[image: image1.jpg]NATIONAL
PENSIONERS
CONVENTION




Hills Fuel Poverty Review
1. Introduction

The National Pensioners Convention (NPC) is Britain’s largest pensioner organisation, with more than 1,000 affiliated groups representing a total affiliated membership of around 1.5 million older people. This response is based on the views and experiences of our members as expressed through discussion at our annual Pensioners’ Parliaments, our representative Executive Committee and National Council, and through various events we have run on the issues covered by this review. 

The NPC has had a longstanding interest in this issue – and in particular has expressed its concern over the last decade at the scale of excess winter deaths facing significant numbers of older people. The Convention was also instrumental, through the work of our former president, Jack Jones, in securing the introduction of the winter fuel allowance (WFA), nearly ten years ago.
This response will therefore deal with a number of specific issues facing older people and the fundamental need to have a warm and comfortable home.
2. Defining fuel poverty
The government’s 2001 UK Fuel Poverty Strategy outlined a working definition of fuel poverty; described as being when households need to spend 10% or more of their income on fuel to heat their home adequately and to meet their other energy needs. It is also important to acknowledge that ‘required fuel costs’ are different to ‘actual fuel costs’ – because many fuel-poor households regularly ration their fuel use in order to save money.
The term fuel poverty therefore encapsulates the combination of low income, poor energy efficiency and high fuel prices. However, there is no doubt that fuel poverty is closely related to poverty – and the demand for a warmer home is closely linked to the age of the inhabitant.

Using this accepted definition, around 2.4m pensioner households are currently classified as living in fuel poverty, with 1 in 4 people aged over 70. Furthermore, almost one in three older people live in homes with inadequate heating or insulation making their homes more difficult to heat and/or keep warm. This accounts for around 3.5m people.

3. Causes of fuel poverty

Over the next year the price of energy is expected to rise dramatically. Gas is facing a 15% increase, while electricity is expected to go up by 10%. Previous studies have found that for every 1% increase in energy bills, a further 40,000 older people fall into fuel poverty. 
It is also well known that discounts on energy bills are often given to those paying by direct debit, but up to 1m older people are without any kind of bank/building society account that would allow them to do that. Pre-payment meters and social tariffs can also be more expensive ways of paying energy bills, than customers realise. These subtle forms of financial exclusion and/or exploitation therefore contribute to the scale of fuel poverty.

Britain also has a significant number of homes which are energy inefficient, and in urgent need of improvement.  This could help not only the fuel poor, but the economy as well with the creation of thousands of green jobs, as well as helping meet our climate change commitments.
Given these genuine concerns, the government’s approach to this issue seems to be in danger of making the situation even worse. In particular, its actions in the following three areas are very worrying:

· The budget for the Warm Front programme this year is £350m and there is already a six month waiting list. Yet the budget is to be reduced to £110m for 2011/12 and then to £100m for 2012/13. The intention is that after this winding down period there will not be any publicly funded schemes for improving energy efficiency in people’s homes in England. However, the devolved governments may keep their publicly funded schemes.
· The government’s Green Deal offers a system whereby households will borrow money for energy efficiency improvements which they will then pay back over a period of time. The concept is that households will save more on bills over time than they will pay. However, this is primarily aimed at owner occupiers who are able to borrow money and take a risk that they will save money. It also targets those who are able to see this as a long-term option over 20 to 30 years. It its not therefore suitable for older people and is unlikely to reach the fuel poor, unless there are incentives or penalties to make sure that it includes the social housing sector and in particular the private rented sector.

· Average annual energy bills now exceed £1,200. This absorbs nearly 17% of the income of a single pensioner dependent on the pension credit minimum guarantee (£137.35 a week). This year, the government has also announced its intention to reduce the WFA from £400 for the over 80s to £300, and from £250 for the under 80s to £200. When the allowance was originally introduced, it covered around a third of the average bill. Today, it barely covers a quarter. In addition, it is noted that these levels will be frozen for the next four years. Given the continuing scale of excess winter deaths amongst older people and the expected increases in fuel bills, this decision will have a serious impact on the lives of older people and force many more into fuel poverty.
4. Excess winter deaths
Every year, the Office for National Statistics provides data on the number of excess winter deaths. These are calculated as winter deaths (deaths occurring in December to March) minus the average of non-winter deaths (April to July of the current year and August to November of the previous year).


In the winter period (December to March) of 2009/10 there were an estimated 25,400 more deaths in England and Wales, compared with the average for the non-winter period. The overall figure represents a death rate of 9 pensioners an hour during the 4 month period in question. This was a decrease of 30 per cent compared with the number in the previous winter, but is slightly higher than the level seen in 2007/08. 


Females experience greater excess winter mortality than males: in 2009/10 there were 10,600 excess winter deaths in males and 14,800 excess winter deaths in females. The greatest increase in deaths each winter is in the elderly population. In the winter of 2009/10 there were 20,600 more deaths among those aged 75 and over, compared with levels in the non-winter period. In contrast, there were 4,900 excess winter deaths among those under the age of 75.
	



Not only is the public shocked by such evidence, but they are angry that government seems incapable of tackling the issue. Reducing the scale of excess winter deaths must therefore be a priority.
5. Next steps

There can be little doubt as to the negative consequences of fuel poverty on people’s health, stress and general well being – yet failing to tackle it often creates larger unrecognised costs on health and other public services at a later date. We therefore recommend that the government carry out the following urgent programme of action:
· Introduce a national programme to improve the heating and insulation standards of existing homes so that they reach the standards of new homes built today. In particular, the homes of all low income and fuel poor households should be improved to the standard by 2016.
· Legislate to oblige all fuel companies to provide an industry-wide ‘social tariff’ to low income and fuel poor consumers – that offers a better deal than tariffs offered to more financially secure consumers.
· End the use of pre-payment meters.

· Provide an annual fuel allowance to all vulnerable, older and low income households set initially at £500 which keeps pace with annual increases in average energy bills.
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