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Part 1: Introduction

What is Fuel Poverty?

Fuel poor households are defined as those who are required to spend 10% (or more) of their net income to achieve adequate levels of heating. Those in fuel poverty are faced with difficult decisions: often, keeping warm means sacrificing spending on other priorities. This strategy is aimed at reducing the number of households in fuel poverty within the district.

What are the causes of Fuel Poverty?

Fuel poverty arises from the combination of factors:

· Low household income

· Poorly designed and insulated housing, and 

· Inadequate or expensive to run heating systems.

It is reasonable to expect that those households in receipt of lower incomes are those that are more likely to find themselves in fuel poverty. The problem however, is exacerbated by the fact that the fuel poor often have the highest fuel costs. This tends to arise from a lack of home energy efficiency measures such as loft or wall insulation in properties with inefficient and outdated heating systems. 

Many villages throughout Mid Suffolk do not benefit from the provision of mains gas. It is estimated that a typical household would have to spend around 40% more on fuel to maintain the same level of temperature if they used electric storage heaters than if they heated their home with gas. 

Research has found that households in fuel poverty often tend to occupy larger than average homes: many elderly people remain in homes once occupied by their families, who subsequently move on or have died. There are clear reasons why older people wish to remain living in such properties: typically, to be close to their family and friends and to avoid the inconvenience and upheaval of moving house. Provisions are in place to enable older people to remain living in their homes (such as disabled facilities grants) and whilst there are benefits to this approach, it results in a higher proportion of under-occupied (and difficult to heat) properties.

The effects of living in Fuel Poverty

Research has linked fuel poverty with adverse effects on health and well being, resulting in, for example:

· Absence from work or school; 

· An increased risk of falls among older people;

· An increased likelihood of conditions such as influenza, heart disease and stokes caused by cold conditions; and

· Asthma and other chronic respiratory conditions caused by mould, fungal spores and house dust mites that are prevalent in cold and damp housing.
The scale of the problem

The Fifth Annual Progress Report on the UK Fuel Poverty Strategy, published in 2007, records progress in the reduction of the number of fuel-poor households in the UK. 

In 1996, there were some 6.5 million households in fuel poverty of which approximately 5 million were considered to be in the vulnerable category (i.e. in receipt of income related benefits, older people, people with disabilities, and families with young children.). 

The Fifth Report confirms that these numbers had been significantly reduced but that there remained 2.5 million fuel poor households, of which 2 million were classed as vulnerable. The majority (some 85%) of the fuel-poor households were in private sector housing. 

The Sixth Annual Progress Report has just been released and confirms an increase in the numbers of households in fuel poverty to 3.5 million across the UK, an increase of 1 million compared to the previous year. Around 2.75 million of these are estimated to be vulnerable households. This increase in fuel poverty reflects the impact of energy price rises on fuel poverty levels.

These latest statistics do not take account of the most recent escalations of fuel prices and the latest global and national economic situations that are leading to current estimates of fuel poverty around the 5 million mark. 

The latest available English House Condition Survey headline report shows that meanwhile average domestic energy efficiency ratings have improved between 1996 and 2005 in both private sector and social housing dwellings, but significant further improvement is both necessary and achievable.

Part 2: The National Perspective
There are significant statutory drivers at national level for action on fuel poverty.

Government Priorities

The groups identified by the government as most vulnerable to fuel poverty are older people, families with young children and people with disabilities or long-term illness. As they may need to stay at home for longer periods, they are more likely to need heating for longer periods of time. This heating needs to be affordable.
UK Fuel Poverty Strategy

Published in 2001, the government’s UK Fuel Poverty Strategy provides the framework on which local fuel poverty strategies should be based and aims to eradicate fuel poverty within vulnerable households by reaching those most vulnerable to cold-related ill-health by 2010. Annual progress reports are compiled, of which the fifth referred to above is the most recently published 

Through this Strategy the Council will not only pursue this objective but will also seek to eradicate fuel poverty amongst non-vulnerable groups and improve energy efficiency in all homes, irrespective of tenure or occupants’ circumstances. This will not compromise the priority of targeting vulnerable households, but recognizes that fuel poverty does not solely affect vulnerable groups.

Home Energy Conservation Act 1995

The Home Energy Conservation Act 1995 (HECA) requires Councils to reduce domestic energy consumption by 30% by 2006. Councils are required to submit annual progress reports detailing the reductions achieved across all tenures. As part of this annual reporting councils are required to show commitment to addressing fuel poverty through a specific fuel poverty policy or strategy.

National Indicator 187

All councils are now required to report against this national indicator which is directly related to fuel poverty and requires monitoring the proportion of   people receiving income based benefits occupying homes with a low and high energy efficiency rating. This Strategy includes action to monitor and report on the households in fuel poverty in the district in pursuit of this indicator.

The rationale behind the methodology for recording against this indicator is that on average 60% of all fuel poor households are in receipt of means tested benefits while generally just 25% of households receive those benefits.

The indicator will record information on the proportion of households receiving benefits that occupy homes with a SAP * (Standard Assessment Procedure for energy efficiency) rating of either 35-or-below or 65-and-above with the aim to reduce the proportion of the former category and increase the latter. Properties with a SAP rating below 35 are likely to contain households in fuel poverty whereas 65 and over is held to be the level at which the risk of fuel poverty will be minimal.

SAP is the recognized methodology for producing an energy rating for a dwelling, taking into account factors that affect the energy efficiency of the building such as fuel type, heating, water heating and insulation. The SAP scale varies from 1 through to 35 at the very poor/poor end of the scale to 65 through to 120 at the good to outstanding end of the scale. Strategic actions at the local level will be targeted on those dwellings whose SAP ratings are below 35.

Decent Homes Standard

As well as seeking to eradicate fuel poverty amongst 'vulnerable' groups, the government is committed to ensuring that, by the year 2010, all social housing is 'decent', so that no-one living in social housing is fuel poor.

The Government’s 2002 Spending Review renewed the commitment to making all social housing decent by 2010. The target was also extended to cover vulnerable households in the private sector as follows:

‘By 2010 to bring all social housing into decent condition, with most of the improvements taking place in deprived areas, and increase the proportion of private sector housing in decent condition occupied by vulnerable groups.’

The Decent Homes Target Implementation Plan sets out delivery targets for specific years up to 2020 expressed as a proportion of vulnerable households in the private sector living in decent homes. The relevant target percentages are 65% by 2006, 70% by 2010, and 75% by 2020. There is also a target that this proportion will increase year by year.

A decent home is one that, among other criteria

· ‘provides a reasonable degree of thermal comfort, with effective insulation and efficient heating’; and

· Meets the current minimum statutory standard for housing: i.e. it is free of significant health and safety hazards under the HHSRS’ (see following paragraph).

Housing Health and Safety Rating System (HHSRS)

This rating system replaced the previous Housing Fitness Standard and uses risk assessment to assess the condition of housing and provide the Council with a basis for taking action to address fuel poverty. Defined risks of relevance to this strategy are Excess Cold, Excess Heat, and Damp and Mould. As stated above, the HHSRS rating forms part of the Decent Homes standard.

Building Regulations and planning requirements

These are undergoing constant review and strengthening to ensure that both new developments and alterations to existing dwellings are meeting more rigorous standards for sustainability and energy efficiency and this will have a significant effect on the affordability of homes for fuel poor households.

Part 3: Local Context

A range of policies and strategies at the local level supports the national drivers for action on fuel poverty, and the more significant and relevant of these are set out below.

MSDC Strategic Plan 2007-2011
This Fuel Poverty Strategy underpins the following aims:

Priority 1: AFFORDABLE AND DECENT HOMES

· Making more housing affordable to more people

· Improve standards of accommodation in privately owned homes

· Ensure all council homes meet the required standard by 2010

Priority 2: RESPONSIBLE ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT

· Reduce the Council and the District’s own environmental impact

Priority 3: SAFER AND COHESIVE COMMUNITIES

· Improve access to services for minority, disadvantaged and vulnerable groups

Suffolk County Council Sustainable Community Strategy

The Fuel Poverty Strategy supports the following themes:

Suffolk – the county with the greatest reduction in carbon emissions. The relevant focus area is: ‘reduce Suffolk’s carbon footprint and adapt to the changing climate and geography’. The actions contained in this Strategy include the provision of energy efficiency measures in existing homes

Suffolk – a place where everyone is safe, healthy and included, no matter who they are or where in the county they live. The relevant focus areas are: ‘people and communities are safeguarded from harm’, and ‘reduce health inequalities’. The Strategy aims to improve health through actions that create better housing conditions and to focus these actions specifically on more vulnerable households

These address the crosscutting principle of   ‘Affordable, quality housing for all’

Local Area Agreement

This Strategy supports the themes of the LAA in the following ways:

Block 2 – Sustainable Communities – reduce emissions of carbon or carbon dioxide, by improving the energy efficiency of the housing stock; and

Block 3 – Improved quality of life for older people – increase the number of people aged 65 or over helped to live at home, by improving the condition of the housing, making it affordable to keep warm and reducing health risks

Greater Haven Gateway Sub Regional Housing Strategy 2006/10

This Strategy supports the Greater Haven Gateway Sub Regional Housing Strategy in the following areas of priority:

Improve housing conditions for vulnerable people living in the private sector; and

Ensure housing in the sub region is high quality and sustainable

ISO 14001 Environmental Management Systems

Mid Suffolk District Council has established an environmental management system to ensure that it continually strives to improve its own environmental performance. Included within the programme is planning policy and guidance on energy efficiency in buildings.5

Supporting Older People Strategy

The Council is currently reviewing its Supporting Older People Strategy, and this will include references to actions that are aimed at assisting older people financially to insulate their homes, and a range of other services aimed at giving older people access to other forms of financial assistance and help to enable them remain independent in their homes.

Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy

Approved for 2008 by Members in April of this year, the Renewal Policy contains measures to assist low-income households and those with older people and members who have a disability with grants aimed at improving home energy efficiency and topping up financial assistance from the Warm Front scheme to enable efficient central heating systems to be installed

Fuel Poverty in Mid Suffolk

Carried out during 2007, the Council’s Private Sector Housing Stock Condition and Energy Efficiency Survey demonstrated the following in relation to local fuel poverty issues:


· A significant and increasing older population;

· An average SAP rating for private sector dwellings in Mid Suffolk of 56.1: this is better than the national average;

· 41% of the private housing stock has a SAP greater than 60, whilst 7% has a SAP below 30

· Almost 9% of private dwellings fail the Decent Homes thermal efficiency standard by having a SAP rating below 35; some 12% are occupied by vulnerable households

· There are some 4000 vulnerable households of which 14% (577) live in non-Decent homes, with the majority of failures of the Decent Homes standard due to poor thermal comfort of the dwellings.  

Indices of Deprivation

The government publishes Indices of Deprivation as a way of demonstrating deprivation at a local level.

The indices are set out in seven different domains of deprivation, namely:

Income deprivation;

Employment deprivation;

Health deprivation and disability;

Education, skills and training;

Barriers to housing and services;

Crime; and 

Living environment.

The income domain also provides measures of the number of children and older people who live in low-income households. The domains are weighted when combined to create an overall index

Information drawn from the Indices of Multiple Deprivation published most recently by Communities and Local Government demonstrates that whilst Mid Suffolk is not among the areas of the worst deprivation nationally, the characteristics of some wards with regard to certain domains namely income, employment, health deprivation and disability, and barriers to housing may suggest higher levels of fuel poverty and this information will be used in planning campaigns to promote energy efficiency.

HEON Toolkit

HEON is the network of Home Energy Efficiency Officers working together regionally. They have produced a toolkit to identify neighbourhoods that may exhibit higher than normal concentrations of households that may be in fuel poverty, using certain indicators drawn from census data. Work carried out for Mid Suffolk suggests that again certain wards may benefit from targeted action to improve energy efficiency and in turn help tackle fuel poverty. 
Part 4: Reducing Fuel Poverty 

Action at National Level

The UK Fuel Poverty Strategy proposed that fuel poverty be reduced in three principal ways:

· Improving the energy efficiency of the homes of people in fuel poverty.

· Putting pressure on energy suppliers to reduce fuel bills, ensure fair treatment and develop industry initiatives to combat fuel poverty.

· Tackling fuel poverty by assisting those on low incomes and reducing social exclusion.
National targets were set for reducing fuel poverty as follows:

By 2004 More than 1,100,000 households in the UK will have benefited from improved heating and insulation through the Warm Front initiative (previously known as the Home Energy Efficiency Scheme or HEES).

The amount of social housing that fails to meet the decent homes standard will have been reduced by a third.

By 2010 Fuel poverty will have been eradicated among vulnerable groups and all social housing will have been brought up to the decent homes standard.

From 2010 A concerted effort will be made to tackle fuel poverty amongst 'healthy adult' (non-vulnerable) households.

More recently, the government published their action plan ‘Fuel Poverty in England: The Government’s Plan for Action’, setting out a range of policies and programmes contributing to the eradication of fuel poverty of which the more significant are:

· The development of the Warm Front scheme to provide measures such as home insulation, central heating installations and benefit checks for low income households, with increased levels of grant aid available;

· Implementation of the Decent Homes Standard in all sectors, as mentioned previously;

· Implementation of EU Directive 2002/91/EC to require minimum energy performance standards for dwellings and the provision of energy performance certificates, including now for rented dwellings;

· Strengthening of the Building Regulations under Part L to improve the energy efficiency of new dwellings and extensions;

· The introduction of Home Information Packs including information on energy efficiency;
· Application of the HHSRS to deal with excess cold and damp and mould hazards;
· Introduction of the Energy Efficiency Commitment (EEC) programme requiring electricity and gas suppliers to achieve energy efficiency improvements in the household sector using their own profits for funding and ensuring that a significant proportion of the funding is targeted at priority low income and fuel poor groups. Energy Efficiency Commitment has been superceded now by a similar but strengthened programme entitled CERT (Carbon Emission Reduction Target):
· CERT came into effect on 1 April 2008 and will run until 2011 with the primary objective of placing an obligation on energy suppliers to achieve targets for promoting reductions in carbon emissions in the household sector.

· CERT is now the principal driver of energy efficiency improvements in existing homes in the UK, doubling the effects of the predecessor EEC programme

· Under CERT, at least 40% of carbon savings are aimed at being directed toward the priority group of low income and older (over 70) customers, thereby ensuring that a large number of fuel poor households become eligible for support and free energy efficiency measures.

· Providing energy efficiency advice directly through energy suppliers or through energy advice centres managed by the Energy Saving Trust. The Government’s plan also acknowledges the role that can be played by Home Improvement Agencies and charities such as Help the Aged and Age Concern to provide advice aimed at assisting households who are fuel poor.
Actions at a Local Level

The Council’s proposed actions for reducing fuel poverty in Mid Suffolk up to 2010 are set out in this section and the Action Plan. A number of them ongoing, these actions reflect the Government’s Plan for Action and the national priorities, take account of the local context, and are realistic in terms of the resources available to deliver on the objectives. The principal activities are set out below.

Council Housing Stock

The Council is drawing towards the completion of its Decent Homes Standard improvement programme and is on schedule to meet the target of making all its homes Decent by December 2010. The programme has incorporated improvements to heating systems and home insulation where necessary not only to meet the standard but to improve the efficiency of the heating installations to ensure that they are affordable to run. The improvements have included a district scheme serving homes in Stradbroke using ground source heat pumps to supply the heat.

Private Sector Housing Stock

· Working with the Energy Saving Trust (EST)

The Council works in partnership with the Energy Saving Trust who provide free of charge a practical advice and information service for Mid Suffolk residents on energy efficiency and the availability of grants, funding, and insulation installers. The Council also works with EST to hold promotional events and carry out joint Home Energy Check mail outs.

· Financial Assistance

Under the Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy the Council provides grants for energy efficiency improvements to homeowners and private sector tenants who are not otherwise eligible for other forms of funding such as Warm Front and CERT. Grants are also offered to top up Warm Front Grants for central heating or boiler replacement where the cost exceeds the Warm Front limits

· Warm Front
The Council currently works in partnership with "Warm Front" who provide financial assistance for insulation measures and the installation of heating improvements to those that meet the qualifying criteria. Regular referrals are made to "Warm Front" and the Council holds and distributes their information and advice leaflets.
· Home Improvement Agency

The Council supports the Hanover AtHome home improvement agency who provide advice and assistance to help older and more vulnerable households remain independent in their homes, and this includes signposting clients to assistance for insulation and heating measures

· Local Contractors

The Council continues to forge new, and build on existing, partnerships with a number of local insulation installers who carry out energy efficiency improvements funded via the Council's Home Repair Assistance scheme and who in many cases are able to draw on discounts offered through the CERT programme. 

· Energy efficiency promotion

Energy efficiency advice is accessible through the Council’s web site, with links to Customer Services Direct and the EST. The Council also holds promotional events in conjunction with installers and the EST and supports EST and CRed Suffolk at events such as the Eye Show and Suffolk Show to provide information on energy efficiency and fuel poverty. Wider publicity is planned through Mid Suffolk Messenger and by direct working with Parish Councils

· Application of standards through HHSRS and the Decent Homes standard

· Improved targeting of assistance and promotion

Work is in progress to use data from the EST HEED system and the HEON toolkit to more accurately identify those wards and neighbourhoods that exhibit higher levels of fuel poverty indication and lower levels of energy efficiency improvement to inform targeted mail outs and promotion of energy efficiency improvements

· HECA monitoring

The Council continues to monitor energy efficiency improvements through annual survey and reporting to DEFRA under the Home Energy Conservation Act 1995

· National Indicator (NI) 187

The Council is currently considering options to obtain data to report against this indicator including partnering with a neighbour council to gather data. The work will involve obtaining a survey sample from information held by the respective Council Tax and Benefits services in accordance with the NI guidance for mailing out a questionnaire to benefit recipients. The first report is due for submission in December 2008. 

Part 5: Action Plan

Fuel Poverty Strategy: Action Plan 2008/10

	Action
	Resources required
	Person responsible
	By when
	Measure

	1. Obtain data on benefits recipients for monitoring in accordance with NI 187 (subject to data protection requirements)
	Staff time

Database

IT support
	Private Sector Housing Lead
	31/10/2008
	Sample prepared

	2. Conduct NI 187 survey and report to DEFRA on fuel poverty levels in Mid Suffolk
	Staff time

Mail out cost tbc (existing resources)
	Private Sector Housing Lead
	31/12/2008
	Report submitted

	3. Work in partnership with EST to provide energy efficiency advice and assistance, access to CERT and Warm Front programmes, etc
	Existing
	Private Sector Housing Lead
	Ongoing
	Enquiries handled

	4. Work in partnership with EST to promote energy efficiency using HEC mail out
	Existing
	Private Sector Housing Lead
	31/03/2010
	At least one campaign completed each year

	5. Provide financial assistance to support energy efficiency and fuel poverty eradication measures in accordance with Private Sector Housing Renewal Policy to relevant applicants ineligible for other forms of assistance
	Within existing capital and staff resources
	Private Sector Housing Team
	Ongoing
	100 energy efficiency grants pa

10 Warm Front top ups pa

	6. Develop advisory leaflet on fuel poverty for use with benefit mail outs. Liaise to insert in one mail out pa
	Staff time; other costs not identified
	Private Sector Housing Service
	31/12/2008
	Leaflet produced; inserted in at least one mail out pa

	7. Produce fuel poverty article for Mid Suffolk Messenger
	Staff time
	Private Sector Housing Lead
	31/12/2008
	Article written and forwarded for copy

	8. Produce leaflet/Write to private sector landlords with information on fuel poverty and energy efficiency improvements
	Staff time
	Private Sector Housing Lead
	30/11/2008
	Letter sent to landlord mailing list

	9. Promote energy efficiency and fuel poverty awareness at landlord drop in or seminar
	Staff time
	Private Sector Housing Team
	Next available drop in or seminar
	Information given out

	10. Use EST HEED programme to map energy efficiency and fuel poverty data for targeting
	Staff time
	Private Sector Housing Team
	31/12/2008 and ongoing
	Information collated

	11. Use HEON Toolkit to target activity on potential fuel poor neighbourhoods
	Staff time
	Private Sector Housing Team
	31/12/2008 and ongoing
	Information collated for use in targeted mail outs

	12. Support CRed Suffolk and EST at selected events to promote energy efficiency and fuel poverty eradication messages
	Staff time
	Private Sector Housing Team
	Ongoing as events are planned
	Events attended; target minimum 2 per year

	13. Work in partnership with Warm Front to promote energy efficiency measures to low income and potentially fuel poor households, and to share information on improvements
	Staff time
	Private Sector Housing Team
	Ongoing activity
	Warm Front activity reports record completions of installations

	14. Survey as required and submit annual HECA report to DEFRA
	£2,300 pa in existing base budget
	Private Sector Housing Lead
	30/11/2008;

30/11/2009
	Progress reports submitted



	15. Liaise with Parish Councils in targeted parishes to promote energy efficiency assistance and advice to vulnerable groups
	Staff time
	Private Sector Housing Team
	31/03/2009
	Mail outs completed; household take up of energy efficiency


PAGE  
15
08.10.2008


