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Fixing Fuel Poverty




Over many years, I have been indebted to John Chesshire for his support,
wisdom and positive perspectives on the problems of fuel poverty — he read and
commented favourably on Chapters 1 and 2 in June. His death in September
2009 has robbed the energy research community of a tireless champion for
social justice. John’s compatriot since 2003 on the Fuel Poverty Advisory
Group for England was the redoubtable Peter Lehman, who died in November
2008. They were formidable advocates for the fuel poor, and I dedicate this
book to the memory of both of them, in the hope that those of us who continue
to battle on behalf of the fuel poor can replicate their commitment, compassion
and perceptiveness.



Preface

This is my second book on fuel poverty. The first one, Fuel Poverty: From Cold
Homes to Affordable Warmth (Boardman, 1991) identified the problem and
proved that it existed — there was considerable political scepticism at the time.
The book also contained the first quantified definition of fuel poverty: it occurs
when a household is unable ‘to have adequate energy services for 10 per cent of
income’ (Boardman, 1991, p227). This applies to heating, hot water, lighting
and all the other energy services within the home, not just warmth.

That book differentiated between the causes and symptoms — otherwise
too much emphasis is placed on the immediate problems, such as fuel debts,
disconnections and cold homes, without solving the underlying reasons. While
fuel prices and low incomes contribute, these are also problems for many
people who are not fuel poor. With fuel poverty, the real differentiating cause is
the energy inefficiency of the home as a result of insufficient capital expendi-
ture on improving the calibre of the home. As a consequence, the home is
expensive to heat and so some of the poorest people have to buy the most
expensive warmth. This emphasis on capital expenditure is what differentiates
fuel poverty from poverty. Raising incomes can lift a household out of poverty,
but rarely out of fuel poverty.

That first book resulted from my doctoral thesis, completed in 1988, so
much of the data in it are now over 20 years old, including the basis for the
original — and continuing — definition of fuel poverty. It is an appropriate
moment to reassess where we have got to and what policies are needed. This
has been confirmed by the substantial growth in the numbers living in fuel
poverty since 2004 as a result of rising fuel prices. Something is going badly
wrong as about one fifth of all UK households are now living in fuel poverty.

Two other major influences have shaped this book: my work with the
Lower Carbon Futures (LCF) team at the University of Oxford and with
Friends of the Earth. The report 40% House (Boardman et al, 2005) produced
by the LCF team provided the background study on how to reduce the carbon
emissions from the housing sector by 60 per cent by 2050. Then, early in 2007,
I was commissioned by Friends of the Earth and The Co-operative Bank to
look at the opportunities and policies for achieving an 80 per cent cut in the
residential sector, together with the eradication of fuel poverty. This resulted in
Home Truths (Boardman, 2007). I continued to work with Friends of the Earth
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on fuel poverty by providing the witness statements for the judicial review of
the UK government’s policies on fuel poverty, which it launched with Help the
Aged in February 2008. The discipline, research focus and positive enthusiasm
that have come from working with these two groups have been of enormous
benefit to me.

A new imperative is the way in which fuel poverty is occurring in other
countries. Back in 1991, the UK was the best-known example, with similar
problems found in Ireland and New Zealand. Now, in Europe, it is the
countries of the former Soviet Union where there is growing evidence of fuel
poverty. As their planned economies change to liberalized energy markets and
subsidies are removed, the cost of heating and energy are no longer negligible,
but a major part of the weekly budget. It is to be hoped that the debates in this
book on the lessons from the UK can be useful in other countries, where fuel
poverty is, sadly, growing.

A final imperative that is influencing the coverage of this book is the debate
about the way in which action on climate change and on fuel poverty can be
synchronized and whether it is inevitable that conflicts will occur. The issue of
fuel poverty has an important environmental dimension: the fuel poor tend to
live in energy-inefficient properties and these are, per pound of fuel expendi-
ture, the most polluting. Action to improve the homes of the fuel poor is action
on climate change.

This book does not repeat the details in the former book — for instance, on
the early history and evidence of fuel poverty; nor does it deal with the under-
lying science — for example, on the way in which heat is lost from homes and
the efficiency of boilers. Neither book extends beyond the home into other
forms of energy use (e.g. for travel).

What I am doing is reassessing the evidence on the causes of fuel poverty,
the effectiveness of the policies that have been implemented and identifying
some possible new initiatives. This is loosely for the period since 2000; but
there is, sometimes, a gentle reaching back a bit further, to bridge the gap with
the first book. The future perspective is strongly linked to the government’s
legal obligation to end fuel poverty by 2016, though the climate change debate
has a much further horizon.

The majority of the evidence provided has come from government or
respected academic sources — it is a synthesis of the evidence that is already out
there and not new primary data. The justification is that this is a horribly inter-
disciplinary subject and it has taken me considerable effort to make any sense
of the existing information. At times, [ am clearly defeated; but this is not for
want of trying. Perhaps some of the conundrums I have uncovered will be of
assistance to your thinking. It would be wonderful if the government could
simplify its definitions and policies in order to make the whole process of
understanding fuel poverty easier. After all, it is a relatively simple concept.

One of the underlying themes is based on a memorable study that I used in
the first book. In 1986, Karen Smith interviewed elderly private tenants in the
London borough of Kensington and Chelsea about their housing conditions.
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She gave this study the apt title of ‘T’'m Not Complaining’. It refers to some of
those in society who live their lives in considerable hardship, but who prefer
not to do anything that might jeopardize their quite fragile existence: they do
not want to risk it getting worse, so they continue to suffer in silence. I believe
that this group of people are likely to experience some of the worst fuel
poverty; but we don’t know about them. So I have consistently demonstrated
where they could be found. A guess, but finding the hidden is never easy. This
is what they said (Smith, 1986):

They won’t do the repairs. They’re just waiting for me to die.
(p24)

I don’t say anything about the repairs. My main problem is being
able to stay here ... the landlord wants to convert the house into
luxury flats. (p25)

Lwon’t apply for a grant, because I have to ask for the landlord’s
permission. Even if I did something which is legal, he might put
the rent up. (p27)

My landlord grudges to pay out for repairs. But he never bothers
me so I can’t say that he is unreasonable. (p34)

I'm frightened to go to the toilet in case I lose my balance and fall
down the basement. But I've got used to it now. I'm not
complaining. (p37)
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