3.1.3), the Housing Executive (3.1.4), district
councils (3.1.5), OFFER (3.1.6) and the General Consumer
Council for Northern Ireland (3.1.7) Finally, some
information is provided on the role of the elected
representatives (3.1.8) First, some remarks are made about
the government's overall policy approach.
The first government response to the problem of fuel poverty
may be found in the funding of energy-related projects in
the voluntary sector as early as 1981 (Belfast Voluntary
Welfare Society). Second, the government applied the UK
insulation programmes to Northern Ireland. In the late
1980s, a DHSS special fund was available to cover the
difference between insulation and draught-proofing grants
and their costs for households in hardship. This was worth
£300,000 for the period 1981-9. These schemes evolved, in
their present format, as the Home Energy Efficiency Scheme
in Great Britain and the Domestic Energy Efficiency Scheme
in Northern Ireland (and are reviewed in more detail in this
and the next chapter).
Third, the government adapted existing statistical
instruments to recognize domestic fuel-related
considerations. The five-yearly House Condition Survey was
modified from 1991 onward to ask for information on
heating systems and insulation levels (see 2.4.1, above).
Fourth, the government recognized that much higher
electricity prices of Northern Ireland were a problem for all
consumers and from 1980 to 1987 provided a subsidy of
£350m to consumers to keep prices down. In 1995, the
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland announced public
support of £60m over three years 1996-9 to keep electricity
prices down (in the first year, £15m was paid as a subsidy to
Northern Ireland Electricity (NIE)). Whilst not directed
specifically at fuel poverty, these subsidies have kept energy
prices down for all consumers, including those with
difficulty in meeting their energy costs. In practice, one-third
of the beneficiaries are estimated to be domestic consumers,
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3.1.1 Policies pursued by the Department of Economic
Development
Traditionally, the Department of Economic Development has
been the principal government department with general
responsibility for industrial and domestic energy efficiency,
with an energy division. The Department of Economic
Development used to administer the Domestic Energy
Efficiency Scheme (DEES) (transferred to the Housing
Executive in October 1997) and was the funder of
promotional campaigns, budgeted at around £300,000 a
year. Information is not available on how these allocations
have been spent.
3.1.2 Department of the Environment
This department is responsible for building regulations.
Current building regulations are part F of the Building
Regulations (NI) 1994, which regulate space heating in new
buildings. They require that new buildings have energy
efficient standards which in practice give a SAP rating of
between 60 and 85. They require the filling of cavity walls,
150mm insulation and that heating controls be provided.
New regulations, due 1997, will formally require a SAP rating
on new buildings and lay down 14 other specific
improvements.
3.1.3 Policies pursued by the Department of Health and
Social Services
Members of organizing committee of Keep well, keep warm
Department of Health and Social Services

N EA

Northern Ireland Housing Executive

Help the Aged

Health trusts (11)

Society of St Vincent de Paul

Age Concern

Royal National Institute for the Blind

Law Centre

Royal National Institute for the Deaf

Disability Action

Centre for the Unemployed

Bryson house

Health boards (4)

Gingerbread

Northern Ireland Electricity

The Department of Health and Social Services has
responsibility for income support and related measures. The
only fuel-related income-payment supplement available in
Northern Ireland is the Cold Weather Payment Scheme,
introduced in 1988.29 This provides for the automatic
payment of £8.50 to eligible households in the event of

severe weather (which is defined as an average recorded
temperature of less than -0°C for a continuous seven day
period). Eligible categories are defined as persons in receipt of
income support or income-related job seekers allowance and
with a dependant child under five or one of the following
premiums: pensioner, higher pensioner, enhanced
pensioner, disability, severe disability or disabled child
premium. Cold weather payments are made automatically to
qualified claimants and they do not need to make a separate
claim They are triggered when the mean daily temperature
falls or is forecasted below zero for seven consecutive days in
four districts of Northern Ireland: Carmoney (covering the
north), St Angelo's (covering the south-west), Lisburn (for
the south) and Aldergrove (for the north-east and Belfast)
and their appropriate postal districts.
No cold weather payments were made for the years 1991-5.
In winter 1995/6 there were 125,454 payments (cost:
£1.066m) and in winter 1996/7 there were 134,288 (cost:
£1.141m). In the winter 1996/7, for example, payments were
triggered as follows:
Station

Period of cold weather

Duration

Aldergrove

3 January - 9 January

1 week

Lisburn

3 January - 9 January

1 week

St Angelo

26 December - 1 January

2 weeks

3 January - 9 January

Thus in the St Angelo area, payments were triggered twice;
but not at all in Carmoney. The system has been criticized by
O'Neill & O'Neill (1996) on the basis that the criteria are so
strict as to be rarely invoked; the amount of help is
ungenerous; and that the categories eligible are extremely
limited.
Keep warm, keep well is a campaign initiated by DHSS in 1988,
designed to advise older people on how to keep warm in
winter and use fuel economically. Devised by the Elderly
Care Branch of DHSS, the campaign has involved the
publication and distribution of leaflets, the initiative being
publicized in the media, by voluntary organizations and in
regional conferences. The campaign has an organizing
committee (see box, previous page), with eleven regional
committees and local groups. The cost of the campaign is
£40,000 a year, paid by the Department's publicity and press
budget and two staff are attached to the initiative. The
department's funding commitment has been gradually
falling and a budget working group is examining the
possibility of attracting commercial funding. The methods
used have included radio, television and press advice,
freephone, leaflets, talks and the distribution of temperature
cards which outline the level at which low temperature is a
threat to health.
The progress of the initiative was reviewed at a conference in
1994 (Hugh J Farren & Mary Doonan-McCartan: Conference
report, 1994). It has also been evaluated by the Department of

Health and Social Services in a review completed two years
ago (Ulster Marketing Surveys: Keep warm, keep well campaign research, 1995). The research found that the
campaign had a high recognition rate (1 in 2), its message
was well understood and most people found the message
helpful. Strangely, the survey did not measure any outcomes
from the campaign or any behavioural changes which the
campaign had instigated.
3.1.4 Policies of the Northern Ireland Housing Executive

The Northern Ireland Housing Executive is the public
housing authority for Northern Ireland. In addition to
providing housing for those unable to meet their housing
needs from their own resources, the Executive has
responsibility for improving housing standards in the rest of
the housing stock. The relevant Housing Executive policy
which relates to fuel poverty has three elements:
• new homes to be built to high standards of energy
efficiency
• retrospective improvement to old Executive housing to
improve energy efficiency
• grants to private homes which include improvements
likely to lead to greater thermal efficiency.
The retrospective improvement of old Executive stock took
several forms. Obsolete housing was demolished. A rolling
programme of improvements was introduced in the 1980s,
the elements of which included new windows, insulation
and cavity wall filling. Central heating was introduced: first
smokeless solid fuel, followed by low-tariff electric heating,
oil and, more recently, natural gas.
The system of grants to private homes is operated through
seven improvement grants: the Disabled Facilities Grant, the
Minor Works Scheme, renovation grants, replacement grants,
common parts grants, repair grants and Houses in Multiple
Occupation (HMO) grants. These grants, which are currently
up to £20,000, are primarily concerned with general housing
fitness, reflecting the terms of reference and underlying
assumptions of the fitness definition, rather than fuel
poverty, insulation or heating systems. Replacement grants,
which operate in the rural areas, include a package of
insulation. Renovation grants cover the requirements of the
building regulations and now include insulation and lofts
where roofs are being repaired. Repair grants are strictly
limited to repairs and do not include new works. Grants are
means tested and in practice apply mainly to people on state
benefits. The annual allocation for these schemes has been in
the order of £48m, which is heavily over-subscribed. The
exact proportion of these schemes which contribute to
energy saving is not precisely measured or known. From
April 1987, these grants have included floor insulation and
cavity walls.
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The Housing Strategy 1995-8 outlines the Executive's current
general approach to housing. The broad objectives of the
policy assert that new homes should be energy-efficient and
well-insulated (§4.14) and that the insulation standards of
existing homes should be improved.
Among its specific points of relevance to fuel poverty are the
following:
• For people with disabilities, there is a serious shortfall of
suitably adapted accommodation. The target for
accommodation of people with disabilities by housing
associations should be increased 50%
• The capital programme for 1995-8 envisages heating
upgrading to 1,000 Executive homes a year for each of the
three years of the programme
• £6m is set aside for environmental improvements, which
include the improvement of insulation standards, the
measurement of energy efficiency and cooperation with
community groups and voluntary organizations to
improve conservation standards (section 4.14)
• it is policy that all Executive homes be brought up to a
level of 150mm loft insulation. This will involve the
spending, during the period of the strategy, £12.5m on
63,000 homes
• For unfit owner-occupied homes, the Executive favours a
continuation of grant schemes.
This housing strategy is flanked by a number of other
documents. As far back as 1991, the Executive decided to
address the much higher levels of housing unfitness in rural
areas and launched its rural housing policy review, The way
ahead.
Under the Home Energy Conservation Act (HECA), 1995, the
Northern Ireland Housing Executive is designated the Energy
Conservation Authority for Northern Ireland and has
responsibility for identifying energy conservation measures
which it considers to be 'practicable, cost-effective and likely
to result in a significant improvement in the energy
efficiency of residential accommodation'. The purpose is to
ensure that affordable warmth can be provided for all sectors
of the population in a way that will reduce emissions of
greenhouse gases and conserve natural resources. The
Department of the Environment recommended that the
Executive should aim to achieve overall gains in efficiency of
30% in ten years. Annual progress reports will be required. It
is anticipated that two-thirds of the 30% gains will be
achieved by insulation, the other third by more efficient
heating systems. The policy put forward is set in the context
of this ten-year time frame.
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The Act also requires the Executive to issue a statement about
vulnerable groups, such as low-income households, the
elderly, disabled people, ethnic minorities and Travellers.
The group preparing the report was charged with
responsibility to develop realistic cost-effective objectives; set
down a plan for implementation; and develop a monitoring
and strategy development process (NIHE: Building on success NIHE response, March 1996). Voluntary organizations were
consulted about the report in spring 1996. 500 copies of a
consultative document were circulated and two seminars
were held. 27 organizations made submissions.
In its consultative paper on the Home Energy Conservation
Act, the Executive stated that 'simply providing financial
incentives [for energy conservation] alone will not improve
efficiency'. A combination of the following is required:
information, advice, promotion and education. It takes the
view that 'the best way of providing affordable warmth
within the home, while reducing fuel consumption, is by
direct capital investment in energy efficiency measures'. It
adds that the Executive cannot achieve the savings envisaged
in the Act by working alone, but that it must work in
partnership with other organizations in the public, private
and voluntary sectors. It recognizes that there are a number
of limitations on what can be achieved, due to problems of
finance, the physical limitations of some properties, the
unavailability hitherto of natural gas, the lack of a statutory
enforcement powers and the traditional reliance on solid
fuel.
The policy of the Housing Executive, is respect of its existing
stock, is to:
• Top-up those homes where the existing insulation is less
than 50mm within 10 years, in cooperation with Eaga
Ltd;
• Identify any Housing Executive homes which still do not
have cavity wall insulation and fill them within 10 years;
• The provision of draught-proofing in future external
cyclic maintenance schemes;
• Inclusion of double glazing in all future improvement and
planned maintenance schemes. This will take more than
10 years, for only 2% of the current Executive stock has
double glazing;
• Continuation of insulation of pipe work and hot water
tanks, floor insulation in maintenance programmes;
• Fitting of oil or gas central heating to the 11% of stock
which still does not have central heating;
• Application of heating controls to existing central heating
systems (radiator controls, hot water tanks).

The current policy of the Housing Executive, in regard to the
owner-occupied sector is to consider:

The policy of the Housing Executive, in regard to other
institutions and initiatives, is:

• whether Group Repair Schemes should include new
energy-efficiency measures;

• Encouragement of building societies to provide loans for
fuel-efficiency improvements

• For housing which has failed the fitness test, the
possibility of including energy efficiency measures in the
improvement grants scheme; and to

• Work closely with the Energy Saving Trust to offer
incentives for the take-up of energy efficiency measures in
the owner-occupied sector

• Review grants policy to see how energy efficiency can be
given a higher priority.

• Distribution of Wasting energy costs the Earth leaflets and
other promotional material

The current policy of the Housing Executive, in regard to
housing associations, is to:

• Promotional work in the media, including an energy
advice week

• Urge housing associations to apply cavity wall insulation
within 10 years to all their stock (3,474 dwellings);

• Endorsement of promotional energy efficiency work
carried out by other bodies and organizations,
emphasizing the importance of coordinated, clear
messages

• Ask housing associations to liaise with Eaga to ensure roof
space insulation is applied to those of their dwellings
which do not yet have it;
• Ask associations to look at the draught-proofing of their
properties;
• Ask associations to look at hot water tank and pipe
insulation;

• Targeting of promotional material to the blind and nonEnglish speakers
• Support for energy clubs which will buy energy-efficient
items at discount
• Endorsement of existing energy advice work, with the
development of a system of Community Energy Advisors

• Urge housing associations to install double-glazing where
windows are due for replacement and in new build
schemes. Some homes still have good windows and this
will not be urgent for some time;

• In-house training of Executive staff to improve their
ability to offer energy advice

• Encourage housing associations to provide floor
insulation in improvement schemes;

• Endorsement of existing schools initiatives, with the
development of hands-on activities for children which
demonstrate energy efficiency and training for primary
school teachers

• Ask housing associations to consider energy efficient
heating systems and to fit controls on existing heating
systems; and

• Encourage manufacturers and service companies of
mobile homes to install insulation
• Consideration of providing or sponsoring a
demonstration 'green house'.

• Recommend the use of condensing gas boilers.
The current policy of the Housing Executive, in regard to the
private rented sector, is to encourage landlords to invest in
making their properties more energy-efficient with a priority
of providing insulation and affordable heating systems. The
Executive has costed these works at the following levels:
Cost of work by category (£m)

Cost by tenure (£m)
Owner-occupied

585

Central heating and controls

145

Private rented

112

Full double-glazing

156

Housing Executive

137

Cavity wall insulation

Associations

14

Loft insulation and pipework
Dry lining

£848m

59
15
473

The policy of the Housing Executive, in regard to
information collection, is to seek additional data from
statutory agencies. The Executive may also carry out surveys
of its own. There may be a feasibility study of a
comprehensive database of the energy efficiency of the entire
dwelling stock.
The following is the policy of the Housing Executive in
regard to the institutional architecture. A range of
organizations is directly or indirectly involved in the
promotion of energy efficiency. The Housing Executive

£848m

Source: NINE: Energy conservation progress report, 1997.
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recommends there be a feasibility study of an Energy
Efficiency Agency in Northern Ireland:
Given the number of organizations involved, it would
appear to be logical to establish a form of coordination in
the province. It is not suggested that this coordinating
agency take over the responsibility of all the other
organizations currently active, but rather focus on gaps,
encourage development and the channelling of funding to
these agencies to fulfil the overall objectives. Best practices
can then be shared more readily and resources pooled to
maximize synergies. The benefit is a stronger, undiluted
message common to all agencies, combined with a higher
profile for energy efficiency in general (NIHE, Home Energy
Conservation Act, 1995 report, 1996, 8.3).
The Home Energy Conservation Act has been quoted at
length because it represents the closest approximation to a
full governmental policy on fuel poverty. Ultimately, it
should lead to the gradual and full integration of energy
efficiency objectives into the housing programme. The policy
deals with one of the two main pillars of fuel poverty, that
part related to housing, and does not confront that pillar
which relates to income and social group (nor could it be
expected to). This report is anticipated to be the main basis
of the governmental approach to fuel poverty, where it
relates to energy-inefficient housing, for the period to 2006.
The Executive has established an Energy Conservation Unit
to monitor progress under the Act.
From October 1997, the Housing Executive has been
responsible for the Domestic Energy Efficiency Scheme (the
transfer of functions from the Department of Economic
Development (DED) also involved the Executive in assuming
responsibility for a budget of about £250,000 for the
promotion of domestic energy efficiency). The Domestic
Energy Efficiency Scheme is a programme which delivers a
basic package of insulation to low income households and
elderly people. Since the start of DEES in 1995, 28,000 homes
have been insulated. The scheme operates through a
combination of voluntary organizations and private
contractors, being run by Eaga Ltd of Dungannon, co
Tyrone. At present, there are nine network installers, whose
standards are guaranteed by Eaga Ltd, three operating in each
of five districts of Northern Ireland (15 altogether). The
package comprises loft insulation, draught-proofing of doors
and windows, insulation of tanks and pipes and advice. The
programme began with a budget of £1.7m in 1995, which
has now risen to £2.8m (1997). The scheme is open to
householders aged 60 years and older (without means test)
and people in receipt of income support, housing benefit,
income-related jobseeker's allowance, family credit or
disability working or living allowance (the main avenues of
entitlement). The grant is intended to cover the main costs
of insulating an average dwelling, but in the event of extra
costs, the client is expected to pay. The total value of the
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grant is £315. Of the recipients, 45% are on income support
and 30% are aged 60 years or more (30% of the elderly have
another form of income). In 1996-7, 16,540 jobs costing
£2.52m were carried out under the DEES. Of these, 6,718
were for owner-occupied properties; 780 for private rented
homes; 8,147 for Housing Executive properties; 877 for
housing associations and 18 others. Applicants apply to Eaga
Ltd for insulation; they choose an installer from the three
names provided from their region; and verify that the work
has been completed to a satisfactory standard.
Eaga Ltd administers the DEES grant. Eaga Ltd does not
publish an annual report, but submits returns to its parent
body, until recently the Department of Economic
Development. Eaga has a substantial body of information on
the fuel circumstances of applicants (e.g. entitlement, age of
building, tenure type) but this has not been made publicly
available (enquiries to Eaga and the Department of Economic
Development were referred back to one other). The Housing
Executive indicated, when it took over responsibility, that it
will use Eaga data in its reports under the Home Energy
Conservation Act. Eaga Ltd sees itself as an administrative
agency and does not have in-house planning or research
capacity.
3.1.5 Policies pursued by district councils
Some of the district councils have promoted energy

awareness through promotional campaigns (e.g. in Belfast,
Enniskillen). Belfast City Council has provided funding for
the Energy Advice Shop. Through their community relations
budget, some district councils have provided support for the
work of branches of Age Concern with older people and have
helped them to provide blankets, coal and fuel vouchers for
older people. From 1997, district councils will have
responsibility for the improvement of air quality in their
areas, which may involve their devising incentives to
encourage home-owners away from smokey coal. Councils
have recently been encouraged by the Department of
Economic Development to participate in Energy Saving
Partnerships which would enable them to fund some energy
efficiency measures in the domestic sector. The department
has appointed a Community Energy Development Officer to
work with local community groups wishing to take
initiatives in energy efficiency or energy production (details
of the outcomes of this work are not available).
3.1.6 OFREG NI
OFREG is the statutory regulator of the electricity and gas
industries in Northern Ireland. Under the Electricity (NI)
Order, 1992 the regulator is required to protect the interests
of consumers in respect of prices charged and continuity and
quality of supply; to promote efficiency and economy; and
promote research into and the development and use of new
techniques to generate, transmit or supply electricity. While

the term 'fuel poverty' is not mentioned in the order, he is
enjoined to take into account the interests of consumers in
rural areas, pensioners and the disabled. The regulator is
required to establish a consumer committee of a chairperson
and between six and nine ordinary members. Under the Gas
(NI) Order, 1996, he has similar responsibilities to regulate
the gas industry and is enjoined to take into account the
interests of those who are chronically sick, disabled or of
pensionable age. The theory of regulation is based on the
notion that incentives should be used to persuade the utility
concerned to increase efficiency and cut costs, providing
benefits which should be passed on to customers in reduced
prices. In fixing prices, the regulator is expected to take into
account revenue, profit, funds for capital investment, cash
flow and remuneration to shareholders.
The principal efforts of the regulator to date have
concentrated on the price of electricity, which he regards as
being higher and diverging from the lower prices of Great
Britain and the Republic of Ireland. As a result, he has
attempted to ensure that efficiency gains in the generation of
electricity (estimated at 20% since privatization) are passed
on to consumers. Specifically, the regulator has promoted a
range of consumer efficiencies, the aim of which is to reduce
electricity costs by about 20% in the medium to long term
(Douglas Mclldoon: Consumer choice, competition and prices the next steps. 1996). The regulator has ordered a 29% cut in
distribution prices in 1997, a decision which has been
contested by Northern Ireland Electricity and has since gone
to judicial review.
An element in the OFREG strategy is `negawatts' - an Oregon,
USA - devised concept whereby customers are encouraged to
buy energy-efficient products (e.g. refrigerators, low-energy
light bulbs) which can be repaid through the electricity bill
at a lower rate of interest than commercial rates. Discussions
have also been held with Northern Ireland Electricity to
promote Demand Side Management (DSM) or damping
demand by consumers, but without a positive outcome yet
(OFREG: Price control reviews for Northern Ireland Electricity PLC
- director general's proposals. 1996, 20).
The already-mentioned Consumer Committee for Electricity
has played an important role in the formulation and
negotiation of the Code of practice in the electricity industry
for methods of paying bills, efficient energy use, complaints
and the treatment of customers who have not paid their
bills. The committee has been involved in the introduction
of the Easysaver system of payments (which replaced
electricity stamps) and has campaigned vigorously for
electricity price reductions. Whilst the committee does not
have a specific responsibility for fuel poverty or low-income
groups, its work in protecting consumer interests is likely to
benefit consumers of all incomes. The 1995/6 annual report
proposed the reduction or elimination of the £25 charge for
powercard meters.

3.1.7 Policies pursued by the General Consumer Council

The General Consumer Council, not to be confused with the
Consumer Committee for Electricity (3.1.6, above), is the
statutory body set up in 1985 to promote and safeguard the
interests of all consumers in Northern Ireland. Whilst not
having a brief specific to fuel poverty, the Council has the
authority to investigate all areas of consumer welfare,
including energy. Specifically, it has recently acquired the
authority to represent the needs of gas consumers. The
General Consumer Council has carried out research and
campaigning activities for all consumers concerned with
energy costs. Publications include Energy options (1987),
Privatising electricity (1989), How do we rate? - saving money
and energy in the home, The impact of VAT on fuel in Northern
Ireland (1993) and a leaflet on electricity debt (1988). In
practice, the Council's work has had a strong focus on fuel
poverty, some examples being Home heating and the older
consumer (1994). The Council has made specific submissions
to the Northern Ireland Housing Executive and the
Monopolies and Mergers Commission.
The report on the older consumer put forward a number of
proposals to protect the interests of this age group. The
principal proposals were:
• the Housing Executive should give tenants a say in the
type of heating system and fuel that they wanted
• the level of home help for older people should be
reconsidered with a view to increasing the percentage of
older people who receive the service
• Northern Ireland Electricity should provide a freephone
helpline for older people using electricity to heat their
homes
• there should be leaflets to advise older people about how
to make an official complaint about their electricity
service and the complaints procedure should be reviewed.
In The impact of VAT on fuel in Northern Ireland, the General
Consumer Council (1993) forecast that the imposition of 8%
VAT on fuel would cost an extra £1.19 to £1.45 per
household, exacerbating the fuel burdens of low income
groups and proposed that measures be introduced which
would protect such consumers. In its submission on the
Home Energy Conservation Act (1996), the Council stated:
The key to making progress on reducing fuel poverty is more
likely to lie in improving the energy efficiency of low-income
dwellings rather than simply increasing benefits or income
transfers (5).
To achieve this, it recommended information be compiled
which concentrated on the financial gain to be achieved
from insulation, further research to identify the groups most
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vulnerable to fuel poverty, bulk purchasing of insulation
items for low-income households, the expansion of the
Domestic Energy Efficiency Scheme with the inclusion of
cavity walls and improved educational programmes. In
Consumer choice, competition and prices (1996), the Council
outlined its support for the regulator's commitment to
challenge existing generating contracts, the passing on of
efficiencies to the consumer and interim government
support to offset the widening electricity price differential
with Britain. In its Comments on the electricity price review
(1996), the Council drew attention to the widening
differential in electricity prices to the consumer in Great
Britain compared to Northern Ireland (3% in 1991/2, 18% in
1995/6, predicted to rise to 26% in the future). Regulation is
perceived to have been fairly inept in protecting the interests
of consumers, it says. The Council proposed a longer and
more meaningful consultation process in future reviews,
consideration of more powers for the regulator, control over
generation prices, renegotiation of generation contracts,
continued subsidy by government of consumer prices,
reconsideration of standing charges for low-income
consumers, a target of reduced electricity prices, shorter
review periods, a standard connection charge (in order to
avoid penal connexion charges in rural areas), abolition of
the surcharge for powercard users, a set of measures for
demand-side management (e.g. incentives for customers who
reduce electricity use, off-peak rates for domestic consumers).
The Council considered, but did not support, the idea of an
energy efficiency levy on consumers. In 1994, the Council
published proposals for the protection of consumer interests
in the gas industry, arguing that if there is to be a long-term
gas supply monopoly, there must be tight and effective
regulation.

3.2.1. Main utilities and energy providers
Northern Ireland Electricity (NIE) is the main provider of
electricity in the province. It is now a private, profitable
commercial company. In supplying electricity to domestic
customers, the company proposes a number of means of
payment. These are by post, bank, shop electric retail outlets,
direct debit, standing order, budget payment scheme,
powercard meter, easysaver payment card and fuel direct
(deductions from social security). At some stage in the future,
smart cards and telephone-based payments may be
introduced.
NIE has a range of policies which address the social concerns
of customers. There is a voluntary customer care register
which encourages customers to register, so as to avoid
problems for people with disabilities, blindness and difficulty
paying bills. NIE operates a code of practice which sets
standards for services for senior citizens and people with
disabilities, making a complaint, paying bills and
encouraging energy efficiency.
Energy-saving promotions
1994-5

£100,000 from interest on pre-paid, pre-VAT bills

1996

£1 m announced at time of decision on subsidies for electricity customers

1997-8

£650,000, based on £1 levy per customer, starting 1997

NIE has donated £100,000 to energy efficiency projects
(interest on pre-paid electricity bills at the time of the
introduction of VAT). Donations have been given to charities
concerned with energy efficiency, such as Bryson House,
Citizens Advice Bureau, Age Concern, Disability Action,
Royal National Institute for the Blind and the Royal National
Institute for the Deaf.

3.1.8 Policies pursued by elected representatives
The elected representatives of Northern Ireland have drawn
public attention to energy problems through the House of
Commons Northern Ireland Affairs Committee. The
committee's activities are thought to have influenced the
government to announce subsidies for electricity customers
in 1995. Its second report, Electricity prices in Northern Ireland
(HMSO, 1995) took a critical view of the privatization of
Northern Ireland Electricity and the price of electricity. Its
recommendations were for methods to ensure that the
efficiencies achieved in NIE be passed on to customers; that
part of the £60m government subsidy be devoted to energy
efficiency schemes; and that there be more effective
regulation and profit control of the industry.

3.2 Policies promoted by the utilities

The policies of the utilities and energy providers in Northern
Ireland are reviewed under the principal utilities (3.2.1) and
the Energy Saving Trust (3.2.2).
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In May 1996, under the Energenie scheme, Elm was devoted
to free offers of low-energy light bulbs (14,000, one for each
person who benefitted from the DEES scheme during the
year; and 25,000 for older people; with 2-for-1 promotional
offers in salesrooms), the promotion of appliance energy
labelling and financial support for the energy advice shops in
Belfast, Enniskillen and a mobile centre; and support for
NEA. From 1997, NIE has been in a position to apply an
annual customer allowance (sometimes referred to as a levy)
toward energy efficiency which will raise £650,000 in a full
year. NIE intends to liaise with the regulator as to how this
may best be used.
Fourteen NIE staff have been trained in the NEA-run City &
Guilds Energy Awareness qualification. The company runs a
schools competition. From 1986, Northern Ireland Electricity
has issued temperature cards which advise elderly people on
how to keep warm and what measures to take according to
falling temperature levels. These are popular and are re-issued
each year, being distributed by NIE and voluntary
organizations in the Keep Warm, keep well campaign (see

3.1.2, above). NIE is the major sponsor of Bryson House, a
voluntary organization providing information and advice on
energy conservation.
Northern Ireland Electricity has come under considerable
criticism since privatization for its high prices and profits
(L59.8m, 1997). NIE defends criticisms of its prices by
arguing that generation costs and contracts are outside its
control (the generating stations are owned by three separate
companies and they account for over half the actual price of
electricity); that it has achieved considerable efficiency gains
since privatization; that in a small geographical area like
Northern Ireland it is difficult to achieve economies of scale
in such an industry; and that profits have been ploughed
back into a substantial investment programme worth £400m.
NIE believes that electricity prices should fall in relative
terms by about 2% over the next four years or so, though not
to the extent of narrowing the differential with Great Britain.
Of the other energy companies, the Northern Ireland Coal
Advisory Service has trained all its customer staff in City &
Guilds Energy Awareness. The service provides advice on the
efficient use of solid fuel and has provided financial support
for the Energy Advice shop. Phoenix Gas is the company
supplying piped gas in Northern Ireland, with domestic
customers beginning to come on stream in 1997. It has
provided support for the energy advice shops. Calor Gas
promotes a condensing boiler and heating control cashback
scheme. The home heating oil companies Esso and Fuel
Services have supported the energy advice shops.
3.2.2 Policies pursued by the Energy Saving Trust

The UK-wide Energy Saving Trust was set up in 1992 by the
government and the energy utilities (joined recently by
Northern Ireland Electricity) 'as part of the government's
response to increasing concerns over the environmental
effects of energy consumption, including global warming'
(Annual review, 1995-6). As such, its emphasis is on
environmental impact rather than fuel poverty. Trust
members comprise the utilities and the respective Secretaries
of State. Government funding is currently running at £25m
in 1997, £19m in 1998. These amounts will be matched by
the utilities themselves through a £1 levy on each annual
bill.
The criteria for its programmes are set by the Department of
the Environment in cooperation with OFFER in London. 302
schemes have been approved by the Trust since 1994. The
trust's programmes concentrate on supporting Energy
Efficiency Advice Centres (now 33 in number), combined
heat and power, promotional schemes for low-energy lightbulbs and achieving savings in the small business sector.
Under the Standards of Performance for the electricity
industry (these set criteria for measures to improve energy
efficiency), customers are expected to save £5 for every £1
levied, as an overall result of the conservation measures
taken.3° Regional electricity companies are required to file

reports on how they achieve standards of performance under
the energy efficiency brief.
The trust provides one-third of the costs of funding for the
energy efficiency advice centres in Belfast and Enniskillen
and software packages to support the centre. Under a
competitive programme run by the trust, the Northern
Ireland Housing Executive won a £519,000 scheme for five
projects concerned with cavity wall insulation promotion, a
heating controls cashback promotion, community energy
advisor training, energy efficient appliances promotion and a
demonstration project to help consumers pay for energy
efficiency through their electricity bills.
An initial analysis of the standards of performance
requirements has been carried out by Boardman.31 She found
that over 90% of the projects funded by the trust were lowenergy light-bulbs. Cavity wall insulation measures
comprised 2% of projects and the balance was a range of
other insulation measures. She raised serious questions about
the monitoring and accounting procedures and high
administrative costs (25% of the fund). The trust
concentrates on promotional schemes but does not yet
appear to have a strategic or research role. Detailed
information on projects supported to date, or their
outcomes, does not appear to be available. Standards of
performance reports claim that from 43% to 53% of
spending has been targeted at low-income customers and
that they are a priority within its schemes. Although lowenergy light bulbs have been overwhelmingly the main area
of spending, other activities have been funded by the trust,
such as cavity walls, night blinds, loft insulation and heating
controls.

3.3 Policies promoted by voluntary organizations

Several voluntary organizations are active in the area of
energy efficiency, through both the provision of services and
campaigning. Their work, experiences and policies are
reviewed here (in alphabetical order).
Age Concern is a regional campaigning organization with a

network of 32 local groups and branches. It provides
information and advice services, advocacy and user
involvement. Age Concern advises older people on how to
stay warm in winter and keep fuel costs down, for example
through a promotional booklet Winter warmth guide, which
was sponsored by the Coal Advisory Service. Age Concern
organizes volunteer visiting schemes to elderly people and
provides practical information on how to avoid
hypothermia. Its main work in the area of fuel poverty is
through the Keep warm, keep well campaign. Age Concern
and its local groups have distributed information, run a lowenergy light bulbs take-up campaign, issued temperature
information cards, provided blankets and coal for elderly
people, given vouchers to be encashed with fuel merchants,
encouraged older people to apply for the DEES scheme and
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organized neighbour watch during cold spells. The lowenergy light bulbs have been distributed on a first-come-firstserved basis through local groups and have been taken up
within two weeks. The local groups vary a lot, some being
very concerned with fuel issues, others less so.
Age Concern does not have figures on the numbers of older
people benefiting from their fuel-related assistance, though
some unpublished preliminary research was done in 1992 on
the needs of elderly people in winter. Age Concern believes
that several measures are necessary to assist older people to
cope with fuel poverty, such as an adequate state pension;
sufficient benefits to help older people through winter; and
upgrading the DEES scheme to include provision of efficient
heating systems.
Bryson House operates the Belfast Energy Advice Shop
which provides free energy advice; participates in an EU
energy efficiency project (Ouverture programme); operates an
Energy for Living course in primary schools; and is a DEESapproved installer.
Disability Action is the main advocacy organization for
people with disabilities in Northern Ireland. It has 170
member groups, provides an information and advice line and
is opening a call-in service in Belfast city centre. Although
fuel poverty is not an issue specifically raised by callers to its
information services, enquiries about benefits comprise 25%
of total enquiries and housing a further 4%.32 Enquiries are
made from time to time about heating systems and the costs
of conversion to oil. Disability Action takes the view that for
most people with disabilities, low income levels and lack of
credit are the main problem they face in meeting their
heating needs and in installing more efficient heating
systems.
Gingerbread is the principal organization in Northern
Ireland working with lone parents, with offices in Belfast,
Derry and Ballymena (forthcoming). About 8% of enquiries
to Gingerbread advice services are debt-related, including
fuel debt. Many lone parents use powercards to regulate their
use of electricity. Gingerbread believes that it is essential that
levels of income support for lone parents are increased
(currently, it is £80.10 a week for a lone parent with one
child) so that they can effectively meet their household
needs, including fuel.
Help the Aged is a regional organization working with older
people in Northern Ireland, providing services, telephone
advice, care phone systems and taking part in advocacy work
on behalf of older people. Help the Aged participates with
other voluntary organizations in the Keep warm, keep well
campaign, in broader poverty issues and participated in the
campaign against VAT on fuel. Help the Aged is aware of
older people having difficulty meeting their fuel bills and has
the impression that many older people will forego many
necessities, including food, in order to ensure they do not get
into fuel or other debt. In the rural areas, the organization is
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aware of some older people living in a single room, one fire
being the only form of heating in the home; and of some
older people in urban areas living in very old buildings. Help
the Aged has distributed fuel vouchers during the winter to
older people who have been users of their care phone system,
advice services or through community development projects.
Help the Aged considers the government response to fuel
poverty among older people to be inadequate. The Keep
warm, keep well campaign would be much more effective if it
were to train workers and volunteers in the community to
assist older people in the improvement of their heating,
insulation, diet and self-care. Most advice on fuel efficiency
is handled by general benefits advice workers, whereas a
dedicated service and phone line would be much more
effective (Help the Aged in England provides a winter warmth
line information service on behalf of the Department of
Health for all of England and Wales). Home help services
assist older people to operate their heating systems
effectively (e.g. glass-fronted fires, storage heater timers).
Under the Heating or eating campaign, Help the Aged
distributed electricity vouchers (value £25) to older people in
Northern Ireland in receipt of means-tested benefit; and
distributed as much as £20,000 worth of vouchers to 860
older people in a year.
The Law Centre, Northern Ireland is a leading voluntary
organization in the area of legal and welfare advice. Fuel
poverty and debt are two of the many issues addressed by the
Law Centre over the past ten years and the centre advises
social security claimants on the range of issues they face in
meeting their bills and debts. In Proposals for support for
electricity customers (1996), made in the context of the
allocation of £60m over three years by the Secretary of State
to compensate for higher electricity prices in Northern
Ireland, the Law Centre and NEA jointly proposed:
• Removal of the standing charge for low-income
consumers in receipt of means tested benefits (288,000
households), costing £8.15m over two years
• abolition of the powercard standing charge, costing
£3.55m
• once-off additional winter payment of £15 for pensioners,
costing £6.45m
• £30m subvention of the capital costs of the gas pipeline
and electricity interconnector in order to keep electricity
costs down
• allocation of £11.85m to extend the DEES to include lowenergy light bulbs, cavity wall insulation, lagging of oilfired central heating boilers, fuel switching away from
electricity and coal and extension of DEES to all those
living in the most disadvantaged parts of Northern
Ireland (designated Targeting Social Need areas).

In the event, although the government had invited proposals
for suggestions as to how the money should be spent
(September 1995), the subsequent announcement (March
1996) made the first part of the subsidy available as a
payment to Northern Ireland electricity (£15m was
allocated).

• payment of social security to low-income families to
enable them to heat their homes while a programme of
insulation and heating system improvements takes place

NEA is a voluntary organization which is active in
campaigning and advocacy work on fuel poverty; runs
training and certification programmes in energy efficiency
(e.g. City & Guilds); helped to develop the Keep warm, keep
well campaign; runs a programme for the insulation of
community buildings and promotes cross-border action on
fuel poverty. It has produced a wide range publications on
the issues concerning fuel poverty, for example Proposals for
support for electricity consumers in Northern Ireland, and Home
Energy Conservation Act - comments on draft guidance (both
1996). NEA has been critical of the effectiveness of the
structure for the regulation for the electricity industry in
controlling the price of electricity. In its response to the
OFREG document Consumer choice, competition and prices - the
next steps, NEA (1996) attacked the current structure whereby
the regulator is not in a position to control the generation of
electricity (as distinct from its supply). It warned that a fully
competitive electricity market could lead to lower-income
customers not receiving a service from new, private utilities:
new utilities would either avoid concentrations of lower
socio-economic households, or would impose high charges
on customers not paying through bank accounts. NEA's
proposals for the improvement of energy efficiency for lowincome households include the extension of the DEES
scheme to include cavity wall insulation, heating controls
and low-energy light bulbs.

The Rural Community Network promotes the well-being,
advance and development of the rural areas of Northern
Ireland and has worked with rural development
organizations (e.g. ROSA, South Armagh) to encourage
residents to take up insulation grants. The network is very
much aware of the persistence of unfit, poorly-heated homes
where elderly people live in remote rural and mountain areas
and favours pilot schemes which address their needs. The
network has on a number of occasions drawn attention to
the level of housing unfitness in the rural areas (Annual
report, 1994/5). The network believes that the insulation and
other grants should be used to rectify outstanding unfit
housing, especially through local contractors; and that
efficient central heating systems should be provided,
especially for older people.

In its comments on the draft guidance on the Home Energy
Conservation Act, NEA emphasized the importance of
specific measures to improve the fabric and energy efficiency
of domestic buildings and warned against excessive relance
on exhortation and education. Specifically, NEA proposed
more sensitive information-collection systems, a clearer
definition of the 30% target for the reduction of energy
consumption and opposed a number of proposals (e.g.
volunteers to do conservation work, rent increases for homes
with improved energy efficiency).

• price reductions and incentives for low-income energy
users.

The combined views of voluntary organizations were
presented at the conference Cold comfort - raising awareness of
the energy and health-related needs of older people (1993), which
made a number of recommendations to alleviate fuel
poverty, especially among older people. These were:
• Higher pension payment
• Reduction of standing charges for older people
• Uniform policy for people who have difficulty paying fuel
fills
• Government policy makers and utilities to consult with
voluntary organizations
• Review of fuel prices
• Government to lay down standards of energy efficiency,
audits for low income housing
• More resources for insulation

The NEA/Heat Energy Action Tallaght report Paying the price fuel poverty in Ireland, north and south (1996), made a number
of recommendations. These were:
• detailed study of the socio-environmental causes of illhealth
• increased benefit levels for low-income families, efficient
insulation and heating systems
• improved standards of insulation and building regulations

• Minimum temperature standards to be set.

3.4 Conclusions

A full assessment of government and voluntary sector
strategies to respond to fuel poverty will be provided in
chapter 4. Some preliminary observations are made here.
First, the government does not have a specific, dedicated
national analysis of or policy toward fuel poverty which one
may evaluate. Four initiatives may be considered as
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comprising elements of a national policy to tackle fuel
poverty: the Home Energy Conservation Act, and the energyrelated activities of the Housing Executive; the Domestic
Energy Efficiency Scheme; the Cold Weather Payments
system; and the Keep warm, keep well campaign. These are
flanked by the activities of other government agencies which
touch indirectly on fuel poverty, such as OFREG (regulation
of electricity prices), the General Consumer Council (the
needs of consumers), and district councils (cleaner air).
Utilities and energy suppliers do not have specific policies on
fuel poverty, although several of their procedures have a
close bearing on the problem, such as payment systems. the
Energy Saving Trust's policies for fuel efficiency are governed
by environmental considerations. In other words, policies
against fuel poverty are not coherently or systematically
embedded into the wide range of government economic and
social policy, although elements of such a policy may be
found in different parts of the public administration.
The voluntary organizations which respond to the various
manifestations of fuel poverty do not have a universal set of
policies which define, analyse and respond to fuel poverty.
Several have collected various strands of information on the
way in which fuel poverty affects their members and the
groups they work with; many are actively involved in the
direct relief of fuel poverty through the provision of cash and
in-kind services, especially for older people, though their
value has never been measured. Despite the apparent
disparateness of the voluntary sector response, voluntary
organizations present a coherent set of views which, taken
together, constitute important elements in the definition of a
policy to address fuel poverty. A final comment is that there
is a general level of convergence between the specific policies
advocated by government and those of the voluntary sector.
Apart from voluntary sector criticism of one specific scheme
(the Cold Weather Payments) and muted concerns about
another (Keep warm, keep well), there is a strong basis of
agreement between these two potentially distant poles of
opinion. Voluntary organizations have responded positively
to those government initiatives and have commented very
favourably on the Domestic Energy Efficiency Scheme and
the many housing and energy-related initiatives of the
Housing Executive. These is a relatively healthy climate in
which policies can be assessed, modified and improved.
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This chapter assesses the adequacy, appropriateness and
effectiveness of the policies now being pursued by the
government (4.1), the utilities (4.2) and voluntary sector
(4.3) in alleviating fuel-related hardship. A comparison is
made with policies to relieve fuel poverty in Great Britain
(4.4) and the Republic of Ireland (4.5). Comments are then
made (4.6).

4.1 Effectiveness and adequacy of government
policies

There are several key problems with government policy.
These are:
• the absence of a coherent institutional architecture for
responding to fuel poverty (4.1.1)
• larger problems of the energy and political environment
(4.1.2)
• inadequacies of existing policies (4.1.3). Each is reviewed
in turn.
4.1.1 Absence of a coherent institutional architecture for
responding to fuel poverty

policy on fuel poverty has already
been discussed (3.4, above), even though individual elements
of such a policy exist. Partly, this is a reflection of the way in
which poverty in general, and new forms of poverty in
particular, cross departmental boundaries and disciplines. It
is a problem by no means unique to fuel poverty. Modem
poverty does not lend itself easily to solution by one
government department or another, but requires a range of
departments and agencies to bring their different
perspectives and talents to bear. On the positive side, there
are already several examples of strategies designed to
overcome problems of lack of coherence and fractured policy
lines, such as programmes for urban regeneration, Targeting
Social Need and Policy Appraisal and Fair Treatment (even
though their effectiveness in so doing is disputed).
The absence of a coherent

At present, several government departments are involved in
the fuel poverty problem - Economic Development, Health &
Social Services, Environment, Agriculture. The development
of a strategic approach would benefit from senior level
leadership with ministerial oversight. The lack of a strategic
view was no more evident than in the announcement by the
Department of Economic Development in March 1996 that it
would make available the first part of a £60m electricity
subsidy as a grant to Northern Ireland Electricity (NIE) to
keep prices down (with a very small component being given
to NIE to promote efficiency). This relatively large sum of
money could have been used in a package of strategic,
effective, long-term ways. The decision to allocate the money
as a price subsidy was probably the least strategic, most

short-term, crudest means of deploying these scarce
resources, one which would have no lasting impact on the
problem.
This experience demonstrated that the voluntary sector has a
marginal role in the decision-making process. Although the
call for proposals for the spending of the £60m subsidy
received a substantial and detailed response (several nongovernmental organizations went to some effort to present
carefully developed proposals, see 3.3 above), the voluntary
sector proposals were, in the event, ignored. Quite how the
government squared this decision with its own strategy for
the voluntary sector in Northern Ireland, one which maps
out an important consultative role for the sector, is not clear.
A new architecture must find a way whereby voluntary sector
proposals receive the scrutiny they deserve.
Having a coherent administrative framework and a lead
department are essential. This problem is recognized in the
Home Energy Conservation Act report for 1996 which states
bluntly that 'many organizations are involved in energy
efficiency with an overall lack of coordination' (§3.1). It
points the way to a more inclusionary approach. An
interdepartmental committee drawing in the voluntary and
statutory agencies was proposed as far back as 1986 by
Allamby. There already is a level of interdepartmental
activity around non-domestic energy costs and this should
be extended to the domestic sector.
Any policy on fuel poverty requires a strong informationgathering apparatus. The strengths and weaknesses of
existing information-gathering instruments have already
been noted and discussed (see 3.4, above) and will not be
rehearsed in detail again. These are not the only
informational problems. There is a striking absence of data
on temperatures in homes in Northern Ireland (or related
indices such as wind velocities and air turbulence), yet this
must be central to any attempt to measure fuel poverty and
the effects of any measures taken to tackle it. There is little
information which follows the fuel costs of prototypical
households over time or which measures the temperature
and other benefits of improvements. While data on housing
conditions provide a range of indicators that point to fuel
poverty, there is a lack of micro-data about fuel poverty in
specific geographical areas and among particular social
groups.
4.1.2 Larger problems of energy policy and the political
environment
The way in which Northern Ireland is a disadvantaged region
in the United Kingdom has been discussed and it has been a
universal theme of all research into fuel poverty in Northern
Ireland. Examination of such differences broadly suggest that
standards of living and purchasing standards in Northern
Ireland lie at around 20% below the UK average; a problem
exacerbated by the lack of availability of more diverse forms

of energy supply, namely gas, until 1997. It is not certain if
the regional differences between Northern Ireland and the
rest of the UK are necessarily greater than regional
differences within other European states of comparable size.
In any case, the government recognized these differences by
the application of a subsidy of £350m during the 1980s and
£60m 'for the benefit of all electricity customers' for the
years 1996-9. However, so far neither allocation has been
targeted nor socially inclusive.
There is convincing evidence that this differential in
electricity prices was made worse by the manner in which
the electricity industry was privatized. In order to make the
industry attractive to private investors, generating companies
were offered fixed contracts until 2010 (at the earliest) and
2024 (at the latest), effectively guaranteeing long periods of
high incomes to the generating stations.
The failure thus far to control generation costs in the
privatization procedure has meant that there will be
continued upward pressure on electricity prices for many
years. The upward price trend in Northern Ireland, at a time
of falling electricity prices in Britain mean that existing
differentials may widen. There is a sense in which the
current £60m subsidy to the industry would not be necessary
had the privatization process been more equitable.
Ultimately, it is possible that price regulation will prove more
effective and that the generation contracts may later be
renegotiated in the public interest (referral to the Monopolies
& Mergers Commission may speed this process). From the
perspective of fuel poverty, it is frustrating that large sums of
money are allocated to the relief of electricity costs of all
consumers, in order to undo the effects of an ill-executed
privatization measure, at a time when the amount of funding
directly allocated to specific measures to address fuel poverty
is so extremely small. Table 24, over, analyses how the
government allocates financial resources in the area of fuel
poverty.
Table 24: Government investment in measures against fuel poverty, 1997 (projected)
Direct measures to combat fuel poverty

1[1(11r-err measures to combat fuel poverty

Cold Weather Payments

£1.14m

Subsidy of electricity costs

Keep warm, keep well

f0.04m

(domestic and industry)

NIE levy

f0.65m

DEES

£2.8m

DED promotional campaigns

f0.3m

Total

f 4.41

Total

£1 Sm

f15m

Note: This budget does not include the specific energy-related elements of the
programmes of the Housing Executive (no means exist to calculate their
precise value). This table assumes the allocation of the electricity price subsidy
according to previous patterns. The title DED (Department of Economic
Development) promotional campaigns may include industrial promotion (a
separate figure for domestic/industrial allocations is not available).

The general conclusion from this table is that of the £19.41m
allocated to domestic energy measures, less than 22.7% is
targeted toward domestic fuel poverty. Significant inroads
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could be made on the problem of fuel poverty if the balance
of these allocations were to shift.
A second large issue, which is part of the broader political
picture, is the effect of government redistributional policies
over the past number of years. Adjustments of the taxation
system (e.g. reduced direct taxation, increased indirect
taxation) and reductions in the relative value of social
security have meant that lower income groups have faced
greater, rather than lesser difficulty, in meeting their fuel
needs in the course of time. While this subject is an issue
much larger than a study of fuel poverty, it is an important
context. Even if measures were taken to address this
problem, the trends of income redistribution from the poor
to the wealthy set in train since the late 1970s and early
1980s cannot be halted overnight and will take some time to
reverse.33
4.1.3 Defects and inadequacies in existing policies
There are some serious problems in the operation of existing

policies. First, the existing policies of the Housing Executive
have been insufficiently targeted toward fuel poverty. This
problem is principally evident in the system of grants for
private accommodation, valued at £48m: although several of
these grants now include an element of conservation
measures, they are not a priority in many schemes and are
effectively excluded from others. The prime focus is on
repair, according to traditional definitions of unfitness in
which energy inefficiency is, at best, a minor consideration.
A measurement of the energy-saving element of these
schemes is not available. It fails to set down a system
whereby the energy-promoting functions of housing
improvements can be distinguished and monitored apart
from generic housing improvements. There is a failure to
build temperature measurements into housing
improvements.34 Partly, this situation is due to the terms of
reference and legacy of the House Condition Surveys which
historically emphasized the physical fabric of buildings
rather than energy-related criteria, which were neglected
until the present decade. Whilst the terms of the House
Condition Survey are not set by the Housing Executive, a
responsibility lies with those concerned with fuel poverty to
ensure that energy-related measurements be made a higher
priority.

a plan, combined with the lack of prospects for any of these
resources becoming available, means that the strategy is
excessively dependant on exhortation and advice. This is not
to say that there is not, or should not be, a role for advice
and exhortation, for there is. Whilst the Executive's
approach to its own stock has a strongly discernible drive
toward energy efficiency, with results to show for it, the
strategy is less clear in showing how the grants package for
the private sector may be a more effective instrument in
combatting energy efficiency and fuel poverty. This is an
area of resources over which the Executive has clear control.
The strategy has not yet demonstrated how the existing
grants package may be effectively refocused around housingrelated fuel poverty (though the 1996 report states that this
is under review (23)).
Third, the Cold Weather Payments scheme is widely
recognized as being so minimal as to be of little value at all.
The threshold required to trigger payments is so difficult to
cross that it rarely comes into operation. The total numbers
who benefit are small. It would seem logical either to make
the scheme an effective one or to abolish it and allocate the
money earmarked for these payments to insulation
programmes instead.
Fourth, policies have not addressed the specific needs of the
private rented sector. Although this sector is small (a core of
9,000 homes35), it consistently features in housing statistics
as having the most unfit and the least energy-efficient
properties. The sector is poorly controlled, standards are not
enforced and the Housing Executive has no effective leverage
over the sector. Landlords have not invested sufficiently in
their properties and show no signs of doing so. Although
tenants may well qualify for the DEES scheme, few ask for
the grants, since the duration of their tenancy may be short
and they may fear subsequent rent increases. It is possible
that significant numbers of elderly people and lone parents
may be found in this sector, two key groups at risk of fuel
poverty. There is no good reason why it should continue to
be neglected. From an environmental point of view, energy
inefficiency and waste in the private rented sector is no more
acceptable than in any other housing sector.

Second, although the Home Energy Conservation Act makes
energy conservation a central element in housing policy,
there are several problems with the strategy laid down by the
Housing Executive subsequently. Although the strategy costs
the measures proposed, there is no indication that the sums
concerned will be actually be available from government. To
that degree, the strategy remains aspirational.

Overall, there remains the problem of inadequacy of
resources to match the scale of the problem. The overall cost
of the improvements required to achieve energy efficiency
according to the standards laid down by the Housing
Executive in the Home Energy Conservation Act 1995, 1996
report was £186.9m (31), not including central heating. The
1997 progress reported costed the full value of long-term
measures at £848m. There seems little evidence of a political
will to contemplate such spending even over a long period of
time.

The Act requires the Executive to draw up a strategy which
maps out a long-term approach to confronting fuel poverty.
Whilst this is useful, the lack of resources to implement such

The Domestic Energy Efficiency Scheme is estimated, at
current levels of funding (£2.5m a year for projects, £0.3m
for administration)), to cater for 16,500 households a year.
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There are a number of limitations to the scheme. First, it
deals only with insulation and draught-proofing. It does not
have the resources to fund wider means of promoting energy
efficiency (e.g. improved heating system). Second, the groups
eligible for the DEES scheme are limited. This scheme
includes all elderly people, regardless of income; and those
entitled to specific social security entitlements. This has the
disadvantage of including categories of elderly who may not
be poor; and excluding other low-income groups who may
spend disproportionate amounts of their income on their
fuel needs.
The test of income support is clearly an important and
justifiable one, but, even taking family credit into account, it
may miss individuals and families on relatively low incomes
or wages who do not readily have resources to commit to
insulation. The test of age raises similar questions, since a
third of potential applicants may have means other than
their state income support. Insulation may well be provided
to older people who could afford to insulate their homes
themselves. Some analysts have made the point that the
scheme is tilted toward groups which are politically
considered more deserving of need (the elderly) than others
whose objective needs might be greater (e.g. lone parents)
but who are politically less favoured. One can make the
argument that the system should be redefined away from
older people with means and toward people on lower
incomes without increasing the overall cost of the scheme, as
is the case in Britain where older people not on income
support receive only a 25% grant. Voluntary organizations
contacted during this research are strongly supportive of the
DEES scheme, but take the view that it is under-resourced
and falls far short of its potential.
A further problem concerns the calculation of need for
insulation. Detailed assessment of homes in Northern Ireland
which are eligible for the Domestic Energy Efficiency Scheme
(DEES) has been carried out by Maureen Poland in Eligibility
for the homes insulation and energy grants schemes throughout
Northern Ireland (Energy Action Northern Ireland, 1994).
Poland made a calculation of the number of persons eligible
for the grants under the different categories: DEES would
take 28.7 years to draught-proof all the homes in Northern
Ireland and 5.7 years to insulate them. These data could now
be usefully refined in the light of the new information from
the House Condition Survey, 1996. However, Eaga does not,
or is not in a position to, carry out strategic, on-going or
regular assessments of need or evaluate the achievements of
its work to date and plan ahead. Such planning is essential
for the long-term operation and development of the scheme.
The Keep warm, keep well campaign is financially a minor part
of the government's armoury of measures against fuel
poverty, though it exhortatory significance is greater. Whilst
voluntary organizations are positive about the initiative, one
which they themselves take very seriously, they feel that it is
under-resourced by the Department of Health and Social

Services and they wonder how much internal support it now
has within the department. Although a statutory initiative, it
is driven by voluntary organizations.

4.2 Policies of the utilities

The policies of the utilities have changed significantly over
the past ten years. Disconnection is now a rarely-used
instrument to respond to fuel debt. The use of a variety of
payments and systems has proved to be much more effective
from a money-collection point of view and lacks the adverse
publicity attendant on disconnection. Utilities accept the
basic concepts of energy conservation, even if their
conversion to demand-side management is awaited.
The principal problems of policy by the utilities concern the
prepayment systems and the Energy Saving Trust. Dealing
with the first issue, the small amount of evidence which is
available (Allamby, 1996) raises some serious questions about
lack of consumer choice over prepayment systems, technical
problems in the operation of the system and the question of
the imposition of the standing charge for powercards. UK
evidence has begun to present some worrying questions
about the level and nature of self-disconnection. It seems fair
to conclude that the old problem of disconnection has
reappeared in the less tangible but no less real form of
dependance on prepayment and self-disconnection.
Northern Ireland Electricity would argue that while it is not
permitted to cross-subsidize one category of customer by
another, its approach to powercards, the virtual elimination
of disconnection, range of payment methods and use of
codes of practice demonstrate an approach of social
responsibility. However, its viewpoint that it must charge
installation costs to powercard users are not convincing, for
all businesses (state or private, commercial or not) both bear
and spread the costs of their low-income customers.
Furthermore, NIE's contribution to community activities
already shows a positive preparedness to operate outside
narrow commercial criteria.
The role of the Energy Saving Trust is problematical. While
the concept of the trust has been universally welcomed, not
least by voluntary organizations, there are significant
questions about the way in which the trust's money has been
allocated . Most of the measures it has supported have been
devoted to light-bulb schemes. While there are many
advantages to promoting light bulbs, and their use is
unquestionably beneficial in the struggle against fuel
poverty, it appears that the concentration of effort here is
one of convenience. The trust's resources are substantial
(£101.7m over 1994-8), compared to those available to
voluntary organizations engaged in energy action. The
savings generated by the trust have, through targeting via
housing association, assisted low-income consumers. Despite
this, there is no evidence that the resources of the trust have
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been used in a strategic way to combat energy inefficiency
and waste attributable to fuel poverty in low-income groups.
Poverty in general and fuel poverty in particular are
problems which cross disciplinary and departmental
boundaries, including environmental ones. The segregation
of the environmental paradigm from the social one not only
means that an opportunity to combat fuel poverty may have
been missed but so too has a more holistic approach to fuel
poverty passed by.

be found of establishing an institutional architecture which
will enable the combined views of the voluntary sector to be
channelled into the policy-making system, a point
recognized in the report of the Housing Executive under the
Home Energy Conservation Act.

It is still possible for the funds available to the Energy Saving
Trust to support a much wider range of initiatives and pilot
projects which explicitly link energy efficiency to fuel
poverty, as well as an improvement in our knowledge of fuel
poverty and the specific information gaps which have been
identified. The outcomes must then be disseminated.

• fuel poverty remains a serious problem, particularly
affecting a number of key groups (elderly, lone parents,
people with disabilities, people living in rural areas); fuel
debt remains a serious problem, although this is
concealed from view due to new payments methods

Voluntary organizations had a number of views, assumptions
and approaches in their understanding of fuel poverty. These
may be summarized as follows:

• there have been substantial improvements in housing
standards over the past two decades
4.3 Effectiveness and adequacy of voluntary sector
policies

Several voluntary organizations provide direct material help
to meet the needs of their members and the groups they care
for (e.g. the elderly); others provide advice which includes
information on energy efficiency; one organization
campaigns specifically on the issue (NEA). Another has
developed policies based on an assessment of needs
presented through its advice services (the Law Centre). A
group of voluntary organizations participates in the Keep
warm, keep well campaign.
A clear weakness among voluntary organizations is their lack
of data and information on the way in which inability to pay
for fuel is a problem. Some have made efforts to profile their
members or the groups they work with (e.g. Child Poverty
Action Group, Gingerbread). However, the volume of data
on vulnerable social groups from the organizations working
directly with them is very limited. This applies to data not
just on fuel poverty, but on a range of spending and living
patterns. Voluntary organizations are either unable to attract
resources for researching the circumstances of those they
care for, or make such research a very low priority. This
makes it difficult for voluntary organizations to argue for
policy changes. The lack of micro-data on fuel poverty has
already been alluded to. Voluntary organizations could play
an important role in filling a number of these gaps.
Although there is no voluntary sector platform on fuel
poverty, a variety of strategies has been presented by
voluntary organizations. There is little difference or division
of opinion between them, though the emphasis varies from
one organization to another. Voluntary organizations
expressed a preparedness to cooperate with others and follow
the lead of campaigning bodies in promoting the issue. They
were prepared to accept that NEA should take the lead in
such a campaign and indeed expected it to do so. Some
argued for NEA to head up a militant, strategic campaign, led
by research, action and pilot projects. Ways should therefore
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• in terms of tenure, the problem areas are older owneroccupied housing, most private rented accommodation
and a small number of poorly insulated and heated
Housing Executive homes
• benefits levels are so low as to make it difficult for people
on income support to meet their fuel and heating needs
(as well as other needs)
• the insulation schemes operated by DEES are welcome,
but are seriously underfunded and are inadequate to meet
demand
• the system of cold weather payments is highly
unsatisfactory
• community care payments could be used to address the
heating needs of some elderly people, but the scheme is
not used in this way
• the extension of central heating to remaining homes is
key to making homes fuel-efficient and reducing fuel
poverty
• educational programmes require additional funding and
should be supplemented by dedicated programmes to
train home helps and dedicated energy advice lines.
The next stage is to examine policies in Great Britain, the
Republic of Ireland and the European Union to test if policy
lessons may be learned from their different situations and
problems.

4.4 Policies against fuel poverty in Great Britain

At this stage, it is useful to make a comparison with policies
pursued for the relief of fuel poverty in Great Britain (4.4)

and the Republic of Ireland (4.5). British policies are of
particular relevance, since Northern Ireland policies have
been formed within their framework. A brief review is made
of policies pursued in other European Union countries (4.6).
Measures to promote heating efficiency were introduced in
Britain in 1978, with the Home Insulation Scheme which
provided two-thirds grants up to £50 for loft insulation for
private homes. This threshold rose to £65 in 1983, with a
rate of £90 for pensioners. Programmes to fund the
insulation of local authority homes began in 1979.
The descendant of these schemes, now the principal element
of British policy against fuel poverty, is the Home Energy
Efficiency Scheme (HEES) (estd. 1991). This is the direct
counterpart to the Domestic Energy Efficiency Scheme in
Northern Ireland. Funding for the Home Energy Efficiency
Scheme rose from £23m in its first year, 1991/2, to £73m in
1997 and £75m in 1998 (year ending figures). The average
grant per household is £160. The number of grants has risen
from 8,000 in 1990/1 to 600,000 homes in 1995/6
(estimated). The scheme's organizers claim that the average
potential savings of participating, if previous heating
patterns are maintained, is about £39 a year at 1991 prices
for each household. It is estimated that some 8m households
qualify for the grants. The grant is available to people on
income support, housing benefit, Disability Living or
Working Allowance, family credit and householders over 60
years of age. From 1996, householders aged 60 or over not in
receipt of means-tested benefit could obtain only a 25%
grant.
The Home Energy Efficiency Scheme was reviewed by the
Environmental and Energy Management Directorate of the
Department of the Environment in 1996. The review was
very positive about the value of the scheme and
recommended its continuation. Modifications proposed
included the establishment of quantifiable targets for the
scheme; SAP ratings on homes insulated; the extension of
the scheme to include cavity wall insulation, minor heating
system improvements and low-energy light bulbs; and
materials-only grants for DIY installers should be
encouraged. The review estimated that typical payback for
the package of insulation measures was 3% years and that
beneficiaries took 80% of the value of insulation in increased
comfort and improved temperature levels.
The Department of the Environment, via the Energy Saving
Trust, has sponsored the operation of Local Energy Advice
Centres (LEACs) (estd. 1993), providing 50% of the cost of
each to a maximum of £45,000. The aims of the local energy
advice centres are to provide independent, free, authoritative
information and understanding of the scope for energy
efficiency improvements to households and small businesses.
33 such centres are now in operation, with an immediate
catchment of 13m people. Most offer a toll-free number, the
same regardless of location. More than 26,000 customers

were advised during the first year, the customer response
being very positive (60% regarding it as extremely or very
useful, 62% being prepared to use the service again). The
advice service is reckoned to provide savings of £57 a year
and 670kg of CO2 emissions for each household.
A programme of energy conservation in the local authority
housing stock was introduced in Britain in 1978 as the Local
Authorities Energy Conservation Programme. This was
intended to be a ten-year programme to insulate attics and
draught-proof local authority housing. To do this, local
authorities received a ringfenced amount within their
housing investment programme which could only be spent
on this work. However, this programme was cut by the
government in 1980, with work declining from a peak of
630,000 homes insulated in 1979 to 66,000 in 1987. Council
tenants could also apply to insulate their own attics from
1980 to 1990, but take-up was low, only 6% of grants during
the mid-1980s going to local authority tenants. The
government authorized local authorities to borrow money
for estate improvements under a programme called Estate
Action. In the course of 1989-90, 23% of this amount went to
energy efficiency. The ability of local authorities in Britain to
insulate their stock was severely affected by the 75% cut in
housing investment programme finance between 1979 and
the present.
British local authorities have been required since 1990 to
furnish the Department of the Environment with full details
of their work on energy efficiency. The British government's
white paper on the environment (1990) specified that a
given percentage of local authority housing spending should
be on energy efficiency. Several local authorities in Britain
have made considerable progress in energy conservation.
Some have completed insulation programmes and gone on
to retrofit their stock with central heating. Private energy
management companies have been brought in to provide
advice and coordination services. New, small-scale,
combined heat and power initiatives have proved successful.
Tenant involvement has been an important part of several
conservation programmes Local authorities have provided a
range of advice and help services, as well as support for
voluntary initiatives. Some have set new minimum energy
standards at fixed levels above the national norm (e.g. 30%
higher).36 Local authority housing investment programmes
must now include energy efficiency strategies for all tenures.
These developments have been complemented by a range of
initiatives by the utilities to respond to fuel debt, such as
payment rescheduling and prepayment cards.
Disconnections have fallen 87% in the past seven years. The
numbers of prepayment card customers comprise 14% of all
electricity subscribers in the UK.37 In the regional electricity
company areas (except Hydro-Electric), prepayment
subscribers pay a meter surcharge which ranges from £10.48
a year to £25 a year.
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A controversial development in the area of fuel poverty was
the introduction of 8% Value Added Tax (VAT) on domestic
energy in 1994. This produced an outcry from voluntary and
representative associations. Several reports were published
which predicted regressive outcomes from this decision;38
Energy Action Scotland calculated that the VAT increase
meant that the same outlay on fuel (and now tax) would lead
to a temperature loss in the home of a fuel-poor household
of between 0.8°C and 3.1°C39 (the rate has since been
reduced to 5%).

• the 1988 changes in social security removed the heatingrelated additional payments available under the old
supplementary benefit system
• the system of triggering cold weather payments is
unsatisfactory, the threshold set so high as to ensure that
payments are rarely triggered42
• electricity costs of vulnerable groups rose when value
added tax on fuel was introduced
•

a huge amount of insulation work remains to be done:
the supply of insulation falls far short of the task. 8m lowincome homes remain to be insulated, which at the
present rate of spending would take 30 years. The extent
of improvements has been minimal compared to the size
of the problem

Voluntary organizations concerned with fuel poverty are
active in Britain. The most active and best known
organization is NEA (estd. 1981), based in Newcastle-uponTyne. Its objectives are to relieve poverty and preserve and
protect health by promoting the efficient use of energy by
low income and other vulnerable households, to advance
public education about energy conservation and promote
vocational training for those employed in the delivery of
energy efficient services. NEA attracts funding from
government, the utilities and other private sources.
Community insulation projects are an important part of the
drive against fuel poverty in Britain. From 1981-9, in their
first eight years of operation alone, projects supported by
Neighbourhood Energy Action covered work in 730,000
homes, draught-proofed 700,000 homes and insulated
73,000 lofts. Neighbourhood Energy Action has also
presented on-going analysis of government action against
fuel poverty and its shortcomings.4°

4.5 Policies in the Republic of Ireland

In Scotland, the best known organization which deals with
fuel poverty is Heatwise, based in Glasgow. Heatwise (estd.
1983) has three objectives: to make homes warm, to provide
training and work experience for long-term unemployed
people and to involve the community. In its first ten years of
work, Heatwise draught-proofed 110,000 houses, with an
estimated fuel saving of £1 per home per week and provided
energy advice for 25,000 homes. Heatwise emphasises the
importance of quality service, checking the work done and
monitoring customer satisfaction. Total income is now in the
order of £4.5m a year, drawn mainly from Glasgow City
Council and the European Social Fund, with additional
funding from the Glasgow Development Agency, the
Department of the Environment and Urban Aid.

Policies to address fuel poverty in the Republic of Ireland are
based on providing income supplements to people on low
incomes and on social security. Such income supplements
were introduced as an emergency measure in 1942 to enable
people living in urban areas to meet high fuel costs
occasioned by wartime shortages. The introduction of the
scheme was followed by concessionary schemes for specific
categories of social welfare claimants in the areas of
electricity (1967), bottled gas (1978) and piped natural gas
(1991). In addition, exceptional needs payments have been
made to people having difficulty meeting their fuel needs,
under the supplementary welfare allowance system (1977).
The total value of these fuel poverty relief schemes and
elements is over £71m a year.

The British government's approach has come under criticism
from voluntary and campaigning organizations. The main
criticisms are:41

Although the response of the Irish government to fuel
poverty has been almost entirely income-led, there were two
short-term initiatives in the areas of conservation, insulation
and efficiency, one in 1980-2, the other in 1985-7 which
funded insulation and house improvement measures
respectively. Both initiatives were abandoned in the course
of subsequent public spending cuts and not restored. A total
of 88,000 households benefitted. Domestic energy
conservation measures were proposed in the programmes for
government of 1993 and 1995 but little action followed. A
statutory body, the Irish Energy Centre, has sponsored

• that the ability of people on low incomes to afford energy
conservation has been reduced by redistributive taxation
policies from the poor to the wealthy
• it is excessively conservation-driven and makes
insufficient effort to provide measures of income support
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• most low-income homes continue to spend a
disproportionate part of their income on fuel and cannot
afford the costs of basic insulation measures
• the HEES falls far short of its potential and should be
expanded to fund cavity wall insulation, upgrading of
heating systems, controls, compact fluorescent lamps and
low-cost efficient heating appliances.

energy awareness weeks which have received a strong
positive response.

Outcomes of the Energy Action HORIZON project insulation programme
* Living room temperature up from 15.6°C to 16.2°C;
* Bedroom temperature up from 11.8°C to 12.7°C;

The Department of the Environment has issued building
standards and regulations which laid down progressively
stricter insulation requirements (1976, 1982 and 1991).
There is a range of housing support schemes (e.g. the
Remedial Works Scheme, the Improvement Works in Lieu
scheme, the essential repairs scheme and the task force for
the elderly) but the degree to which these programmes
support insulation measures is neither known nor measured
and may be limited. Central heating is standard in new
homes provided by the local authorities. Local housing
authorities have little awareness of the problem of fuel
poverty (indeed, most are unfamiliar with the term) and
there are no dedicated programmes to retrofit old stock with
energy conservation devices or heating systems. Some
programmes have been promised by Dublin Corporation.
The two main utilities (Bord Gals and the Electricity Supply
Board (ESB)) have taken measures to respond to fuel poverty
and fuel debt. Both operate advice, repayment, prepayment
and rescheduling services for the 10% or so of their
customers who have difficulty paying their bills. In contrast
to Northern Ireland, powercard-type meters are not charged
directly to their users and the costs are absorbed by all
customers. In addition, Bord Gals has developed a system of
energy certification for new houses. The ESB has developed a
policy of demand side management to dampen demand for
electricity, encouraging the use of night time electricity for
larger consumers and, through its shops, the sale of energysaving items.
Two voluntary organizations are active in the field of fuel
poverty. Energy Action has provided insulation for over
7,000 houses since its foundation in Dublin in 1988 and has
run a number of pilot schemes outside the capital. An Energy
Action European-funded pilot scheme under the HORIZON
programme carried out basic insulation work in Dublin, co
Kildare and Kilkenny. The pilot project helped needy and
elderly people who lived in houses which were in poor
condition, cold, with inefficient heating methods and high
fuel costs. The effect of the insulation programme was to
raise temperatures, reduce air speeds and wind velocities and
bring fuel bills down (see below). Some of the gains were
taken up by higher temperatures rather than reduced fuel
consumption, an outcome consistent with similar modest
programmes in other countries. The other main voluntary
organization is Heat and Energy Action Tallaght which
addresses fuel poverty problems in south-west Dublin and
brings the issues arising to national level. In addition,
localized actions against fuel poverty have been reported in
Limerick, Cootehill, Tralee, Dundalk and Tulsk but they have
been limited and are at a preliminary stage. The principal
research into fuel-related issues has been done by the
Economic and Social Research Institute, principally by Sue
Scott."

* House temperature up from 13.9°C to 14.7°C;
* Air speed fell from 8.1cm/sec to 5.9cm/sec (-27%);
* Air turbulence fell from 541cm/sec to 348cm/sec (-36%);
* Fuel bill down by between £60 a year and £140/year

Policy proposals from the voluntary sector concentrate on
community-based energy conservation and insulation
measures and programmes, supplemented by point-of-sale
audits, awareness actions, institutional reform (including an
Energy Trust), with enforcement of building standards. Heat
and Energy Action Tallaght has emphasized the value of
proven continental and British examples of combined heat
and power. The richness of voluntary sector and academic
proposals contrasts sharply with the absence of thought
given to the problem at statutory level and the virtual
vacuum of thinking at local authority and health board level.
Proposals for a national policy on fuel policy have been with
the Department of Energy since 1995, but no action has been
taken.

4.6 Policies elsewhere in the European Union

Policies in the European Union countries demonstrate a
mixture of conservation and income support approaches.
In the Netherlands, ad hoc grants for insulation were
introduced from 1974-9 in the aftermath of the first oil
shock. In 1979, a national insulation programme was
initiated, comprising mandatory insulation for all new
houses and grants for existing houses. Subsidies were a
maximum of the equivalent of £670 a building. Grants
covered double-glazing, insulation of cavity walls, floors and
roofs, later being extended to installation and regulation
systems. The target was to insulate 200,000 houses a year.
The programme was amended in 1982: grants to owner
occupiers were ended and the scheme was concentrated on
tenants, where take-up had been low. The private rented
sector proved to be a particular problem since landlords had
increased the rents of tenants availing of the improvements.
Government regulations were designed to ensure that rent
increases were lower than the calculated benefits of the
improvements. In 1987, the programme became a house
improvement scheme of which conservation measures were
but one part. This provided a fixed amount for insulation or
double-glazing or 25% of the overall cost.
From 1991, Dutch utilities were permitted to charge an
environmental levy on energy bills paid by their customers,
with the proceeds being used to subsidize investment in
energy savings measures. Government spending on energy
conservation was doubled in 1991 under the National
Environmental Energy Plan Plus and Energy Conservation
Memorandum to the equivalent of £9.60 per person. A third

Fuel Poverty in Northern Ireland 39

of the new budget is devoted to domestic energy
conservation measures and insulation, the largest single
item. Descending proportions are devoted to research and
development, demonstration projects, alternative energy
sources including combined heat and power. Energy utilities
are required by law to promote efficient energy consumption
and are made responsible for the conservation programme.
The utilities levy, which is up to 2% of bills, is matched by
government subsidies which are then invested in the
following energy conservation measures (in this order of
priority): combined heat and power, home insulation and
improved boilers, wind power and lighting. These
investments take the form of consumer subsidies (e.g. 10%
off the cost of new boilers), 15% off the price of compact
fluorescent lamps, and 20% to 30% off insulation. The Dutch
programme is driven primarily by environmental
considerations and the government's desire to stabilize
energy demand by 2000.

dwelling. Tax deductions were also available for households
which introduced energy-saving measures. The programme,
which cost £410m, was less than successful, people using the
grants for a wider range of house improvements than
intended and the tax deduction scheme attracting little
interest because of the long time lapse between the
investment and the expected savings. In 1980, this
programme was replaced by a new scheme which doubled
the grant to £1,200 per dwelling, leading to a rapid
exhaustion of the funds available.

The government created an agency for energy and the
environment called Novem. Novem's main activities are in
the improvement of efficiency in the generation of power
and heat, greater energy efficiency in the commercial and
industrial sectors, encouraging target groups to introduce
energy efficient technology, the development of
environmental technology and the promotion of energy
conservation and good environmental practice. Novem
supports research, pilot projects and the dissemination of
know-how. In the domestic sector, Novem began in 1995 to
monitor the introduction of new standards of energy
efficiency for domestic heating systems, the aim of which is
to reduce domestic energy use by 25% by 2000.

• 50% subsidy up to about £2,500 for pensioners for energysaving items such as insulation, lagging, draughtproofing, window improvements, and automatic heating
controls

In Germany, an energy saving programme was introduced in
1978, whereby people could opt for a grant (for tenants) or a
tax allowance (for owners), the sum allocated (DM4.35m at
the time) being divided almost equally between the two.
25% grants were made available to cover improvements in
the range of £2,400 to £7,100 per home. The tax allowance
covered 10% of the investment cost over ten years. The
schemes covered insulation and heating system
improvements in old houses and innovative heating systems
in new houses (e.g. solar). The grants were used largely for
double-glazing, little going to innovative technology. The
average grant was £870, indicating an average household
investment of £3,500. Documentation and evaluation of the
programme is scarce and the programme seems not to have
been particularly cost-effective, possibly because of the
dominance of double-glazing as the principal means of
insulation. Current housing subsidies include an element
designed to meet heating costs. Considerable effort goes into
providing advice for home owners.
In Denmark, the government introduced grants and
incentives for energy conservation programmes in 1975. In
the first scheme, which ran for five years, grants were made
available at a rate of 20% to 35%, or to a maximum of £545 a
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At present, Danish policies against fuel poverty and for
energy conservation are administered by the Danish Energy
Agency. It currently runs four schemes. These are:
• 50% subsidy to homes to install central heating and
connect to a combined heat and power system
(introduced 1993)

• heating supplement for pensioners on a sliding scale,
designed to cover 25%, 50% and 75% of heating costs
depending on how much energy is used
• a requirement that houses which are refurbished under
the urban renewal programme include energy-saving
measures.
In other European countries, fuel poverty is an issue raised
from time to time by national non-governmental
organizations concerned with poverty. 'The right to energy'
has been a theme of social service campaigning organizations
in France, such as Secours catholique. The main measures
proposed by NGOs are income supplements and
administrative measures to prevent disconnections.
An evaluation of energy conservation measures in Ireland,
Denmark, Germany, Britain and the Netherlands has been
made by Lawlor (1995)44 who traced the many twists and
turns in continental European approaches to energy
efficiency and fuel poverty. His first finding was that most
energy conservation schemes were little evaluated, if at all.
His principal findings are as follows:
• energy conservation measures for low-income groups
tended to lead to increased heat levels rather than
reductions in energy usage. The main gains may be in
health and indirect benefits from such increased comfort
• innovative technology schemes worked best when they
were simple to understand and operate
• effective energy advice depended on a variety of methods
apart from leaflets and literature

• grant schemes tended to attract owner-occupiers and
high-income households
• energy conservation in the private rented sector (which is
large in continental Europe) required special attention.
Tenants were reluctant to invest in property they did not
own and were not likely to own, with landlords likely to
pass on the costs but not the benefits of energy saving. It
was difficult for tenants to take advantage of the benefits
of conservation without individual metering and billing
• the Irish and Danish examples suggested that the absolute
size of the grant is a crucially important factor in
determining uptake
• all households demanded greater levels of heat and
comfort, regardless of income levels
• grant schemes in some countries lacked precision,
permitting spending on items whose effect on energy
conservation was marginal
• the urgency for energy conservation in the 1970s has
dimmed in the light of stable and relatively low energy
prices since the late 1980s.

4.7 Policies of the European Union

The European Union has adopted a number of policies of
relevance to fuel poverty. The European Union's current
statement of policy on energy may be found in the green
paper on energy published in 1994 and the subsequent white
paper of 1996.45 The EU's approach is primarily concerned
with competitiveness in the energy industry, security of
supply and environmental protection. Although the need for
energy conservation is acknowledged, measures to promote
energy conservation and the situation of low-income groups
are a minor part of the discussion.46
The European Union's energy policy is perhaps best known
for the proposal of a carbon tax, the principle of which is
that energy should be differentially taxed, those forms of
consumption which deplete non-renewable reserves and are
most polluting being taxed most heavily. Despite lengthy
negotiations, it was not possible to reach agreement on the
first proposal. An amended carbon tax was presented by the
Commission in 1995 and a draft directive in 1996. The
Commission proposes the introduction of additional energy
taxes over 1998-2002 on coal, natural gas and electricity
which if implemented will lead to overall price rises in the
order of 3%. Exemptions are proposed for energy derived
from renewable sources and for utilities for the degree to
which they invest in energy-efficient measures.47 Some
European Union legislation is relevant to aspects of energy
conservation. This is as follows:

• directive 93/76 to limit carbon dioxide emissions by
improving energy efficiency, by eco-labelling, thermal
insulation of new buildings and energy certification of
buildings
• boiler efficiency directive 92/42 requiring efficiency
requirements of central heating boilers
• regulation 92/880 on a community eco-label award
scheme. This requires domestic appliances such as fridges
and freezers to carry an energy label indicating the
average energy consumption per year for each particular
product.
The section of the European Commission which deals with
all areas of energy policy is directorate-general XVII. A study
of the price of gas to European domestic consumers in the
specific context of fuel poverty and disconnection has been
carried out, including an examination of measures taken
against fuel poverty in Wallonia in the 1980s (Orenbuch,
1993). Its main finding was that most, but not all European
countries operate gas pricing structures which reward larger
consumers. The report concludes that small consumers
effectively subsidize wealthy consumers.
The European Union runs research programmes in the
energy area: JOULE/THERMIE, SAVE and ALTENER. The
THERMIE programme for the promotion of energy
technologies, which began in 1990, has the aims of
improving energy efficiency, promoting wider utilization of
renewable energy technologies, encouraging the cleaner use
of coal and other solid fuels and optimizing the exploitation
of the European Union's oil and gas reserves. It provides
financial support for innovative projects (up to 40%) and
dissemination projects (up to 35% of costs). The THERMIE
programme has focussed only a little on the domestic sector,
the main emphasis being on industry, commercial and office
buildings, the energy industry and transport. The SAVE
programme for non-technological approaches to energy
efficiency is the umbrella for the policy commitment to the
stabilization of CO2 emissions, the aim of which is that CO2
emissions by 2010 fall to the level of 1990. SAVE includes the
development of technical measures, combined heat and
power, energy-labelling, economic measures to promote fuel
efficiency and behavioural measures such as monitoring and
targeting, education, training and promotion. Several
projects have been supported under these programmes in
Northern Ireland, for example hydro-electric power and
windmills, but a full listing of projects in Northern Ireland is
not available. ALTENER concentrates on the development of
renewable energies. The role of domestic energy conservation
in all these programmes is marginal.
The European Union, although its proposed carbon tax could
have considerable impact on domestic energy users, has
given only peripheral attention to fuel poverty. The existing
financial instruments of the Union in the field of energy
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have given little or no attention to domestic energy and
provide very few opportunities for non-governmental
organizations to contribute - indeed, the financial terms of
most of its programmes make voluntary sector participation
virtually impossible. The promotion of domestic energy
efficiency is not an element of the present round of the
structural funds in Northern Ireland, although funds are
available for the promotion of energy efficiency in private
industry. A significant opportunity to fund domestic energy
efficiency was missed.48

Table 25: Characteristics of policies against fuel poverty in Northern Ireland compared
to other regions and countries in Europe
Country
Northern Ireland

Home Energy Conservation Act
Conservation driven
Some grants for private sector housing promote energy efficiency
indirectly
Limited income support (Cold Weather Payments)
Domestic Energy Efficiency Scheme
£60m subsidy to respond to high electricity prices, 1996-9.

Great Britain

Finally, the INTERREG cross-border programme of
cooperation with the Republic of Ireland has funded crossborder energy infrastructure and provided small-scale
support for cross-border educational programmes. The
participation by voluntary and community organizations in
this programme has been minimal.

Policy elements

Home Energy Conservation Act
Conservation driven
Limited income support (Cold Weather Payments)
Home Energy Efficiency Scheme
Standards of performance
Energy Saving Trust.

Rep. Ireland

Range of income supplements
Absence of conservation programmes
Limited voluntary sector activity.

4.8 Conclusions

Germany

Grants for tenants
Tax allowances for owners installing conservation measures

It is now possible to place the discussion of fuel poverty in
Northern Ireland in a wider context. The key elements of the
different European policies are summarized in table 25:

Advice
Heating element in housing subsidy.
Netherlands

Subsidies for house improvements which include conservation
2% energy levy, matched by utilities
Distributed to combined heat and power, home insulation and
improved boilers, wind power and lighting
Consumer subsidies (e.g. 10% off the cost of new boilers), 15% off
the price of low-energy light bulbs, 20% to 30% off insulation.

Denmark

0% subsidy to homes to install central heating and connect to a
combined heat and power system
50% subsidy up to about £2,500 for pensioners for energy-saving
items
heating supplement for pensioners on a sliding scale, designed to
cover 25%, 50% and 75% of heating costs depending on how much
energy is used
requirement that houses which are refurbished under the urban
renewal programme include energy-saving measures.

Measures to respond to fuel poverty in the six countries or
regions surveyed demonstrate a range of policy responses.
The UK and the Republic of Ireland are at two extremes, the
UK being conservation-driven, the Republic's approach being
based on income supplements. Continental European
countries utilize a mixture of incentives and regulation,
subsidies being a significant element. The Dutch experience
suggests that the concept of an energy levy could be further
developed and funded than it is in the UK. Perhaps the
principal difference between the UK and continental Europe
is that the latter have devised measures to address the
particular problems of the private rented sector. This may
reflect the much larger size of the private rented sector in
continental Europe. Their example suggests that the private
rented sector will respond to purpose-designed measures
which combine grants and regulation.
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5 Recommendations

In the light of the evidence presented and the critical
evaluation of policy which followed, this chapter makes
recommendations for policies which should be followed over
the next number of years by government (5.2) and voluntary
organizations (5.3). It is important that voluntary
organizations put forward constructive solutions for meeting
the problem of fuel poverty (indeed, several academic and
governmental commentators have commented on the dearth
of proposals from voluntary organizations). First, the context
to these proposals is explored (5.1).
Fuel poverty is a more difficult issue to present to public
opinion in the late 1990s. General improvements in housing
conditions (public and private), the cumulative effect of
insulation work (DEES and privately funded), the gradual
decline of some energy prices, the virtual elimination of
disconnection as a strategy by the utilities to deal with nonpayment mean that fuel poverty is much less visible an issue
than it was a decade ago. The health consequences of cold
temperatures manifest themselves in a number of complex
ways, of which hypothermia is only one. Fuel poverty is only
one of a number of poverties and, as the voluntary
organizations witnessed, not even necessarily the most
prominent in its presentation.

needs of older people for warmth, at a time when they are
physically less active and less able to control body
temperatures, is well known. The vulnerability of older
people to fuel poverty is already clear. A policy on fuel
poverty therefore must take into account the presence in the
population of a much larger proportion of older people and
within that, a greater number of very old people (80 years
and over).
The number of lone parent families in Britain rose from 8%
of families in 1971 to 22% in 1992. In Northern Ireland, the
number of lone parent families has risen from 19% of
families in 1990-1 to 25% in 1994-5.5' This trend continues
upward in the EU member states. The growth of lone parent
households does not in itself constitute a problem, but
difficulties arise when low social security rates and the
problem of accessing the labour market combine to leave
such families in poverty, including fuel poverty.
These factors, taken together, mean that the numbers of two
of the groups identified in this report as vulnerable to fuel
poverty will grow in relative and absolute importance in the
next twenty years.
5.1.2 Changes in the energy market

5.1 Policy context

Before progressing to recommendations, it is important to
examine the underlying context and assumptions for the
development of energy policy over the next few years. These
are demographic change, (5.1.1), alterations in the energy
market (5.1.2) and political change (5.1.3).
5.1.3 Demographic change: the ageing of the population

The development of a policy on fuel poverty comes at a time
when the energy picture in Northern Ireland is at a time of
considerable change. Central to this is the introduction of
natural gas, which commenced in 1996. Over the period
1997-2000, there will be a rapid shift to new forms of fuel:
for example, gas will account for between 32% and 48% of
the means of generating electricity by 2000.52

The populations of Europe, including the United Kingdom,
have been ageing over the past number of years. In Northern
Ireland at present, 12.2% of the population is aged 65 or over
and 5% aged 75 or over.49 The European Union has predicted
a 30% rise in retirements between 2000 and 2025, peaking in
2015 (though later in this cycle in the UK). In addition, it
has predicted an 'ageing within ageing', with the proportion
of over 80s increasing substantially during this period. For
the UK as a whole, the predicted number of older people will
have risen from 13.5% in 1980 to between 17.7% (low
scenario) and 20.4% (high scenario) by 2020. The predicted
number of very old people (over 80 years) will have risen
from 2.7% in 1980 to between 4.3% and 4.9% (low and high
scenarios respectively) by 2020.5° In Northern Ireland, older
people as a proportion of the population are expected grow
by 30% to 376,480 by 2021.

The introduction of gas presents a number of potential
problems. There are questions about where gas supplies will
be targeted; to what extent low-income consumers and
estates will benefit; the availability of discounts for different
payment methods; and what procedures will be in place to
deal with non-payment of bills. These are important matters
and will be of considerable concern to voluntary
organizations concerned with fuel poverty.53 The
introduction of gas in the Republic of Ireland in recent years
presented problems of customers able to meet regular gas
bills, but in severe debt as they attempted to meet
connection charges. It is important that existing problems of
fuel debt are not replicated in this new field of energy supply
and that gas be introduced in a manner that is socially
inclusive. Overall, the prediction is that the availability of
gas will lower the overall price of domestic energy. There is
the prospect of the gas line being extended in the course of
time westward to Deny and southward to Newry.

While these trends have many implications for social policy,
there are important consequences for fuel poverty. Medical
evidence has already raised serious questions about the
higher level of excess winter mortality in the UK. The greater

There is the further prospect of an increase in the amount of
energy being made available through combined heat and
power and alternative sources. Most proposals envisage the
development of combined heat and power for specific
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facilities (e.g. leisure centres), rather than for domestic use or
responding to geographically-concentrated areas of social
need where some small-scale projects could usefully be tested
(e.g. 2 MW). Future possibilities exist (some might say
controversial, others fanciful) of second tier suppliers
providing electricity at low cost to low-income households, a
type of electrical social economy.
5.1.3 Political change

An important element in developing a policy on fuel poverty
is the consequence of the change of government in May
1997. The Labour Party promised that it would make the
regulation of the electricity and gas industries more efficient,
fairer to the consumer and make regulators more
accountable to Parliament, with a windfall profits tax on the
utilities and the 8% VAT on fuel reduced to the lowest
permissible VAT rate, 5%.54 Statements by the Labour Party
in opposition did not suggest any radical departure from the
existing lines of government policy, but hinted that more
funding might be available for conservation programmes,
like HEES (and, by implication, DEES).

• The strategy should be long-term, ambitious and
challenging. The strategy should confront the root causes
of the problem of fuel poverty and, at the least, ensure
that fuel poverty ceases to be a distinct sub-set of the
much larger problem of poverty;
• The strategy should pay attention to the policy-making
environment and institutional mechanisms. It should
ensure that policies are driven consistently, that they are
coherent and coordinated, that they are continuously
reviewed and that they enable a wide range of inputs to
be made. This invariably means that the voluntary sector
must have an adequate opportunity to present its case,
with the expectation that it be heard, something which
has not yet happened;
• The strategy must have an information and research base.
This is essential if the outcomes of the strategy are to be
tested; if the effects on different parts of the population
are to be known; and if the evolving nature of fuel
poverty is to be understood.
5.2.1 Short-term proposals

5.2 Recommendations for government policy

The need to change government policies has already been
articulated in some detail (chapter 4) and these arguments
will not be rehearsed again here. Proposals for new strategies
to address fuel poverty come at an opportune moment, for
they coincide with the publication of the Home Energy
Conservation Act, 1995 report for 1996 and the first details
of the 1996 House Condition Survey. Both should give the
issue added impetus.
The strategic objectives of a policy on fuel poverty must be:
• All homes in Northern Ireland should reach a living room
temperature of 18°C
• No homes should be obliged to spend more than 20%
more than the average home on meeting heating needs
• All homes should have the possibility of having a central
heating system
• Energy policies should be framed in a socially inclusive
manner.
They reflect the definition of fuel poverty adopted in chapter
1. There are several key elements in a strategy to tackle fuel
poverty. These are as follows:
• A strategy should distinguish between what can be
achieved in the short-term (5.2.1) and the long-term
(5.2.2). Short-term changes are things which can be
achieved relatively quickly; long-term changes require a
more fundamental shift of resources and attitudes;
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There are several changes which could be introduced in the
short term which will make a difference to fuel poverty in
Northern Ireland. These proposals focus on changes where
the resources implications are minimal. These are:
• Abolition of the standing charge for powercard meters
• Widening of the criteria for the Cold Weather Payments
scheme to all categories on income support
• Clear and increased budget allocation for Keep warm, keep
well; assessment of behavioural changes as a result of the
programme so far; dedicated phone line; training of home
help services
• Reform of the Energy Saving Trust, with a specific focus
on measures designed to alleviate energy efficiency in
low-income households in an effective manner;
representation of non-governmental organizations on the
trust
• Collection of information on the improvements in
temperatures and fall in fuel costs in households which
result from insulation and switching to more efficient
heating systems
• Housing unfitness standards to include a range of energyefficiency considerations (e.g. lack of insulation, cavity
wall lining, draught-proofing, efficient heating system)
• Refocusing of the Housing Executive private sector grant
schemes to promote energy efficiency

• Measurement and assessment of the precise extent to
which Housing Executive grant schemes improve the
energy efficiency of homes

• Demand Side Management to be a requirement of the
utilities, the terms to be negotiated between OFREG and
the utilities;

• Reform of the institutional architecture to comprise a new
coordinating and policy forum of all the key
governmental and non-governmental bodies concerned
with fuel poverty, including the utilities

• Support for domestic energy pilot projects in Combined
Heat and Power;

• Disaggregation of housing data for the Belfast region
• Eaga to have in-house planning, analysis, strategic
planning role; statistical information on the DEES scheme
to be made publicly available.
5.2.2

Long-term

• Improvement in social security rates, with particular
consideration of the need for improved rates for older
people, lone parents and people with disabilities;
• Modification of EU programmes to focus on domestic
energy efficiency and provide funding at a level sufficient
to make it possible for non-governmental organizations to
participate;

changes

The long-term changes which are proposed here deal with
substantial issues of resources, their allocation and new ways
of approaching the problem.
Achieving strategic objectives requires the modification of a
number of existing policies and necessarily involves the
spending of additional resources. The key elements are
outlined as follows.
• Transfer of the current electricity subsidy to conservation
programmes
• Proper resourcing of the Domestic Energy Efficiency
Scheme (DEES), with clear targets and objectives over a
medium and long-term period

• Structural fund programmes for the perspective 2000-2006
to include funding of domestic energy programmes;
• Compulsory SAP energy rating at point of sale for all
homes.

5.3 Recommendations for the voluntary sector

There are three recommendations for voluntary
organizations. These are that voluntary organizations should
continue to meet the special needs of people who live in fuel
poverty (5.3.1); a campaign on fuel poverty (5.3.2); and
improvement in the level and quality of research into
distinct aspects of fuel poverty (5.3.3).
5.3.1.

• Extension of the DEES programme to include, as part of
the package of insulation measures, cavity walls, lowenergy light bulbs and heating controls
• Extension of DEES to include households on low incomes
and all households in Targeting Social Need areas
• Energy efficiency objectives to be an over-riding element
in all Housing Executive grant schemes
• Making available additional resources to Housing
Executive grant schemes
• Introduction of a dedicated central heating grant with a
view to ensuring that ultimately all homes which require
it but cannot afford it have central heating
• Preferential rates of grant aid for private sector landlords
who carry out insulation and install efficient heating
systems

Meeting the needs of people living in fuel poverty

Whilst addressing the problem of fuel poverty is primarily a
responsibility of government, voluntary organizations play
an important role in responding to fuel poverty. This is
foremost in evidence in the work of voluntary organizations
in the Keep warm, keep well campaign; in encouraging take-up
of the Domestic Energy Efficiency Scheme and other claims;
in energy advice; in insulation projects; and in the
distribution of fuel and vouchers to people living in fuel
poverty. Whilst the appropriate boundaries of voluntary and
statutory action are an on-going debate, one which goes
beyond the remit of this report, it is appropriate that
voluntary organizations continue to meet hardship in
whatever material way they can, while at the same time
involving people in campaigns to improve their situation
and arguing for improvements in the way in which the
statutory authorities face the problem of fuel poverty.
Voluntary organizations should continue to participate in
pilot projects concerned with domestic energy efficiency, be
they funded by the national or regional authorities, or,
hopefully in the future, by the European Union.

• Reform of the electricity industry regulatory environment
with renegotiation of the generating contracts, with
development of the regulatory regime for the gas industry
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5.3.2

A coalition on fuel poverty

Voluntary sector organizations were clear that acampaign on
fuel poverty was required, one in which they were anxious to
contribute. The way in which the voluntary sector has been
marginalized in the decision-making process around energy
issues has already been noted and must be rectified. Many
already work together in the committee which supports the
Keep warm, keep well campaign and they would be the
appropriate voluntary organizations to participate in such a
campaign, possibly supplemented by other, possibly small
voluntary organizations concerned with different aspects of
poverty. Many argued that NEA could and should take a lead
role in this campaign. Accordingly, it is proposed there be a
coalition on fuel poverty, chaired by NEA, which should
coordinate the voluntary sector campaign on fuel poverty. It
could be called the Northern Ireland Coalition on Fuel
Poverty. The function of such a coalition should be:
• to coordinate the voluntary sector's response to fuel
poverty
• to represent the voluntary sector's proposals on fuel
poverty to government
• to make reports on the activities of member organizations
which concern fuel poverty
• to organize and promote research into the many different
aspects of fuel poverty, especially among groups assisted
by voluntary organizations (see 5.3.3 below)
• to ensure the marginal position of the voluntary sector is
ended and that it have a respected role in policy-making
in energy efficiency
• to demonstrate the positive benefits of insulation
campaigns and the installation of efficient systems of
heating.
An important function of the coalition should be to support
positive elements in government policy. The Home Energy
Conservation Act, while deficient in a number of respects,
offers a positive framework for the development of a policy
against fuel poverty and is strategically sound in many
respects. It is important that voluntary organizations
strengthen the hand of those in the statutory sector who
promote enlightened policies. An early test of the coalition
will be the degree to which it can successfully influence the
spending of the remainder of the £60m subsidy for the
period to 1999. Another urgent priority is to ensure that
natural gas is introduced to domestic customers in a socially
responsible way.
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5.3.3 Improved research into fuel poverty

A striking feature of the work of the voluntary sector in the
area of fuel poverty is the absence of significant knowledge
about the way in which fuel poverty affects the different
groups helped by the voluntary sector. This report has
already commented on how voluntary organizations have
done very little profiling of their members that can reveal
significant data on how fuel poverty affects them.
There is a need for improvement in our knowledge about
how fuel poverty affects older people, lone parents, people
with disabilities and people living in the rural areas, their
standards of living and their health. As part of its work in the
proposed coalition on fuel poverty, NEA should draw up,
with the other voluntary organizations, a programme of
research work which will ensure that more is known about
fuel poverty among the constituent groups. This could take
two main forms:
• micro-surveys of fuel poverty among some of the key
groups
• ensuring that information on fuel poverty be included in
profiling and other research done by voluntary
organizations on the needs of their members.
It would be reasonable to apply for such funding from trusts
and other sources of voluntary sector research funds. The
Energy Saving Trust should be asked to support projects in
this area. It should also be possible to approach the Eaga
Charitable Trust (estd. 1993) which funds research work in
the area of fuel poverty. In 1996, Eaga Charitable Trust
announced a targeted programme of research into the area of
fuel poverty and health for 1997-8. Funding of £100,000 is
expected to be available. In addition, a further £100,000 will
be available for other research projects, for which
applications were invited with typical grants in the order of
£5,000 to £30,000. In the course of 1993-6, the trust funded
a range of resource material, research reports, seminars and
conferences.

5.4 Concluding remarks

An effective strategic policy to address fuel poverty will
unquestionably require additional resources. However, some
specific comments are merited. First, several of these
proposals can be realized by the modification or better use of
existing spending by government. Second, the additional
costs outlined represent a once-off, non-recurrent capital
investment. This investment will produce positive outcomes
in health, higher temperatures, comfort, diminished
hardship, reduced energy consumption, housing standards,
less pollution, improved employment and consumption of
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