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Executive Summary

National Energy Action (NEA) Cymru welcomes the Committee’s follow-up inquiry into fuel poverty and
the Warm Homes Programme.

Fuel poverty remains a deep, enduring issue across Wales, estimated to impact virtually all of our low-
income households.

Energy prices remain significantly higher than pre-crisis levels. As we head into winter, low-income and
vulnerable households of all ages in Wales face higher energy bills, record levels of energy debt, and less
support than last winter.

‘Part One’ of the latest iteration of the Welsh Government’s Warm Homes Programme — its flagship
programme to tackle fuel poverty — launched on 1 April 2024. National Energy Action welcomes the steps
taken by the Welsh Government to provide deeper retrofit for those least able to pay and, more generally,
has fully supported a ‘worst first’, ‘fabric first’ and ‘low carbon first’ approach.

However, National Energy Action understands that within the first six months of operation, some eligible
households are currently being turned away for measures if their home is not yet viable or appropriate for
a heat pump. This is very concerning and in sharp contrast to how we and other key stakeholders
understood the scheme was intended to operate. It risks leaving eligible, low-income households, living in
the least efficient homes, with no working heating or hot water. National Energy Action strongly
recommends this issue is resolved as a matter of urgency.

We also highlight the ongoing need to:

e significantly scale up investment in the Warm Homes Programme;

e incorporate an area-based approach with its own distinct pot of funding;

e introduce energy efficiency-based interim targets, if we are to have a plan that meets the scale of the
challenge.

It is also critical, of course, that Wales maximises the funding available from GB-wide schemes such as
ECO4 and that all local authorities across Wales access and utilise ECO Flex funding and are adequately
resourced to do so.

The context around fuel poverty has changed dramatically and significantly in the past few years and
National Energy Action welcomes the Welsh Government’s efforts to engage the UK Government and
Ofgem on related issues that sit within their control. Energy is an essential service and there is an urgent
need for the UK Government and Ofgem to introduce deeper, targeted and enduring price protection;
address crushing levels of energy debt; and support those who need it most.

The next decade must prioritise the delivery of enduring solutions to fuel poverty, including by
substantially increasing investment to improve the energy efficiency of fuel poor homes and help ensure a
fair and affordable transition to net zero.

1.10  Few things are more essential than having access to heat and power.
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Introduction

National Energy Action (NEA) is the national fuel poverty and energy efficiency charity. We’ve worked
across England, Wales, and Northern Ireland for over 40 years, to ensure that everyone in the UK can
afford to live in a warm, safe and healthy home. We work together with frontline practitioners, companies,
regulators and governments for customers in vulnerable circumstances to make positive changes. We
welcome this opportunity to help inform the Committee’s follow-up inquiry into fuel poverty in Wales and
the Warm Homes Programme.

The context around fuel poverty has changed dramatically and significantly in the past few years. As a
result of the energy crisis, the number of fuel poor households in Wales has sharply increased. In 2018,
12% of all households in Wales were estimated to be living in fuel poverty. This increased to 14% in
October 2021 and to up to 45% (614,000) of all households by April 2022, when the energy price cap rose
to £2,000 a year for an average, dual-fuel household in GB. Of these, 8% (115,000) were living in severe
fuel poverty. It was estimated that 98% (217,700) of all lower-income households live in fuel poverty, over
four in 10 of whom were estimated to be in deep, severe fuel poverty?.

It is evident that the personal impacts of ongoing high prices, high debt levels and a lack of support on
households in Wales are exceptionally acute. With deficit budgets and nothing left to ration, the poorest
households living in the least efficient homes continue to face desperate conditions. The severity of the
situation has prompted the energy crisis and its impacts to be one of the most prominent public policy
challenges facing Wales and the UK in recent history.

2.4 The next decade needs to be a decade of delivery. There is an ongoing and urgent need to focus on

3.1

3.2

3.3

enduring long-term solutions. This means upgrading the energy efficiency of fuel poor homes and
decarbonising heat, as well as introducing deeper price protection, to deliver a fair, affordable and just
transition for current and future generations.

Whether there is an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today, given that data is based on the
2008 Living in Wales Survey and 2017-18 Welsh Housing Conditions Survey

Although the peak of high energy prices has passed, the estimates outlined above remain worryingly
relevant as average energy costs remain close to what they were in April 2022, and significantly higher
than pre-crisis levels. On 1 October 2024, energy prices rose to £1,717 per year for an average dual-fuel
bill by direct debit. However, there are regional variations in prices and the rates paid in Wales are
persistently higher — south Wales (£1,753 per year) and north Wales (£1,764 per year) are routinely in the
top three most expensive regions across GB2.

It is vital that the Welsh Government publishes biennial fuel poverty estimates for Wales. Unfortunately,
the Welsh Government’s estimates continue to be modelled using the Welsh Housing Conditions Survey
2017-18, notably conducted long before the energy and cost-of-living crisis. The survey is intended to be
conducted every five years but is now approaching eight years old and three years overdue. An updated
survey, together with biennial fuel poverty estimates for Wales, are necessary to provide an accurate
picture of the situation in Wales both at a national and local level. It is impossible to evaluate progress
towards Welsh Government’s 2035 objectives without regular and reliable updates?.

A recent nationally representative survey by National Energy Action Cymru and YouGov found that half
(51%) of adults in Wales are likely to ration their energy use this winter (compared with 46% in GB). This
may lead them to use less energy than they should to maintain their comfort and wellbeing, to the
detriment of their health.



3.4 The survey also found that even in the last three months, when energy usage is typically lower,
householders were making significant cutbacks:

o 48% have turned off more lights than they wanted to (same as GB);

e 27% have had cold meals rather than using the oven (compared with 23% in GB);
e 42% have reduced their use of baths or showers (40% in GB);

e 29% haven’t run the washing machine when they needed to (25% in GB);

e 4% have reduced the use of essential medical equipment (same as GB).

This presents a very worrying picture for the winter ahead®.

3.5 Total energy debt has also reached £3.7bn across GB, three-quarters of which is estimated to be arrears
(i.e. money owed on domestic gas and electricity accounts that is not yet on a repayment plan)®. This
indicates that energy debt is only likely to continue to grow and the situation get worse. Further, the
average amount a household in arrears owes to their energy supplier is reportedly £2,875 — considerably
more than a year’s worth of supply even at today’s very high prices. Money that many can ill afford to

repay.

3.6 In addition to this, recent data shared by Ofgem with the Welsh Government and its Fuel Poverty Advisory
Panel indicates that the consequences of this debt are being felt acutely in Wales. We refer further to this
in Section 4 of this response.

3.7 Struggling households are in the third year of an energy crisis. Even before the crisis, our clients had no
slack in their budgets. Three years on, they are mired in record levels of energy debt and severely
rationing their energy. The gap in support for vulnerable households who are not on means-tested
benefits has also grown.

4. The potential impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel Payment on fuel poverty in
Wales

4.1 The UK Government’s recent decision to limit the Winter Fuel Payment to pensioners receiving Pension
Credit has raised wide concerns about the impact on older people’s ability to keep warm and well at
home, leaving many pensioners in need without support this winter.

4.2 The Winter Fuel Payment was previously paid to almost all pensioner households, at a rate of £200 per
household and £300 for people aged over 80.

4.3 For winter 2024-25, only people receiving Pension Credit will be eligible for the Winter Fuel Payment.
These changes to eligibility mean many low-income pensioners whose incomes are marginally above the
Pension Credit threshold will now miss out, as will those eligible for Pension Credit but who do not claim
it®. It is estimated that up to 400,000 pensioners in Wales in total may now miss out on this support’
(including c. 50,000 pensioners who are reportedly eligible for Pension Credit but do not claim it)2.

4.4 Older people can have higher energy needs because they often spend more time at home, may be less
physically active, and/or have health conditions that are exacerbated by the cold. As the Cabinet Secretary
for Social Justice, Trefnydd and Chief Whip stated in response to a Written Question on 9 August 2024,
“The decision that the Winter Fuel Payment will no longer be universal risks pushing some pensioners into

fuel poverty™.

4.5 Beyond the Winter Fuel Payment, the only energy support available to working age households is the
Warm Home Discount (WHD). This has risen by just £10 over a decade in which energy prices have
doubled.



4.6 Put simply, low-income and vulnerable households of all ages in Wales are heading into winter facing
higher energy bills, record levels of energy debt and less support than the last.

5. The detail of the new Warm Homes Programme, including the energy efficiency measures offered,
changes to eligibility criteria, the approach to delivering advice services, and the development of an
area-based approach

5.1 Poor energy efficiency is a key driver of fuel poverty, leaving many households in inefficient homes more
exposed to high energy prices. As the driver that sits most squarely within its devolved powers, the Welsh
Government states that it is its long-term ambition “to improve the energy efficiency of Welsh homes,
ensuring we use only the energy we need, to keep homes comfortably warm at an affordable cost”, as
outlined in its Policy Statement published on 15 June 2023%°,

5.2 The new Warm Homes Programme is the Welsh Government’s “primary mechanism to tackle fuel

poverty” and will “also contribute towards achieving a net zero Wales”. The new Nest scheme is ‘Part

One’ of the Programme and launched in April 2024, albeit a year later than intended. The scheme aims to

provide deeper retrofit through a “fabric, worst and low carbon first approach, delivering measures to

improve the energy efficiency of the least thermally efficient low-income households in Wales”*.

5.3 National Energy Action has consistently championed and supported the Warm Homes Programme and
has supported the new scheme’s policy development and implementation. As such, we were very pleased
to see the Programme adopt a greater focus on deeper retrofit, including insulation and low carbon
technologies where appropriate, for those most in need.

5.4 However, based on evidence received from numerous stakeholders across Wales — including via the Fuel
Poverty Coalition Cymru, our regional Wales Fuel Poverty Forums, and a workshop led at Care & Repair
Cymru’s recent annual conference — National Energy Action is very concerned that there is an early,
significant issue within the new Nest scheme which requires urgent resolution, currently leaving some
eligible households without heating or hot water. We hope this inquiry can shine a light on this urgent
deficiency within the new scheme, ultimately to ensure that no eligible household is left in the cold. These
are households who are all, invariably, living on the lowest incomes in the least efficient housing across
Wales and much of our response in this section focuses on this (under ‘Measures’).

5.5 There are also several other matters worth raising, and we group all of this under key themes, namely:
Eligibility, Measures, Part Two and an area-based approach, and Monitoring and evaluation.

Eligibility

5.6 National Energy Action welcomes the expanded Nest eligibility criteria to target the ‘worst first’ —i.e.
those living on the lowest incomes, in the least efficient homes.

5.7 Households are now eligible for Nest if they: own or privately rent their home; are on a low-income (less
than 60% of median equivalised net household income) or means-tested benefits; and have an EPC rating
of E or less; or an EPC rating of D or less if a householder has an eligible health condition®?.

5.8 We are pleased to see eligibility extended beyond the hard-edge of means-tested benefits, as well as to
include those suffering with health conditions exacerbated by the cold. As recommended, welcome steps
have also been taken to ringfence disability benefits from household income calculations.

Measures

5.9 The previous scheme fell short of its original intended ‘whole-house’ approach and increasingly became a
boiler-replacement scheme?®, National Energy Action advised thereafter the need for the new iteration to
take a ‘fabric-first’ approach to guarantee meaningful energy efficiency upgrades and provide a
permanent solution to lower bills —an approach that was recognised by the Welsh Government in its



Policy Statement?.

5.10 Inthe Programme’s tender document, a wide range of measures were confirmed to be part of the
new scheme. This includes loft insulation; cavity wall insulation; solid wall insulation; heating repairs
(including boiler repairs, or boiler replacements in exceptional circumstances); heat pumps and hot water
systems; heating controls; central heating systems; ventilation improvements; solar PV and batteries; and
windows and doors (where not doing so would significantly and adversely affect the benefit of other
newly installed measures).

5.11 To enable a ‘whole-house’ approach, the spend threshold per property has been substantially
increased to enable the Nest scheme to provide significant fabric upgrades and heating measures as
appropriate. National Energy Action welcomes this decision, as it enables the scheme to take a ‘fabric
first’ approach (as necessary) and, unlike before, means it can address the distinct challenges faced in
rural areas, with appropriate levels of funding that account for the more complex and costly measures
required to address rural fuel poverty.

5.12 In addition to a ‘worst’ and ‘fabric first’ approach, the scheme also intends to take a ‘low carbon first’
approach, meaning that when it comes to heating measures, “low carbon technologies will be prioritised
where it makes sense to do so”?>.

5.13 Ininstances where transitioning to a lower carbon heating source such as an air source heat pump
(ASHP) is not currently viable — for example because it is not yet possible for it to be installed (e.g. no
suitable space/within boundary, a listed building, and the like) or because the running costs to the
household would be excessive (risking pushing them deeper into fuel poverty) — then boiler repairs, or
replacements in exceptional circumstances, were intended to be part of the scheme. As outlined in Welsh
Government’s Policy Statement, for example: “when moving from fossil fuels to an electric heating
system that would cause a significant increase in running costs (due to complexities of the fabric
improvement) the priority could be the repair of energy-efficient gas boilers”.

5.14  However, it has come to National Energy Action’s attention that within the first six months of the
scheme’s operation, some eligible households are currently being turned away for measures if their home
is not yet viable for a heat pump. This is very concerning and in sharp contrast to how we and many other
key stakeholders understood the scheme intended to operate. Several stakeholders have in fact
commented that the Nest scheme has become a carbon reduction scheme, not a fuel poverty one.

5.15 At a meeting of the Fuel Poverty Advisory Panel on 6 September 2024, the Welsh Government made
clear that it was aware of this issue, and that ASHPs are “not suitable for all properties in Wales” and that
this is having an “impact on vulnerable households without heat and hot water”. To try and address this,
the Welsh Government proposed a ‘Nest Crisis Boiler Repair/Replacement’ route to enable eligible Nest
applicants who meet additional eligibility criteria to access boiler repairs (or replacements in exceptional
circumstances). Despite strong advice to the contrary from members, National Energy Action understands
the Welsh Government has proceeded with an approach to trial boiler repairs for 2024-25, limiting boiler
repairs exclusively to eligible households with occupants aged 75 years and over, or with children under
two years old, or with occupants with a relevant health condition, or terminal illnesses®.

5.16  Concerningly, this approach represents a significant narrowing of eligibility for this measure under the
scheme (contradicting the original Policy Statement) and risks leaving many eligible Nest applicants
without heating or hot water. Households who are all, invariably, living on the lowest incomes in the least
efficient housing across Wales, and evidently in crisis irrespective of age or health. As such, National
Energy Action does not feel able to support this decision and believes this avoidable outcome would
potentially be a bigger concern than the previous scheme’s shortcomings when many eligible households
were not able to access the full range of energy saving measures they and their homes needed. Further,
no reference in the Welsh Government’s trial is made to the provision of boiler replacements, and not all
broken boilers can be fixed.



5.17 We, alongside other members of the Fuel Poverty Advisory Panel and Fuel Poverty Coalition Cymru,
are also concerned that it appears there isn’t any significant promotion planned of the new boiler repair
scheme.

5.18  Ourview is that when an eligible Nest applicant applies to the scheme, the following should take
place:

(a) The scheme insulates their home as appropriate;
and

(b) If they have working heating/hot water: assesses whether it is viable now to switch to low-carbon
heating or wait until it is appropriate to do so in the future, conscious that through fabric
improvements it has otherwise made the home low-carbon heat/ heat pump ready in the meantime;

or

If they do not have working heating/hot water: either installs low-carbon heating if it is
viable/appropriate to do so now or repairs/replaces their existing fossil fuel heating system, having
otherwise made the home low-carbon heat/heat pump ready (for when it is appropriate to do so in
the future).

In this way, boiler repairs (or replacements in necessary circumstances) should be available to all eligible
Nest applicants without working heating or hot water where low-carbon heating is not yet viable,
irrespective of age and health?’.

5.19  Enabling multiple/repeat applications to Nest (where still eligible), as the Welsh Government has now
welcomely done, means that this approach is possible. And, in line with Wales Net Zero 2035 Challenge
Group advice®®, means that:

e inthe immediate term, where possible, heat pumps can be installed now where viable and not likely
to increase costs, alongside fabric upgrades to deliver affordable warmth;

e inthe near-medium term, as heat pump costs come down and confidence increases, more homes
benefiting from the scheme will get heat pumps first time alongside fabric upgrades;

e beyond that, in the longer term, (a) upfront and running cost reductions will mean a majority of
homes receiving fuel poverty support will routinely receive a heat pump as part of a package of
retrofit measures and (b) homes which were made heat pump ready earlier in the lifetime of the
Warm Homes Programme will now appropriately receive heat pumps when their boiler reaches end
of life.

5.20 Itis of course imperative that in all of this, recipients of Nest receive appropriate advice, support and
aftercare relating to their new measures — not least to ensure they know how to run their new systems
efficiently and to keep costs as low as possible.

5.21  Ultimately, if this approach to energy efficiency is taken, the Nest scheme would lift its beneficiaries
out of fuel poverty, providing a permanent reduction in energy bills, year after year. It will make the
homes of those in fuel poverty — whether persistent, severe, or otherwise — much warmer, greener,
healthier places to live.

Part Two and an area-based approach

5.22  Only ‘Part One’ of the new Warm Homes Programme is currently operational. This is chiefly demand-
led, and while welcome, is insufficient to tackle fuel poverty by itself.



5.23  Inits Policy Statement of 15 June 2023, the Welsh Government stated that ‘Part Two’ will involve “the
development of a whole housing stock approach to decarbonisation to provide a long-term strategy for
energy efficiency, fuel poverty and decarbonisation for the sector”. No more is currently known about
Part Two of the Programme, 16+ months on.

5.24  There has not been an area-based scheme funded by the Welsh Government since Arbed closed in
2021. There are several benefits to an area-based approach (as outlined and recommended in the
Equality and Social Justice Committee’s previous inquiry into Fuel Poverty and the Warm Homes
Programme in 2022). These include economies of scale, neighbourhood impact, as well as economic
benefits'®. This therefore represents a key gap in current provision.

5.25  National Energy Action has previously championed the merits of an area-based scheme targeting
clusters of inefficient homes in deprived areas, running alongside a demand-led scheme. A former
subsidiary CIC of National Energy Action, Warm Zones, were also the first to pilot an area-based approach
in the UK and it worked very well until funding shifted to cherry-picking eligible properties and measures.

5.26  We understand and welcome that the Welsh Government is working with its delivery agents to
deliver area-based ‘projects’ as part of the new Warm Homes Programme. However, it is crucial that a
distinct pot of funding is made available for an area-based approach, separate from Nest, to avoid further
constraints on the already under-funded demand-led scheme.

5.27 ltis also key that an area-based approach still targets areas within Wales with the highest levels of
fuel poverty. The Welsh Government’s local authority-level fuel poverty estimates for Wales date back to
2018 (due to the Welsh Housing Conditions Survey). At the time, 23% of households in Gwynedd and 21%
of households in Ceredigion were estimated to be in fuel poverty, when the national average across
Wales was 12%.2° Areas such as these face several compounding issues that serve to make fuel poverty
worse.

Monitoring and evaluation

5.28 The previous CCERA Committee’s inquiry into the Warm Homes Programme in 2020 highlighted
serious concerns related to the lack of a robust monitoring and evaluation framework for the previous
iteration of the Programme?!, impeding the assessment of each schemes’ impact on fuel poverty. This is a
crucial aspect given the Programme is the key delivery mechanism for tackling fuel poverty in Wales.
Similar concerns were also reported by Audit Wales in 20212,

5.29 The Welsh Government states that “robust monitoring and evaluation” has been implemented within
the new Programme. As outlined in its Policy Statement, it states this will address several areas, namely:

e The impact measures have had on individual households in relation to bill savings

e  The impact the scheme has on fuel poverty

e Carbon savings over the lifetime of the assets retrofitted

e The contribution made towards wider community benefits, such as skills and the foundational
economy.

While National Energy Action supports the Welsh Government’s intentions to produce annual reports and
to develop a monitoring and evaluation framework to track its effectiveness, additional assessments
should be carried out in several other relevant areas, including:

e Take-up across tenures

e Take-up across income levels (e.g., means-tested benefits vs relative low income)

e Take-up under the health-based criteria (e.g., who is accessing the scheme and with what health
conditions, where they are based and how they were referred in)

e Referrals (e.g., from what sectors and organisations)



e Customer journey (including when and why households may drop out of the scheme)

e Measures provided

e Any additional assistance offered (e.g., via ECO or other relevant schemes, as well as safety and
carbon monoxide, etc.)

e The outcomes for beneficiaries of the Programme.

Such monitoring and evaluation on progress and outcomes of the new Nest scheme (and the Programme
more broadly) should regularly be made public.

6. How changes from the previous Warm Homes Programme will impact delivery, particularly in terms of
the numbers of households that will be supported

6.1 It has been widely acknowledged, including by the Welsh Government, that current investment of £30
million per year is not sufficient to meet need or targets. The tender document published as part of the
procurement process for the new Programme indicated that around 1600 homes would be upgraded
annually over the duration of the scheme. Based on this figure, it would take well over a century to
upgrade all of Wales’s lower-income households currently estimated to be in fuel poverty (i.e., up to
217,700).

6.2 We understand that the Welsh Government has faced its toughest budgetary situation since devolution,
but there remains an urgent need to improve the energy efficiency of fuel poor homes across Wales,
especially for those living on the lowest incomes in the least efficient properties. If Welsh Government is
to meet its 2035 targets, reduce fuel poverty and eradicate severe fuel poverty as far as reasonably
practicable?, as well as meet climate change ambitions, it must be prepared to invest to save, significantly
scaling up the level of investment in the Programme.

6.3 We understand that the Welsh Government intends soon to fully assess the level of investment required
to decarbonise fuel poor homes and to make long-term plans for delivering the funding required. There
are significant benefits attached to this and National Energy Action encourages the Welsh Government to
carry out an assessment of said benefits including savings on energy bills; thermal comfort; health and
wellbeing; increased capital value of properties; employment; reduced carbon emissions; and
improvements to air quality.

6.4 As part of National Energy Action’s UK Fuel Poverty Monitor 2022-232* report, modelling by Gemserv
illustrates that approximately £2bn of funding would ultimately be required in Wales to ensure that all
low-income households live in a property with an EPC C by 2030. £1bn of this funding would be required
from additional government investment in Wales, alongside £1bn via private and social landlords.

6.5 It is also understood that the UK Government’s Warm Homes Plan will result in significant consequentials
for the devolved nations, with the UK Government confirming it will initially invest £3.4bn to kickstart the
programme in the first three years. National Energy Action firmly believes resulting consequentials should
be invested into the Warm Homes Programme —i.e. to upgrade the energy efficiency of fuel poor homes
in Wales.

7. The need for energy efficiency-based Interim Targets

7.1 The Welsh Government’s Tackling Fuel Poverty Plan 2021-2035 was published in March 2021 to address
fuel poverty in Wales and to support those “struggling to meet the cost of their domestic energy needs”.
The publication of the plan and its actions were, and still are, welcomed by National Energy Action.

7.2 However, there remains a noticeable lack of interim targets in the Plan, despite the Welsh Government’s
statutory obligations to specify such targets. This requirement is set out in the Warm Homes and Energy
Conservation Act (WHECA) 2000% to “specify interim objectives to be achieved and target dates for
achieving them”.



7.3 With 10 years left between now and the end target date of 2035, there are widespread concerns that
three non-statutory targets, spanning three Senedd terms, with no interim milestones, seriously risks not
driving the sustained and necessary action and investment that is required to address fuel poverty in
Wales.

7.4 There are several benefits associated with the introduction of such meaningful interim targets, not least
that it will help to provide a clearer pathway to 2035 within Welsh Government’s sphere of control,
provide vital opportunities to review progress through the duration of the Plan, and enable Welsh
Government to meet its statutory obligations.

7.5 There are also numerous benefits associated with meeting energy efficiency-based fuel poverty targets,
as outlined in National Energy Action’s UK Fuel Poverty Monitor 2022-23. It shows that if Wales had a
similar target to England (i.e. for all low-income households to live in a property with an EPC C by 2030),
the following benefits could be accessed cumulatively up to 2030:

e f1.1bnin total cumulative energy bill savings for households
e £0.2bnin value of increases to thermal comfort

e £0.2bninincreased capital value of private rented properties
e 3,000 additional full-time jobs

e 1.7 MtCO2e in reduced carbon emissions

e £5.5bnin improved air quality damage cost savings

7.6 National Energy Action and other key stakeholders, including the Fuel Poverty Coalition Cymru, have been
calling on Welsh Government to introduce such targets for many years. Regrettably, neither these nor any
other interim targets have yet been introduced into the Plan.

7.7 ltis understood that Welsh Government is currently in the process of updating the Plan’s short-term
actions, and we have advised that an action to “Develop and introduce interim, energy efficiency-based
targets to address fuel poverty” should be included, to be achieved by the end of this Senedd term (i.e.
May 2025).

8. How effective local authorities have been at accessing and utilising Energy Company Obligation (ECO)
Flex funding

8.1 A further key opportunity to upgrade the energy efficiency of fuel poor homes in Wales is by maximising
the funding available from GB-wide schemes, such as ECO4, the funding pots of which far surpass that of
the current Warm Homes Programme.

8.2 National Energy Action understands that the Welsh Government has provided support to local authorities
to develop Statement of Intent on LA ECO Flex through local partnerships and the Welsh Local
Government Association.

8.3 We understand the Welsh Government has also provided a total of £352,000 of funding in 2023-24,
alongside technical assistance, to local authorities to enable them to leverage funds from ECO and the
Great British Insulation Scheme?® — ultimately to encourage them to engage fully with the opportunity.

8.4 However, despite these welcome steps, it is not necessarily clear to stakeholders what each local
authority is doing in this space and how effective they have been at accessing and utilising this funding.
National Energy Action understands there is a varied picture across Wales, with some local authorities
more engaged than others. For example, according to the latest available data, under the ECO3 interim /
ECO4 Flex scheme, Powys has had the most installations (4,388) while Torfaen has had zero?’. We are also
aware than many local authorities are struggling for capacity and resources.



8.5 The installation of measures through ECO is reported by parliamentary constituency and varies
significantly by region. According to the latest data, between January 2013 and June 2024, Ceredigion
Preseli has seen the highest number of installations in Wales, with 7,555 measures installed, equating to
184.7 measures per 1,000 households. In contrast, Monmouthshire has only 2,303 households receiving
measures, equivalent to just 56.3 households per 1,000 households. This highlights a considerable
discrepancy in the distribution of ECO measures across regions in Wales?,

8.6 It is critical that local authorities in Wales maximise ECO Flex funding and are adequately resourced to do
so, ultimately to ensure residents in their area are able to benefit from support available under the
scheme.

8.7 National Energy Action also understands that under the new Nest scheme, Energy Saving Trust (who
delivers the Nest scheme’s advice and triaging) is in the process of working with each local authority in
Wales to set up suitable referral pathways into ECO4 Flex. National Energy Action recommends that
residents are referred directly, and not simply directed or signposted, to improve accessibility and
ultimately to help ensure as many eligible residents receive support as possible.

8.8 Referrals to ECO and other relevant UK Government initiatives should also be monitored and regularly
reported on to help enable the Welsh Government to track and assess the delivery of these schemes in
Wales, the contribution they are making towards 2035 objectives, and the differences they are making to
their beneficiaries.

8.9 There is currently wider uncertainty around the ECO4 scheme and whether it will be extended past its
current end date of March 2026. The UK Government must urgently bring forward a decision to extend
the scheme and consult on its specifics.

9. How the Welsh Government is working with the UK Government to address fuel poverty

9.1 National Energy Action welcomes the Welsh Government’s ongoing work with the UK Government on
various wider, related issues during the energy and cost-of-living crisis, including the need for deeper
price protection, debt management, and reducing the overreliance on prepayment meters. Continuing to
address these areas will help the Welsh Government to make progress towards its own 2035 targets and
help ensure low-income and vulnerable households across Wales can afford to keep warm, safe and
healthy at home.

Deeper price protection

9.2 Few things are more essential than having access to heat and power. Energy is an essential service and
there is an ongoing need to introduce deeper, enduring price protection to help make energy affordable
for low-income and vulnerable consumers.

9.3 This could be introduced in the form of a social energy tariff which would subsidise energy prices for fuel
poor households. The Welsh Government has publicly supported these proposals and National Energy
Action would welcome it continuing to do so. The previous UK Government committed in its Autumn
Statement 2022 to “develop a new approach to consumer protection in energy markets, [to] apply from
April 2024 onwards”. In so doing, it promised to “work with consumer groups and industry to consider the
best approach, including options such as social tariffs, as part of wider retail market reforms”, but
unfortunately failed to do s0.?°

Energy debt

9.4 There is also an urgent need for UK Government and Ofgem to address the growing mountain of debt in
the energy sector. As described above, this is unprecedented and unsustainable, and the consequences



are particularly acute in Wales.
9.5 National Energy Action supports calls for this to be addressed through a ‘Help to Repay’ scheme that
provides funding towards writing off debt and matching debt repayments, to help accelerate the

repayment of energy debts for low-income, vulnerable households®.

Prepayment meters

9.6 National Energy Action has welcomed the Welsh Government’s engagement and support with issues
relating to prepayment meters (PPMs), particularly during the scandal in 20233, Despite welcome
progress from Ofgem on strengthened rules around the ‘involuntary installation’ of PPMs32, unfortunately
the issue of overreliance on the installation of PPMs to recover debt is far from over.

9.7 Recent data shared by Ofgem with the Welsh Government and its Fuel Poverty Advisory Panel clearly
reveals that PPMs are increasingly being used as a tool for debt repayment. The data shows that the
number of accounts in arrears (i.e. without a repayment plan) in Wales has risen significantly (up 25%) in
2023. For those in debt, the number of households repaying via PPMs is up 92% for electricity (almost
double) and 179% for gas (almost triple) since 2020%. The most growth was between 2022 and 2023
precisely when the ban on the forced installation of PPMs was in place. This indicates a combination of
two things — that customers are willingly choosing to repay via PPM and/or customers are being
‘encouraged’ to move over to a PPM by their supplier.

9.8 National Energy Action would welcome the Welsh Government’s continued support to ensure Ofgem
continue to monitor, enforce, and improve suppliers’ performance in this regard; to continue to support
the smart meter rollout (particularly for prepay users); and to reduce standing charges for prepay
customers.

Working with partners

9.9 To further support and protect low-income and vulnerable households, the Welsh Government should
also work with wider partners to deliver actions where it does not have direct delegations to deliver.
National Energy Action would like to see this as a new action in the Tackling Fuel Poverty Plan to
intentionally engage with other sectors, including:

e Ofgem

e Energy suppliers (across GB and including Ynni Cymru)
e Energy networks

e Local governments

e Housing sector

e Health sector

9.10 We acknowledge the Welsh Government’s ongoing and welcome engagement with Ofgem on issues
such as prepay and would encourage extending this to achieve further fairer outcomes for vulnerable
Welsh households in the retail energy market. This should include, but not be limited to, issues relating
to:

e Prepay and the impact of self-disconnection

e Smart meters

e Debt

e Standing charges and regional variations in prices
e Revisions to supplier licence conditions

9.11  We also note that the Welsh Government currently makes no specific reference to engage with the
housing or health sectors in its Tackling Fuel Poverty Plan, despite both matters being devolved. We



would therefore like to see these included as new distinct actions to engage both sectors to help tackle
fuel poverty, reduce avoidable inequalities and drive-up standards. Namely by:

e Working with the housing sector to actively track related issues in social housing and respond to
those sets of issues, and assessing how low-income vulnerable households are being prioritised
for energy efficiency upgrades. The Welsh Government has introduced new, higher minimum
energy efficiency standards for social housing (under the WHQS 2023), in contrast to the stagnant
policy in the private rented sector that is set by the UK Government. The Welsh Government
should, therefore, also actively track the enforcement of housing standards in the private rented
sector (including PRS MEES and HHSRS), any barriers to enforcement, the role of Rent Smart
Wales in this regard, all with a view to ultimately improve the quality of the PRS in Wales. To
enforce tenants’ rights to a warm, safe and healthy home, government and local authorities need
to work closely together to ensure monitoring and enforcement is a resourced priority for all local
authorities. This includes building local authority capacity to enforce current minimum standards.
Currently, constrained finances and capacity mean many local authorities struggle to allocate
adequate resources to monitor and enforce standards in the private rented sector.

e Working with the health sector to reduce avoidable health inequalities and to help tackle fuel
poverty, which costs the NHS in Wales approximately £95m every year®*. This may require
targeted/focused efforts at a local level, in areas where fuel poverty and health inequalities are
deepest. The Welsh Government’s Cold Weather Resilience Plan does not commit to such action
or to align work with Wales’ health sector in this way currently. In 2024-25, National Energy
Action, Care & Repair Cymru and Warm Wales are working jointly with the health sector to help
embed well-established processes and approaches to fuel poverty and reduce health inequalities.
Lessons learnt from this programme can help with focused engagement with the health sector in
Wales.

END

! See Fuel poverty modelled estimates for Wales, Welsh Government (2022) at https://www.gov.wales/fuel-poverty-
modelled-estimates-wales-october-2021/

2 Based on Ofgem’s previous way of working (used until late 2023), October’s GB average of £1,717 is actually ~£1,800. In
South Wales, it is equivalent to £1,834 and in North Wales and Mersey, £1,845. See https://www.nea.org.uk/news/tdcv-
explainer

3 Under its Tackling Fuel Poverty Plan 2021-2035, the Welsh Government has set three targets, namely that by 2035: no
households are estimated to be living in severe or persistent fuel poverty as far as reasonably practicable; not more than
5% of households are estimated to be living in fuel poverty at any one time as far as reasonably practicable; and the
number of all households ‘at risk’ of falling into fuel poverty will be more than halved based on the 2018 estimate. See
https://www.gov.wales/tackling-fuel-poverty-2021-2035-html#section-64048

4 National Energy Action and YouGov surveyed 1,059 Welsh adults between 9 — 13 September 2024, see Half of Welsh
adults are likely to ration their energy use this winter — as bills RISE again, National Energy Action (2024) at
https://www.nea.org.uk/news/oct-24-price-cap-wales-survey/

> See Debt and Arrears Indicators, Ofgem (2024) at https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/debt-and-arrears-indicators
6 The issue here, arguably, is not that the Winter Fuel Payment is now targeted, but that it has not been targeted
effectively. Nor has any other additional, targeted energy bill support been made available.

7 See Plenary 18/09/2024 — Welsh Parliament, Senedd Cymru (2024) at
https://record.senedd.wales/Plenary/14106#A90378

8 See State of Wales briefing: pensioners and Winter Fuel Payment, Bevan Foundation (2024) at State of Wales briefings -
Bevan Foundation and Commissioner urges rethink on Winter Fuel Payment means testing, Older People’s Commissioner
(2024), at https://olderpeople.wales/news/commissioner-urges-rethink-on-winter-fuel-payment-means-testing/
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9 See Written Question — WQ93698 — Welsh Parliament, Senedd Cymru (2024), at
https://record.senedd.wales/WrittenQuestion/93698
10 See New Warm Homes Programme: policy statement, Welsh Government (2023) at https://www.gov.wales/new-
warm-homes-programme-policy-statement-html/
11 See New Warm Homes Programme: policy statement, Welsh Government (2023) at https://www.gov.wales/new-
warm-homes-programme-policy-statement-html/
12 See Get free home energy efficiency improvements from Nest, Welsh Government at https://www.gov.wales/get-free-
home-energy-efficiency-improvements-nest/eligibility
13 See The Welsh Government’s Warm Homes Programme, Audit Wales (2021) at https://audit.wales/publication/welsh-
governments-warm-homes-programme
14 See New Warm Homes Programme: policy statement, Welsh Government (2023) at https://www.gov.wales/new-
warm-homes-programme-policy-statement-html/
15 See New Warm Homes Programme: policy statement, Welsh Government (2023) at https://www.gov.wales/new-
warm-homes-programme-policy-statement-htmil/
16 The suggested age-related criteria are taken from Ofgem’s recently updated rules regarding involuntary installations
for prepayment meters (PPMs). However, it should be noted that PPMs should only be a last resort and only ever
installed where it is safe and reasonably practicable to do so — irrespective of age or health. In addition to this, while
suppliers are prohibited from force-fitting a PPM in a household where someone is aged 75 or over, or two and under,
the regulations also prohibit suppliers from force-fitting a PPM in financially vulnerable households with someone aged
65 or over, or five and under, where they are unlikely to be able to afford a reasonable level of energy consumption and
will frequently, or for prolonged periods, self-disconnect and risk causing significant consumer harm. In these
circumstances, the supplier must consider PPM to be not safe and reasonably practicable. Given the overall eligibility
criteria for Nest, it is reasonable to assume that all eligible applicants to Nest are also financially vulnerable, given they
are living on the lowest incomes in the least efficient homes across Wales. It is also worth noting that when Ofgem
published these updated rules, the Senedd's Petitions Committee made representations that the rules were too narrow,
and the First Minister stated in Plenary on 9 January 2024 that the rules, while significantly stricter than the previous
arrangements, “don’t go far enough, in our view”. See Plenary 09/01/2024 — Welsh Parliament, Senedd Cymru (2024) at
https://record.senedd.wales/Plenary/13678
17 National Energy Action and other Fuel Poverty Advisory Panel members fed back these concerns in advance of the
decision the Welsh Government has now taken. There was also consensus among the majority of the group that should
the Welsh Government deem it necessary to limit boiler repairs/replacements to a distinct subset of eligible Nest
applicants with no heating or hot water and for whom heat pumps/low-carbon heating is not yet a viable/appropriate
option, then this should, at the very least, be expanded to include those:

e aged 65 years and over;

e with children aged five and under;

e who are pregnant (save being turned away and having to reapply shortly after giving birth and once baby is now

at home);

e households with residents with one of the existing health conditions (as proposed);

e with aterminal illness (as proposed).
Worryingly, not even these recommendations appear to have been adopted. Further, the Welsh Government’s original
draft included a degree of flexibility, stating “Those with a clear need for crisis support, falling just outside the age
thresholds, would be considered on a case-by-case basis”. This also appears to have since been removed, noting that the
Welsh Government now states it will “monitor the situation, particularly for those with a clear need for crisis support,
falling just outside the age thresholds listed”.
18 See How could Wales heat and build homes and workplaces by 2035?, Wales Net Zero 2035 Challenge Group (2024) at
https://netzero2035.wales/our-reports/how-could-wales-heat-and-build-homes-and-workplaces-by-2035
19 See National Energy Action Cymru — Fuel poverty and the Warm Homes Programme (2022) at
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s122018/FP12-%20National%20Energy%20Action%20Cymru.pdf
20 See https://www.gov.wales/local-area-fuel-poverty-estimates-april-2017-march-2018
21 See Fuel Poverty in Wales, Climate Change, Environment and Rural Affairs Committee (2020) at
https://senedd.wales/laid%20documents/cr-Id13147/cr-ld13147-e.pdf

22 Audit Wales stated that “future schemes would benefit from increased scrutiny of delivery, closer monitoring of

contract compliance and better management information”. See The Welsh Government’s Warm Homes Programme,
Audit Wales (2021) at https://audit.wales/publication/welsh-governments-warm-homes-programme.

2 See Tackling Fuel Poverty Plan 2021-2035, Welsh Government (2021) at https://www.gov.wales/tackling-fuel-poverty-
2021-2035-html#section-64048
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24 See UK Fuel Poverty Monitor 2022-23, National Energy Action (2024) at https://www.nea.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2024/01/FPM-full-31-January.pdf

2See Warm Homes and Energy Conservation Act 2000, at https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2000/31/contents

26 See Draft Budget 2024-25, Welsh Government (2023), at https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2024-
02/ministers-written-evidence-to-senedd-scrutiny-committees-2024-2025.pdf

27 See Household Energy Efficiency Statistics, UK Government (2024) at
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/household-energy-efficiency-statistics-headline-release-october-2024

28 See Household Energy Efficiency Statistics, UK Government (2024) at
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/household-energy-efficiency-statistics-headline-release-october-2024

2 See https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63761678e90e0728475ed4fd/CCS1022065440-
001_SECURE_HMT_Autumn_Statement_November_2022_BOOK.pdf

30 See Help to Repay Proposal, Money Advice Trust (2023) at https://moneyadvicetrust.org/help-to-repay

31 The forced installation of PPMs by warrant is not new, often used as a tool to recover debts. However, despite
repeated warnings from Ofgem, and supplier license conditions stipulating that forced installation of PPMs is a last resort
and only to be done when it is safe and reasonably practicable for consumers, the situation deteriorated over the
pandemic and the onset of the energy crisis. In December 2022, the i paper reported that nearly half a million warrants
had been issued since the Covid-19 pandemic. A similar investigation also found that since October 2021, the number of
warrants had increased by 18% at the time, with one court in the north of England signing off 496 warrants in under four
minutes. In February 2023, an undercover investigation by The Times exposed British Gas debt agents force fitting PPMs
into the homes of vulnerable households.

32 See New prepayment meter rules extend protections for vulnerable people, Ofgem (2023), at
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/press-release/new-prepayment-meter-rules-extend-protections-vulnerable-people

33 Ofgem routinely collects data through its suppliers' Social Obligations Reporting. Some data is routinely collected but
has not yet been shared, including data on self-disconnection and smart PPMs more broadly. Other data, such as total
amount of energy debt and arrears by nation and average amounts owed by customer in each nation are not routinely
collected or published. National Energy Action believes they should be.

34 See Making a Difference Housing and Health: A Case for Investment, Public Health Wales at
https://phw.nhs.wales/files/housing-and-health-reports/a-case-for-investment-report Note: Public Health Wales’ report
also highlights that every £1 spent on housing adaptations prior to hospital discharge results in £7.50 of cost savings for
health and social care services.
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CONSULTATION

Cymru
Older People’s

RESPONSE -

Senedd Equality and Social Justice Committee
Consultation: Fuel Poverty in Wales

The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales (OPCW) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the
Senedd Equality and Social Justice Committee’s consultation on Fuel Poverty in Wales.

Introduction

Fuel poverty is an issue that affects a significant number of older people across Wales. The true
extent of older people affected is hard to assess due to a lack of recent data. Projections are
based on 2008 Living in Wales Survey and the 2017-18 Wales Housing Conditions Survey: as of 1
October 2021, 22% of single pensioner households, and 13% of pensioner couple households in
Wales were in fuel poverty.!

Older people have contacted the Commissioner to raise a range of issues connected with fuel
poverty such as living in older, damp properties that are hard to heat; living off grid and relying on
oil or LPG heating and also the difficulties in understanding energy bills, especially when receiving
estimates. This causes considerable hardship, frustration and distress to older people who
experience these problems.

The Commissioner has also heard from many older people about the impact that the UK
Government’s decision to restrict the Winter Fuel Allowance to only those in receipt of Pension
Credit will have this winter. This decision is likely to mean the number of older people in fuel
poverty and severe fuel poverty will increase, with significant harm to physical and mental health
and wellbeing as a result.

The Welsh Government’s Tackling Fuel Poverty Plan “Tackling fuel poverty 2021 to 2035”2 was
published in March 2021 to address fuel poverty in Wales and to support those “struggling to meet
the cost of their domestic energy needs”. The Commissioner’s office responded to the
consultation on the Plan, stating that the timescale for change was too broad and calling for a
target to eradicate fuel poverty amongst older people by 2026. There remains a noticeable lack of
interim targets in the plan. It is essential that interim targets are introduced in order to concentrate
action on this issue. The context of fuel poverty has changed significantly and rapidly since the
original plan was first published.

1 Welsh Government (2023) Fuel poverty modelled estimates for Wales. (June 2023). Available at:
https://www.gov.wales/fuel-poverty-interactive-dashboard

2 Welsh Government Tackling fuel poverty 2021 to 2035 A plan to support people struggling to meet the cost of their
domestic energy needs.Available at: https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/pdf-
versions/2021/12/4/1638465219/tackling-fuel-poverty-2021-2035.pdf
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Is there an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales?

The consultation notes the reliance on the 2008 Living in Wales Survey and the 2017-18 Wales
Housing Conditions Survey. This does not therefore provide an accurate picture of fuel poverty in
Wales, as the surveys are based on data that are out of date. Many factors have affected
household income and living costs since then, such as inflation, changes in employment patterns,
and the impact of COVID-19 and Brexit. These factors influence fuel poverty, making any older
data less relevant and reliable.

Since 2021, there has been a significant increase in energy costs and energy debt. Likewise, the
UK Government’s decision to restrict Winter Fuel Allowance Payments to only those older people
in receipt of Pension Credit will not have been taken into account.

However, Wales has also made strides in retrofitting homes with better insulation, more efficient
heating systems, and other measures that reduce energy usage. This would not be captured fully
by surveys conducted several years ago.

A more accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales is needed, especially as Wales has the oldest
housing stock in the UK,® meaning many houses are poorly insulated, leading to increased
energy costs and fuel poverty. Fuel poverty results in cold homes, which contributes to excess
winter mortality and to a range of symptomatic iliness. Older people are likely to be
disproportionately affected by changes in temperature caused by colder weather. 75% of excess
winter deaths are people aged 75 and above.* The average older person supported by Care and
Repair (a charity that helps older people to live independently through repairs, adaptations and
home maintenance) spends 19% of their income on utilities over the winter. In the winter of
2022/23, clients who engaged with Care and Repair’s fuel poverty and energy advice service were
spending on average 25% of their income on utilities.

Cold weather and living in a cold home can affect and exacerbate respiratory and circulatory
conditions, cardiovascular disease and accidental injury.> Research also indicates a link between
cold home temperatures and poorer mental health. Wales’s old housing stock and poor energy
efficiency leads to significant costs for NHS Wales: in 2019, Public Health Wales estimated that
the impact of excess cold increases the costs to the health service associated with poor quality
housing by around £41M, bringing the total to nearly £100M a year.® Going without food or not
eating enough over time leads to malnutrition, which increases the risk of frailty, increasing GP
visits, hospital admissions and the length of stay in hospital.’

3 Welsh Housing Conditions Survey (headline results): April 2017 to March 2018. Available at:
https://www.gov.wales/welsh-housing-conditions-survey-headline-results-april-2017-march-2018

4 Care and Repair (2024) Older people in Wales: Poverty in Winter. Available at: careandrepair.org.uk/winter-report/
5 Public Health England/UCL Institute of Health Equity (2014), Local action on health inequalities: Fuel poverty and
cold home-related health problems, p. 4. Available at: Briefing7_Fuel_poverty health_inequalities.pdf
(publishing.service.gov.uk)

6 S, Garrett H, Woodfine L, Watkins G, Woodham A. (2019). The full cost of poor housing in Wales, Building Research
Establishment Ltd, Public Health Wales, Welsh Government. Available at:

The Cost of Poor Housing_report English_final2-1.pdf (phwwhocc.co.uk)

" UK Government (2017), Impact assessment: Helping older people maintain a healthy diet: A review of what works.
Available at: Helping older people maintain a healthy diet: A review of what works - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)
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Impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel
Payment on fuel poverty in Wales

The decision to restrict Winter Fuel Allowance payments, worth up to £300 per year, to only those
older people in receipt of Pension Credit will have a serious negative effect on some of the poorest
older people across Wales, pushing more into fuel poverty. All those who are entitled to Pension
Credit, but do not currently claim, will now also miss out on Winter Fuel Allowance. This is
concerning, as it will impact thousands of older people across Wales, in a period when energy
debts are rising.

Around 50,000 eligible households in Wales do not claim the Pension Credit they are entitled to,
meaning that around £117 million is left unclaimed rather than reaching those who need it most.?
The changes by the UK Government to eligibility for Winter Fuel Allowance will only increase the
amount of entitlements left unclaimed in Wales.

Wales has proportionately more older people than other parts of the UK and so the impact of the
change in eligibility criteria will be felt significantly in Wales. People over 60 make up 28.2% of the
population of Wales, compared to 24.7% of England and 24.9% of the UK as a whole ° The
Department for Work and Pensions estimate that 33% of eligible single older men, 33% of eligible
single older women and 31% of eligible couples do not claim the Pension Credit to which they are
entitled.

Pension Credit also operates on a ‘cliff edge’ whereby someone’s income determines that they are
either entitled or not entitled to support — there is no taper. This means that someone who is not
eligible for Pension Credit as a result of being over the qualification threshold by even a few pence
misses out on all the other support that is unlocked, which now includes Winter Fuel Allowance.

The tight timescale for the changes is also a cause for concern. The policy change was
announced on 29 July with w/c 16 September 2024 used as the qualifying week for Winter Fuel
Allowance payments. Although Pension Credit payments can be backdated, meaning applications
by 21 December 2024 can still qualify for Winter Fuel Allowance, this is still a very tight timescale
for applications to be made by eligible older people who do not currently claim. Older people will
also have up to £600 less this winter compared to last year in UK Government support with their
heating bills, because the cost-of-living payments brought in temporarily by the previous UK
Government have now stopped.

Data from the June 2024 ONS Public opinions and social trends survey also showed that older
people (70+) were more likely to say the cost of energy bills has increased (53%) than younger
age groups and that they were using less gas and electricity to combat this ° The National Survey
for Wales has recently reported that 25% of 65-74 year olds and 17% of those aged over 75 say
they sometimes or always struggle to pay bills.'!

Older people have contacted the Commissioner with concerns about the Winter Fuel Allowance
change in eligibility criteria, for example: “| am upset and appalled by the announcement... that
Winter Fuel payments are to be scrapped for pensioners except for those on benefits. As a

8 Independent Age (2019) https://www.independentage.org/sites/default/files/2019-

07/Credit%20where%20its %20due%20report_0.pdf

9StatsWales (2024) National level population estimates by year, age and UK country. Available at:
https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Population-and-
Migration/Population/Estimates/nationallevelpopulationestimates-by-year-age-ukcountry

10 ONS (2024) https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/publicopinionsandsocialtrendsgreatbritainjune2024

11 Welsh Government (2023) National Survey for Wales April 2022 to March 2023 _https://gov.wales/national-survey-
walesresults-viewer
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pensioner who worked all my life and saved money for my retirement, | am not entitled to any
means funded benefits. However, in past years the WFP has been a lifeline in helping me to pay
for even the minimum amount of heat (three hours a day at 15°). | live in a rural area and so my
home is dependent upon LPG fuel which is very expensive.”

Other older people have contacted the Commissioner stating that the Winter Fuel payments have
been a lifeline to pay for even the minimum amount of heat. One older person explained how she
had cut out a meal a day in an attempt to be able to afford to heat her home. Individuals have also
told of the impact on people who are more susceptible to the cold as a result of heart conditions
and taking blood thinning medication, for example. The withdrawal of the payment at such short
notice has created anxiety.

Warm Homes Programme

The Welsh Government’s Policy Statement of June 2023 provided a useful overview of the
purpose and approach of the new Warm Homes Programme.*?> Changes to the eligibility criteria
for support with energy efficiency measures under the new scheme are welcome. The move from
qualification being based on receipt of means tested benefits to a low-income threshold instead,
for example, is positive. However, while the need to prioritise dwellings with an Energy
Performance Certificate (EPC) rating of E and below is understandable, older people living in
homes with a higher EPC rating than E may still experience ill health as a result of fuel poverty
and living in cold homes. It is helpful that individuals with a recognised health condition (such as a
chronic respiratory, circulatory or mental health condition) living in a household with an EPC of D
will also be eligible.

Likewise, the change to allow more than one application per household, meaning that if a
household supported by a previous Warm Homes scheme intervention remains in fuel poverty and
meets the eligibility criteria, they may apply for additional support, is also a beneficial
development.

The prioritisation of low carbon technologies where it makes sense to do so, alongside ensuring
that the Warm Homes Programme has some flexibility to support the most vulnerable in society in
exceptional circumstances is reasonable.

However, in practice, this flexibility does not seem to take into account the reality of much of
Wales’s housing stock and the circumstances of many older people living in fuel poverty. Low
carbon options can be limited for older housing stock. Such homes can be harder to retrofit and
more expensive to upgrade. Warm Homes guidance no longer mentions boiler repair or
replacement as an option for the free home energy efficiency improvements available.3

Given the climate emergency and the need to transition to Net Zero, the Welsh Government’s
statement that ‘Long-term investment in fossil fuel heating systems will be permitted only
exceptionally under the new Warm Homes Programme’ is understandable.!* The example given
in the Policy Statement of prioritising energy-efficient gas boilers where moving from fossil fuels to
an electric heating system would cause a significant increase in running costs is pragmatic.

12 Welsh Government (2023) New Warm Homes Programme: policy statement, New Warm Homes Programme: policy
statement [HTML] | GOV.WALES

13 See Nest Guidance: Get free home energy efficiency improvements from Nest | GOV.WALES

14 Welsh Government (2023) New Warm Homes Programme: policy statement, New Warm Homes Programme: policy
statement [HTML] | GOV.WALES
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The Commissioner is therefore extremely concerned to understand that for 2024-25, even in a
‘crisis’ situation where a household does not have an operational heating and hot water system
and an individual is eligible for support under the Warm Homes Programme, there is an additional
set of eligibility criteria that need to be met before boiler repairs can be undertaken. These criteria
for the most part mirror Ofgem’s rules for installing involuntary prepayment meters.'® This would
limit boiler repair support in Wales under the Warm Homes Programme to:

i) households with occupants aged 75 years and over or
ii) households with children aged under 2 years old or

iii) households with occupants with severe health issues including those with a medical
dependency on a warm home — one of the existing health conditions. If a household qualifies for
Nest via a health condition, they are eligible for this crisis route or

iv) households with occupants with terminal illness.

While the Commissioner accepts that the Welsh Government’s intention is to monitor the situation,
it is completely unacceptable for any eligible household to lack a functioning heating and hot water
system and for no action to be taken if low carbon solutions are not yet viable or appropriate.

Boiler repairs (or replacements in necessary circumstances) should be available to all eligible
applicants without working heating or hot water where low carbon heating is not yet
viable/appropriate, irrespective of age and health.

It is disappointing that boiler repairs, and even replacements, may still be the most appropriate

solution in many more cases than would be desirable as Wales seeks to transition to Net Zero.

Nevertheless, the alternative of leaving people without heating and hot water indefinitely should
not be seen as any sort of viable or acceptable option, especially as winter approaches.

The Welsh Government should urgently clarify and publicise that boiler repairs and replacements

are still a permitted activity under the Warm Homes Programme. This is especially the case given
the UK Government’s decision to restrict Winter Fuel Allowance payments to only older people in

receipt of Pension Credit, the impact of which is discussed above.

Particularly in colder months, the priority has to be on ensuring that the homes of vulnerable
people, many of whom will be older people, are warm, safe and energy efficient. Cold homes
present a significant threat to the health of older people. Preparation to make homes low carbon
ready is rightly an important aspect of the Warm Homes Programme but the main initial focus must
be measures to ensure homes are warm, safe, energy efficient and protect the health of all who
live in them. No eligible person should be left in a crisis situation without an operational heating
and hot water system.

Other concerns with the Warm Homes Programme include the scale of the scheme (particularly
given rising energy prices and the cost-of-living crisis), the overall levels of funding provided to
undertake activity, and the processes for monitoring, evaluation, and reporting on progress. There
is a need to monitor and record requests from people who did not receive assistance when they
were eligible to do so, as well as people who do not fall within the eligibility criteria to understand if
changes are needed. Some households may be left unsupported as the eligibility criteria for the
programme may not capture all those in need.

15 See Ofgem (2023), New rules for installing involuntary prepayment meters. Available at: New rules for installing
involuntary prepayment meters | Ofgem
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Effectiveness of other support

The support available to households in or at risk of fuel poverty includes the Welsh Government
Discretionary Assistance Fund (DAF) and support via the Fuel Bank Foundation. There is no
longer a specific Winter Fuel payment available from the Welsh Government.

The numbers of older people using the DAF are low in proportion to other age groups. The
eligibility criteria for qualifying for payments are narrow, for example ‘be in extreme financial
hardship, for example you've lost your job, applied for benefits and waiting for your first payment or
have no money to buy food, gas and electricity’.® This rules out older people who need support
as a result of fuel poverty but who are not in absolute crisis. The latest DAF figures (June 2024)’
show 810 people between 69 and 69 years old in receipt of support via this avenue, while the
numbers for people aged over 70 were even lower, with only 160 payments. This is in contrast to
2,235 people aged 50-59.

Welsh Government co-operation with UK Government on fuel
poverty

The UK Government announced that it would extend the Household Support Fund in England to
help struggling households with bills and essential costs over the winter, with associated Barnett
consequentials for Wales.!8 |t is vital that some of the additional financial resources available are
used to specifically support older people struggling as a result of the changes to Winter Fuel
Allowance. Additional funding should not simply be added to existing support channels such as
DAF where it is unlikely to reach all older people who need it.

Overall, the picture of how the Welsh Government and the UK Government will work together on
addressing fuel poverty is still emerging. There may be future opportunities. For example, the UK
Government has introduced the Great British Energy Bill where one of the stated objectives is
‘improvements in energy efficiency’. What this might mean for Wales over the years ahead is not
yet clear. More detail is needed on how the Welsh Government and UK Government plan to
tackle fuel poverty.

Conclusion

Fuel poverty is a serious issue that adversely affects the health and wellbeing of a significant
number of older people across Wales. The impact of the restriction of Winter Fuel Allowance
payments in 2024-25 is likely to push more older people into fuel poverty. The Commissioner
would like to highlight the following areas:

16 Guidance on the Discretionary Assistance Fund (DAF). Available at: https://www.gov.wales/discretionary-assistance-
fund-daf/eligibility

17 Discretionary Assistance Fund by Age - Monthly data (April 2023 Onwards). Available at:
https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Community-Safety-and-Social-Inclusion/discretionary-assistance-
fund/discretionaryassistancefund-by-age-monthly

18 Can be seen at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-support-extended-to-help-struggling-households-
with-bills-and-essential-costs-over-winter
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e The need for the Welsh Government’'s Warm Homes Scheme to achieve a better balance
between the transition to Net Zero and putting in place effective measures to make homes
warm, safe and energy efficient in the shorter term. This must include the provision of
boiler repairs and replacements when this is the best available option and no eligible
household should be left without heating or hot water.

e Clarity must be provided to all those involved in the Warm Homes Programme, including
referring agencies and the public, about the full range of permitted support measures.

e Better, reliable and more up to date data on fuel poverty in Wales should be collected and
published which allows the experiences of different groups of citizens to be easily
understood. Ideally, this would include five year age bands to be able to assess the
experiences of different groups of older people. The biennial review of performance
towards 2035 objectives, which was a commitment in the “Tackling fuel poverty 2021 to
2035” plan, must be published on time in future.

e The development and introduction of interim energy efficiency-based targets to address fuel
poverty should be undertaken by the Welsh Government and put in place by the end of the
current Senedd term in 2025.

e Specific support for older people experiencing fuel poverty (or greater fuel poverty) as a
result of the restriction of Winter Fuel Allowance should be put in place urgently by the
Welsh Government, with ongoing funding identified in the Welsh Government’s draft budget
for 2025-26.

Name: Sion Wyn Evans
Job Role: Policy and Practice Lead, Older People’s Commissioner for Wales
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Fuel Poverty

e (Q1) Whether there is an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today, given that
data is based on the 2008 Living in Wales Survey and 2017-18 Wales Housing
Conditions Survey;

e (Q2) The potential impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel
Payment on fuel poverty in Wales;

e (Q3) The detail of the new Warm Homes Programme, including the energy efficiency
measures offered, changes to eligibility criteria, the approach to delivering advice
services, and the development of an area based approach;

e (Q4) How changes from the previous programme will impact delivery, particularly in
terms of the numbers of households that will be supported;

e (Q5) The extent to which the Warm Homes Programme is helping to address
persistent fuel poverty in Wales, and if not, what further action is needed;

e (Q6) The effectiveness of support available to households in or at risk of fuel poverty,
in addition to the Warm Homes Programme;

e (Q7) How effective local authorities have been at accessing and utilising ECO Flex
funding;

e (Q8) How the Welsh Government is working with the UK Government to address fuel
poverty.

Social Enterprise Stakeholder Group

The Social Enterprise Stakeholder Group (SESG) is passionate about the potential of social
enterprise to transform the Welsh economy. Our members are Cwmpas, Social Firms Wales,
DTA Wales, UnLtd and WCVA.

In 2020, the SESG published its ten-year Vision and Action Plan, Transforming Wales through
Social Enterprise, which seeks to make social enterprise the business model of choice in
Wales by 2030. The SESG has come together as a consortium to deliver Social Business
Wales, the Welsh Government's flagship specialist support service for social businesses, and
is working strategically to make Wales the best place to start and grow a social enterprise.

Response

There is a crisis of poverty in Welsh communities. This comes in many different forms, and
fuel poverty is an increasingly big part of this. We support the calls made by National Energy
Action for the scaling up of investment in addressing fuel poverty and that this is targeted at
those in our communities most at need. We support calls for more targeted support in the
form of a social tariff for the energy market (Q5).



In order to address fuel poverty effectively, we also need an accurate picture of fuel poverty
in Wales, which is not possible without collection of up-to-date, robust data. This data
should also develop an understanding of how fuel poverty interacts with other forms and
causes of poverty, such as food poverty and data poverty (Q1).

Community Energy

Fundamentally, the unfairness of extensive fuel poverty in Wales is a result of an imbalanced
market, with ownership and power disproportionately in the hands of a small number of
people and corporations. In order to create a stronger, fairer and more sustainable energy
system and end fuel poverty we need to empower communities in Wales to develop
democratically-owned community energy projects to re-balance the market. (Q5)

Across the UK the community-owned energy sector is growing significantly. The Community
Energy State of the Sector 2024 report found that turnover in the sector has reached £43.2m,
employing 796 people including 102 new jobs. £12.9m was contributed to local economies
through organisational expenditure and community benefit funds. Bill savings of £4.4m were
made through energy advice schemes, and people have been helped to save £13.8m since
2020. There has been a continued diversification in the type of services and support offered,
with the sector demonstrating significant innovation following the dramatic rise in the cost
of energy in recent years.

The headlines from Community Energy Wales’ State of the Sector 2023 report found that in
2022, there were 36 active community energy groups based within Wales with a total of 29.2
MW of community owned energy capacity, a 6% increase from 2021 total. 2.9 MW of new
electricity capacity was installed during 2022, including 3 new solar projects. 160 FTE working
across the sector in Wales, an increase of 15 FTE from last year.

The community energy sector in Wales is delivering sustainable energy generation, cutting
fuel bills, and building more resilient local communities. On top of this, community energy
projects are diversifying their work and developing new services for communities to tackle
fuel poverty in the short and longer-term. Community energy projects in Wales have
developed new services advising on energy efficiency and delivering low carbon community
heating, community transport, and education and outreach projects. These groups are
uniquely placed to offer high-quality support to communities because they are anchored in
their local area, are trusted deliverers and have local networks and knowledge

Case Study: Datblygiadau Egni Gwledig

There are many examples in Wales of community energy projects that are creating huge
social value and improving the lives of individuals most at-risk of fuel poverty.
Datblygiadau Egni Gwledig were recently nominated for the Social Enterprise in the
Community Award at the Social Business Wales Awards 2024.

DEG is an award-winning social enterprise supporting community-led action across
northwest Wales. They aim to increase their area’s ability to cope with the rising cost of
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fossil fuels and improve the natural environment whilst supporting communities to
transition to zero carbon.

Their work provides communities with the confidence, knowledge and ambition to take
ownership of their future:

e Reducing energy use, fuel costs and dependence on unsustainable fuels
e Strengthening the local economy
e Generating sustainable electricity and heat

The Prosiect Sero Net Gwynedd initiative was launched in March 2022.

The ambitious project is a partnership between many organisation, ventures and
businesses from all corners of Gwynedd, namely DEG, Cyd Ynni, Partneriaeth Ogwen, Yr
Orsaf, MaesNi, YnNi LIyn, Adra Housing Association, Grwp Cynefin, and Grwp Llandrillo
Menai.

There are many strands to the project which all work towards decarbonising Gwynedd's
housing stock, creating local jobs in the green economy, and helping families across
Gwynedd use energy in a more efficient way. These include establishing an innovative
training hub for upskilling on new technology e.g installation of heat pumps, assessment
of community buildings, and employing Community Energy Officers who offer energy
advice and ensure residents are on the correct energy tariffs. The energy officers are
trained to offer advice about insulation, draught proofing, and how to use energy in a
cost-efficient way so that residents spend less on energy bills.

The aim with Prosiect Sero Net is to help Gwynedd on the march towards net zero, helping
residents whether people are privately renting, living in social housing or an owner-
occupier.

As we head towards 2030, the project will help as many people as possible to reduce their
carbon emissions — but more importantly, will be helping people with the costs associated
with becoming carbon neutral.

Community energy and community-owned initiatives will be essential to making the
fundamental changes needed in the energy market and genuinely addressing fuel poverty.
The sector should be invested in and supported to grow its size and impact as a key part of
the mission to tackle and end fuel poverty in Wales. (Q5)

This can be done in a number of ways (Q5):

e We support calls from Community Energy Wales to set up a new community wealth
fund from a levy on energy developers for the use of natural resources;

e We support calls from Community Energy Wales for changes that are needed to be
made to enable local energy trading


https://www.deg.wales/projects/the-sero-net-gwynedd-project/?lang=en

e We support calls from Community Energy Wales for an expansion in public
procurement of community or local energy

e We support the ambitions of Ynni Cymru but believe that investment in support for
community-owned models is essential to supporting sustainable, long-term solutions
and would welcome the opportunity to work with them and other stakeholders to
support communities to develop new models of ownership

e Specialist support for new and growing community energy projects is key and should
be invested in, as well as government taking a pro-active role in ensuring
communities have the capacity, resources and awareness needed to start and grow
these projects for long term sustainability

e There should be legislation embedding rights to community ownership of land and
assets in Wales, making it easier for groups to have access to the land needed for
community energy projects

The Welsh and UK Governments should continue to work in partnership to address fuel
poverty. In addition, the Welsh Government should seek to work with a coalition of other
stakeholders to develop a multi-faceted approach to tackling fuel poverty and re-balancing
the energy market. The social enterprise and community-owned energy sectors have unique
skills, knowledge and relationships of trust with communities and must be seen as a vital
partner in ensuring that Wales is free of fuel poverty. Investing in the sector should be seen
as investing in our collective energy resilience and groups should be supported to develop
the capacity to engage in policy development and implementation. (Q8)

In addition, the Warm Homes Programme can be supported in taking an area-based
approach by engaging with the community energy sector and developing relationships
where possible to ensure their specialist networks and knowledge within local communities
are used as a vital asset, ensuring that the sector is adequately resourced and compensated
for its work and expertise. (Q3).

Tackling fuel poverty will require re-balancing the economy as a whole to secure a just
transition to a sustainable, net-zero economy, and community and social enterprises will be
crucial to this. SESG Members DTA Wales run Egin, a programme that aims to unlock the
collective power of communities in Wales to take their first steps towards tackling climate
change and living more sustainably — especially those who are the most likely to be affected
by climate change — by engaging with experienced Peer Mentors.

Conclusion

Tackling fuel poverty in Wales will require a multi-faceted approach. In the short-term, we
need to support people suffering from fuel poverty and community energy projects are
already doing this in innovative and community-led ways and should be supported to
expand this further. In the medium and longer-terms, we need to re-balance the energy
market to ensure that decisions are made in the interest of communities first and foremost,
and community-ownership and social enterprise models within the energy sector and the
wider economy are essential to this.
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Consultation: Fuel Poverty in Wales
From: Age Cymru
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1. Introduction

1.1Age Cymru is the leading national charity working to improve the lives of all older
people in Wales. We believe older people should be able to lead healthy and
fulfilled lives, have adequate income, access to high quality services and the
opportunity to shape their own future. We seek to provide a strong voice for all
older people in Wales and to raise awareness of the issues of importance to
them.

1.2Fuel poverty modelled estimates for Wales, as October 2021, report that
households in fuel poverty are generally older.' In October 2021, 24% of all fuel-
poor households contained a Household Reference Person (HRP) aged over 75
and 41% contained an HRP aged 65 or over.?

1.3The National Survey for Wales recently reported that 25% of 65-74 year olds and
17% of those aged over 75 say they sometimes or always struggle to pay bills.?
Around 18% of older people in Wales live in relative income poverty.*

2. Whether there is an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today, given
that data is based on the 2008 Living in Wales Survey and 2017-18 Wales
Housing Conditions Survey.

2.1 It's important that the Welsh Government publishes up to date fuel poverty
estimates for Wales to provide an accurate picture of fuel poverty at both national
and local levels. To tackle fuel poverty effectively and to evaluate the progress
and effectiveness of its Fuel Poverty Plan, Welsh Government should provide up
to date fuel poverty estimates and updated data on housing stock quality for
Wales. Current estimates of fuel poverty continue to be modelled on the Welsh
Housing Conditions Survey 2017-18, which was prior to the energy and cost-of-

' Fuel poverty modelled estimates for Wales: as at October 2021 | GOV.WALES

2 Ibid.

3 Understanding-Wales-ageing-population-September-24.pdf (olderpeople.wales), citing Welsh
Government (2023) National Survey for Wales April 2022 to March 2023 National Survey for Wales:
results viewer | GOV.WALES

4 careandrepair.org.uk/housing2023/
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living crisis. The survey should be repeated as soon as possible to provide
updated information.

3 The potential impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel
Payment on fuel poverty in Wales.

3.1 The Cabinet Secretary for Social Justice, Trefnydd and Chief Whip stated in
response to a Written Question on 9 August 2024, “The decision that the Winter
Fuel Payment will no longer be universal risks pushing some pensioners into fuel
poverty”.®

3.2 We believe that changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel Payment this
winter, with virtually no notice, and no compensatory measures to protect poor
and vulnerable pensioners, risks pushing older people into fuel poverty in Wales.

3.3 We believe that thousands of older people in Wales will be impacted by this cut.
There are three key groups of older people we are particularly concerned about:

- those who just miss out on Pension Credit because their very modest
incomes are slightly too high for them to be eligible.

- those with high energy needs because of disability or illness, and/or who live
in energy inefficient homes which cost a lot of money to heat.

- the estimated 56,000° households in Wales that don’t receive the Pension
Credit for which they are eligible because they do not claim it.

3.4 In Age Cymru’s 2024 annual survey with over 1300 older people across Wales’
we heard that almost half of respondents found the cost-of-living to be a
challenge over the last 12 months, and over half of respondents had issues with
their physical health. We are concerned that this may only worsen with cuts to
this vital financial support during the winter months.

3.5 We'’ve heard from Age Cymru Advice about the concerns highlighted by older
people around the loss of the Winter Fuel Payment and the anxiety and
uncertainty this posed for older people. Older people with fixed incomes express
they’re very concerned, not just about their current circumstances, but about what
is going to happen next as there have been so many changes in recent years.
People don’t feel their circumstances are improving and yet support is being
withdrawn.

5 https://record.senedd.wales/WrittenQuestion/93698

® Age UK calculations based on the latest available data from the Office for National Statistics
parliamentary constituency population estimates (mid-2022) released 19th March 2024, Department
for Work and Pensions (DWP) Pension Credit recipient numbers (February 2024), DWP Universal
Credit recipient numbers (June 2024) and DWP income-related benefit take-up figures (financial year
ending 2022) released 26 October 2023. Estimates of figures of older people missing out because
they are not in receipt of qualifying benefits they are entitled to, assumes Pension Credit take-up rate
is uniform across the geography of England & Wales. All data accessed on 22nd August 2024.
Figures on number of people are rounded to the nearest hundred.

7 Age Cymru ! Annual survey
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3.6 We have included a table about some topics and enquiries that Age Cymru
Advice have logged this year in relation to the same period last year, which
shows increases in enquiries around benefit checks, including Pension Credit
and the Winter Fuel Payment, compared to the same reporting period last year.
The table also shows an increase in enquiries around home improvements and
energy efficiency.

3.7 Table of some topics and enquiries Age Cymru Advice Line team have
logged this year in relation to the same period last year:

Total Total enquiries Percentage
enquiries for  for reporting increase
reporting period Jan 1 —

period Jan 1 — Sept 30 2024
Sept 30 2023

Benefit Check 672 940 40%
Pension Credit 151 301 99%
Winter Fuel Payment 9 112 1144%
Total for Benefits 2787 3668 32%
Home improvements/ energy | 149 213 43%
efficiency

3.8 The UK Government has said more will be done to encourage those entitled to
Pension Credit to claim it but this will take time and won’t stop many missing out
this year.

3.9We want the UK Government to rethink their decision on Winter Fuel Payments.
We've been hearing from people in Wales about how they’ll really struggle
without the Winter Fuel Payment — with people cutting down on food, heating, hot
water. We were disappointed by the lack of mitigating measures or financial
support in the UK budget in October 2024 for the thousands of older people in
Wales who will no longer receive the Winter Fuel Payment.

3.10 We welcome the extra funding for the Household Support Fund in the UK
October budget and look forward to seeing how this translates in support for older
people in Wales.

4 The detail of the new Warm Homes Programme, including the energy
efficiency measures offered, changes to eligibility criteria, the approach to
delivering advice services, and the development of an area based
approach.



4.1We were supportive of the new Warm Homes Programme having some flexibility
‘to support the most vulnerable in society in exceptional circumstances [...] For
example, when moving from fossil fuels to an electric heating system that would
cause a significant increase in running costs [...] the priority could be the repair of
energy-efficient gas boilers’.2

4.2 Feedback we’ve received from Age Cymru Advice, however, is that older people
that have applied for Nest are being offered Air Source Heat Pumps seemingly as
the only option. We’ve heard that people are concerned about the potential cost
of running a heat pump, and are worried about how to use such technology.

4.3We heard from a lady who was quite frustrated because the only thing NEST
could offer was a heat pump and that wasn't suitable for her property. She
needed a new boiler and they couldn't help.

4.4 Since changes to the Nest scheme in Wales, we're hearing that there’s a lot of
confusion and concern around what support people may be able to access
should their boiler stop working. The support people received in the previous
Nest scheme was always highly spoken of. Many have shared that they’ve been
informed they can only access a heat pump, however, as they live in older
properties or do not have the space for a heat pump, they’re unable to get one
installed.

4.5 Heat pumps aren’t suitable for all homes.® We noted in the Welsh Government’s
Heat Strategy for Wales consultation document that ‘the upfront costs of heat
pumps are still beyond the means of many people [...] and ‘The operational
costs of heat pumps compared to gas boilers are one of the major barriers to the
transition [...].

4.6We believe that Welsh Government should undertake equality impact
assessments to ensure that low income and vulnerable households are not
disproportionately affected financially by the decarbonisation of the existing
housing stock, to ensure a fair transition for older consumers as we move
towards net zero.

4.7 Whilst we note that ‘Long-term investment in fossil fuel heating systems will be
permitted only exceptionally under the new Warm Homes Programme’,® we
have concerns about those households where, for example, the gas boiler is not
repairable, and which would be unable to meet the upfront and/or running costs
of a heat pump. It's important that such households are supported to be able to
have a warm home, and that assessors involved in the new Nest scheme are
aware of the flexibility in the Programme and take such issues into account.

4.8Welsh Government recently proposed a ‘Nest Crisis Boiler Repair/Replacement’
route to enable eligible Nest applicants who meet additional eligibility criteria to
access boiler repairs (or replacements in exceptional circumstances), i.e. ‘If a

8 outcome-summary-tackling-fuel-poverty-2020-to-2035.pdf (gov.wales)
9 Heat pumps ‘not suitable’ for half of UK homes - Utility Week
10 gutcome-summary-tackling-fuel-poverty-2020-to-2035.pdf (gov.wales)
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household does not have an operational heating and hot water system’. Welsh
Government has proposed an approach to trial boiler repairs for 2024-25, limiting
boiler repairs exclusively to eligible households with occupants aged 75 years
and over, or with children under two years old, or with occupants with a relevant
health condition, or terminal ilinesses.

4.9We would deem that any household without an operational heating or a hot water
system would be in crisis during the cold winter months, and that all households
that are eligible for Nest should qualify for the crisis boiler repair / replacement
measure.

4.10 Should Welsh Government retain eligibility criteria for these measures, then
these should be broadened:

4.10.1 Due to the impact that cold homes have on health, especially during
the cold winter months, we would wish to see the age criterion of households
with ‘occupants are aged 75 and over’ changed to ‘occupants are aged 65
and over’. Many older people in Wales experience poor health, as evidenced
by the fact that healthy life expectancy is as low as 59 in some places and
that two-thirds of people aged 65+ report living with a longstanding illness.' A
report by the Centre for Ageing Better (coverage in England) highlights ‘when
people in the most deprived areas get to the age of 65, they have twice as
many years of ill-health ahead of them as those in the least deprived areas,
despite the fact they are also likely to live shorter lives’.’? In the UK, two-thirds
of adults aged over 65 are expected to be living with multiple health conditions
(multi-morbidity) by 2035; most people over 65 will be affected by arthritis
(62.6%), followed by high blood pressure (55.9%), respiratory disease
(24.4%), cancer (23.7%) and diabetes (21.6%)."3

4.10.2 Due to the impact that cold homes have on health, especially during
the cold winter months, we would wish to see the eligibility criterion of
‘households with children aged under 2 years old’ extended to include children
up to and including the age of 5 years old. Households with pregnant women
should also be included.

4.11 It's important that the ‘Nest Crisis Boiler Repair/Replacement’ route is widely
publicised, and that Nest assessors are aware of these criteria when carrying out
assessments on homes, to ensure that people are not being left without support.

5 The effectiveness of support available to households in or at risk of fuel
poverty, in addition to the Warm Homes Programme.

5.1 Some older people are turning to various schemes to improve their homes’
energy efficiency in the hopes that it will bring their monthly energy payments
down. Many are using savings they had set aside for funeral expenses,

1 Impact of reported NHS Pressures onolder people ™s access to health services
12 Health and Wellbeing | The State of Ageing 2023-24 | Centre for Ageing Better (ageing-

better.org.uk)

13 Multi-morbidity predicted to increase in the UK over the next 20 years (nihr.ac.uk)
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healthcare or social care if needed. Concerningly, a number of these people have
been approached by tradespersons who are selling unfit or unsuitable products.

5.2Rising energy prices and increased public interest in improving home energy

efficiency have had the unfortunate side effect of encouraging fraud and business

malpractice in the domestic energy sector. Age Cymru and partner organisations

have received multiple reports of exploitative business practice by installers. This

includes:

- Aggressive sales tactics, often targeted at older and more vulnerable people

- Installing measures that are not financially viable for the occupant, or which
cause damage to the property

- Undertaking work without a contract

- Shortened ‘cooling off’ periods to minimise the customer’s right to complain

- Misleading advertising that uses false or manipulated ‘endorsements’ from
charities or government.

5.30ne increasingly common example that draws on several of these behaviours is
the selling of spray foam loft insulation.

- Some cases picked up by Age Cymru include:

o A partner charity reported that an older client had spent £3,500 to have
spray foam installed, only to pay another £2,000 to remove the foam
when they realised that their home was no longer marketable. During
the time taken for the foam to be removed, the house’s value had
dropped by £15,000.

o An older person was referred to Age Cymru Advice after losing over
£8,000 to a doorstep trader who claimed that they ‘needed’ to replace
their existing loft insulation with a new model.

5.4 Exploitative behaviour from traders is in part a result of the terms of the UK
Government’'s ECO scheme, !> which lacks inbuilt regulation and works on a
financial incentive for traders to seek out clients:

- Reports made to Age Cymru have mentioned rogue traders using the ECO
branding in their advertisements, claiming that the ECO scheme allows them
to charge their clients a discounted rate (a ruse used to get them to pay full
price).

- We recommend that the UK Government rethinks the ECO scheme in
advance of the termination of ECO4 in 2026, with a view to increasing
regulation and removing incentives for installers to pursue sales aggressively
and without due consideration for the potential vulnerability of clients.

6.0How the Welsh Government is working with the UK Government to address
fuel poverty.

6.1 The high cost of energy remains an area requiring particular attention given the
direct link that energy prices have to levels of fuel poverty. It is of vital importance

14 RICS release new spray foam consumer quide
15 Energy Company Obligation (ECO) | Ofgem
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that Welsh Government, as stated in its Tackling Fuel Poverty Plan, uses its
influence to ensure that the UK Government, Energy Regulator and energy
companies consider and meet the needs of people living in Wales.'®

6.2Age Cymru Advice has reported the following issues around fuel poverty and older
people in recent months, notably the cost of energy, energy debt, and difficulties in
providing meter readings.

6.3 Older people often cite their energy bill as one of their largest and most concerning
outgoings (due to the uncertainty around the fluctuations in price). Older people
have also expressed that they’re concerned they’ll be forced onto prepayment
meters and will be paying even more for their energy and are concerned about
being without fuel.

6.4 We are getting more enquiries from people who are disclosing that they're
struggling with a health condition. They often express that they are struggling to
adequately heat their properties as the cost of energy has increased beyond what
they’re able to afford and their health condition requires them to keep the home at
a certain temperature. We're also hearing from carers who are concerned about
this on behalf of the older person they care for.

6.5We speak with older people who live in larger, privately owned homes, unsuitable
for their needs. A lack of suitable housing means they’re finding it hard to move to
a more suitable property and despite living in a larger property, they’re often on low
incomes. These older, larger homes are hard to heat and the older people who live
in them are either foregoing heating or racking up energy debt which they’re
concerned they will be unable to pay.

6.6 Older people are expressing they’re still struggling to provide meter readings. For
some this leads to very large debts and can lead to incorrect bills with frequent
changes to the Price Cap.

6.7 One individual we spoke with hadn’t been able to take a meter reading in over a
year as their mobility was poor and the meter was out of sight. Although they were
signed up to the Priority Services Register, their supplier had declined to offer
support with meter readings. This led to a debt of over £3,000 on the account.

6.8 Another individual we spoke with was provided with estimated meter readings as
her meter was faulty. The supplier was initially reluctant to offer a new meter,
however they have now agreed to do so. Unfortunately, during this time she has
accumulated £500 in energy debt, and she is unsure whether this is correct. She’s
now concerned about putting her heating on this winter as she has this amount of
debt, which she will struggle to pay.

Age Cymru is a registered charity 1128436. Company limited by guarantee and registered in
Wales and England 6837284. Registered office address Ground Floor, Mariners House,
Trident Court, East Moors Road, Cardiff CF24 5TD. © Age Cymru 2024.

16 hitps://gov.wales/tackling-fuel-poverty-2021-2035-html
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Fuel Poverty in Wales

MND Association Response

Name Jennifer Mills, Senior Policy and Public Affairs Adviser

Organisation Motor Neurone Disease (MND) Association

ontact detail I

The MND Association — the leading charity in England, Wales
and Northern Ireland focused on funding research, improving

These are the views of: o o .
access to care and campaigning for people living with or

affected by MND.

What is Motor Neurone Disease?

Motor neurone disease (MND) is a fatal, rapidly progressing disease that affects the brain
and spinal cord. It attacks the nerves that control movement so muscles no longer work. It
leaves people locked in a failing body, unable to walk, talk and eventually, breathe.

Six people are diagnosed with MND every day in the UK, and six people die. The lifetime risk
of developing the disease is 1 in 300. MND affects around 5,000 adults in the UK at any one
time, around 200 of whom are living in Wales.

MND kills a third of people within a year of diagnosis and more than half within two years.
There is no cure.

Why are warm homes essential for people living with MND?

The right to adequate housing is enshrined in international law’. This involves more than just
four walls and a roof, Governments must make sure this includes safe, warm, dry and
healthy housing.

This is even harder to achieve during the winter months, where excess deaths are
exacerbated by colder conditions. Indeed, the NICE guidelines for excess winter deaths and

" Universal Declaration of Human Rights | United Nations
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the risks associated with cold homes recommends we ‘be aware that living in a cold home
may have a greater effect on people who spend longer than an average amount of time at
home. This could include those with chronic health conditions (including terminalillnesses)
or disabilities’.

Motor neurone disease is one of these chronic health conditions. MND causes significant
muscle wastage, which reduces the body's natural ability to insulate and retain heat. This
can lead to several symptoms such as muscle stiffness, severe pain, and cramps.

To manage these symptoms and maintain their comfort, it is essential for people with MND
to keep their homes consistently warm. In many cases, people living with MND need to keep
their home at an even higher temperature than prior to diagnosis to remain comfortable.
Many people living with MND also reportincreased usage of items like electric blankets and
heated seat pads.

Due to the progressive nature of the disease, people living with MND also spend more time,
on average, in the home. Combined, these lead to consistently increasing energy
consumption and significantly higher utility bills when managing the symptoms of the
disease.

Broader energy costs

Outside of theirincreased heating costs, people living with MND incur extremely high energy
costs whilst managing their condition. To live safely and independently, people with MND
require essential powered equipment including communication devices, medical devices
like artificial ventilators, cough assist machines, and saliva suction devices, and mobility
aids such as powered wheelchairs, adjustable furniture, and hoists.

Combined, these are extremely costly to both acquire and maintain.

Our Through the Roof (2023) report® found that:

e 74% of people with MND have cut back on heating due to increased energy costs,
and 67% plan to continue reducing heating usage over the next year.

e Some individuals experience electricity bills as high as £10,000 per year due to their
reliance on essential powered equipment.

2 Recommendations | Excess winter deaths and illness and the health risks associated with cold homes |

Guidance | NICE
3 Through the roof report_0.pdf
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e 28% of people reported reducing their use of assistive equipment to cope with rising
costs, putting their health and wellbeing at risk.

These results show that while the cost of living remains stubbornly high, the social security
system is not providing adequate support to protect people with complex health conditions
like MND from the effects. People living with MND are still facing extremely difficult choices
between maintaining their quality of life or prioritise their health and wellbeing.

Winter Fuel Payment

Changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel Payment are leaving people living with
MND in Wales without vital support.

Our research shows that people living with MND spend an additional £14,500 per year to
manage the condition, with much of this comprising energy costs. The Winter Fuel Payment
helps alleviate some of this financial burden, and we are concerned that without it, even
more people living with MND will be forced to cut back on their use of heating and assistive
equipment.

Many people living with MND either cannot or do not claim means-tested benefits due to
their age at diagnosis or the existence of savings. However, with such rapid disease
progression and high costs, these resources can become depleted very quickly, leaving
people living with MND and their families in financial precarity. The means-testing process
overlooks these situational factors and the unavoidable expenses incurred after being
diagnosed with MND. This will leave many vulnerable individuals without the support they
need.

One person living with MND in Wales told us he was worried about losing his winter fuel
payment this year. He lives alone and is 74 years old. He does not qualify for pension credit
due to a small private pension, limited by the shortening of his working life after his diagnosis,
which does not cover his expenses but leaves him ineligible for Government support.

While lack of data and cross-Government competencies makes it hard to assess exactly
how many people this decision will impact, we are concerned that there are many people in
similar circumstances living with MND in Wales, who have extremely high day-to-day living
costs, less ability to generate income and often low savings which are rapidly depleted, but
are just above the threshold for Government support.

To highlight our concerns, on 12™ September, we delivered a letter to the Treasury co-signed
by healthcare professionals and politicians from around the UK. In this, we highlighted the
story of another person living with MND who is unable to claim pension credit due to savings



after cashing in a private pension to buy a wheelchair accessible vehicle, a ground floor
extension, and a wet room along with a riser recliner and a mobility scooter*.

Adequacy of Welsh Government Support
Warm Homes Programme

As one of Welsh Government’s primary approaches to reducing fuel poverty, we believe the
Warm Homes Scheme does little to address the needs of high-energy users such as people
with complex health conditions like MND.

The scheme focuses heavily on improving carbon efficiency which, while extremely
important, does little to address the immediate need for support for people living with MND
or the underlying inequity that is both a cause and consequence of fuel poverty.

Indeed, itis disappointing to see that eligibility criteria for the scheme includes very limited
chronic health conditions which does not include people with terminal illnesses such as
MND?. Further, we are concerned to see that despite Welsh Government identifying that
people living with long-term illnesses are particularly vulnerable to fuel poverty® and the
well-established links between fuel poverty and disability’, the equality impact assessment
for the Programme has not been published and no reference was made to disability in the
integrated impact assessment.®.

Warm Hubs

We also note the Welsh Government’s recent announcement that £1.5 million will be
distributed to local authorities to fund warm hubs across the winter®.

While we appreciate this vital funding, we are concerned that such spaces are often not
accessible to people living with MND who are struggling to pay their bills. Particularly in the
latter stages of disease progression, people with MND may have extremely limited mobility
and many are unable to leave the home so will be unable to benefit from warm hubs if they
are unable to afford to heat their own homes.

4 Qver 40 MPs from eight parties sign MND Association letter guestioning government over Winter Fuel
Payment | MND Association

5 Get free home energy efficiency improvements from Nest: Eligibility | GOV.WALES

8 Tackling fuel poverty 2021 to 2035 [HTML] | GOV.WALES

7 Fuel poverty set to double | Disability charity Scope UK

8 New Warm Homes Programme: integrated impact assessment [HTML] | GOV.WALES

9 £1.5m for safe and warm hubs across Wales | GOV.WALES
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Discretionary Assistance Fund

We welcome the Welsh Government’s establishment of the discretionary assistance fund
(DAF). The fund provides emergency financial support for people in immediate need but is
notintended to be a long-term solution for support.

Indeed, it provides little relief for people living with MND as their increasing energy usage is
nottransitory. As the disease progresses, the need for both heating and assistive technology
and, therefore, the cost of energy, will become both greater and more constant. As such,
people living with MND need a targeted, long-term solution for support with their energy bills.

Beyond this, we are concerned that monitoring of the impact of the DAF remains difficult.
Despite quarterly published statistics, it is unclear how many disabled people in Wales
benefit from the fund.

Further, uptake of the fund remains low among certain groups. Despite Wales having a larger
proportion of older people than anywhere else across the UK, the most recent data release
shows people aged 60 and above received the smallest value through both arms of the DAF°.
Itis important to note that this may not be down to lack of need but more lack of awareness
and accessibility.

Conclusions and Recommendations

We believe that the loss of winter fuel payments disproportionately impacts people with
complex health conditions like MND due to their high energy need and lack of access to
suitable benefits.

We welcome the steps Welsh Government have made to mitigate the impacts of the loss of
the winter fuel payment alongside the broader increases in cost-of-living. However, we
believe these are insufficient to properly support vulnerable people with particularly high
fuel and energy costs like people living with MND.

We recommend the following:

1. Welsh Government to call on UK Government to restore the universal winter fuel
payment.

2. Targeted, long-term financial support for high-energy users such as people living with
and affected by MND.

0 Discretionary assistance fund: April to June 2024 [HTML] | GOV.WALES
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Better communications around the current support available.

. The consideration of the needs of people with complex health conditions like MND
within allimpact assessments for schemes designed to tackle fuel poverty.

. Work with the Equality, Race and Disability Evidence Units to better evidence the
energy requirements of disabled people, particularly those who are high-energy
users such as people living with and affected by MND.
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Submission to the Equality and Social Justice Committee follow-up inquiry into Fuel poverty and the
Warm Homes Programme — Public Health Wales

Public Health Wales NHS Trust

Submission to the Equality and Social Justice Committee follow-up
inquiry into fuel poverty and the Warm Homes Programme

Nb: Welsh language version to follow shortly.

Summary

e Livingin a cold home (below 18°C) has significant public health implications,
as shown by the evidence in this response.

o Spending less on heating homes creates cold and damp conditions and
can compound existing poor quality or poorly insulated housing. This
can be bad for health, increasing the risk of heart and lung conditions,
or infectious respiratory illnesses such as influenza (flu).

o Particularly at risk are older people, the very young and those who
have underlying health conditions.

e The current picture of fuel poverty in Wales should be based on up-to date
data and evidence which reflect changes to housing energy efficiency,
disposable income and the cost of energy on health, well-being and equity in
Wales. Public Health Wales would welcome the further collection of data on
fuel poverty and population groups at risk. Further, that the impacts of fuel
poverty on physical and mental health and on health inequalities are duly
considered and that a preventative approach is taken.

e In November 2024, Public Health Wales will publish the ‘Cold Homes in Wales:
Is the satisfactory heating regime appropriate for health and well-being?’ report,
which was commissioned by Welsh Government as part of its Tackling Fuel
Poverty 2021 to 2035 plan to assess the appropriateness of the satisfactory
heating regime to keep people comfortable and safe.

o The report provides evidence-informed recommendations on the
satisfactory heating regime and seeks to inform the approach to
tackling fuel poverty in Wales to help protect and promote health,
well-being and equity. The findings of this report will be used in our

oral evidence.
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Introduction

Public Health Wales NHS Trust is the national public health organisation for Wales.
We work to protect and improve health and well-being and reduce health
inequalities for the people of Wales. We are pleased to respond to the Equality and
Social Justice Committee follow-up inquiry regarding fuel poverty and the Warm
Homes Programme. This response provides evidence from the Public Health Wales
Housing Warmth and Health and Well-being in Wales programme that was undertaken
in conjunction with Bangor University, including the recent publication of a ‘Keeping

warm at home during winter in Wales' report and a systematic review on ‘Cold

homes and their association with health and well-being’.

Housing and financial security and well-being, which enable individuals and families
to adequately heat their homes, are wider determinants of health. With rising
energy and food costs, for example, more people are experiencing fuel poverty and
having to choose between feeding their families and keeping the lights and heating
on. The stress and anxiety that comes with these decisions takes a toll on mental
health. Poorer mental health can also lead to poorer physical health, and can
increase health harming behaviours, such as smoking, alcohol consumption and low

physical activity levels (Roberts et al., 2022").

A systematic review from Public Health Wales and Bangor University found that
indoor temperatures below 18°C are associated with negative effects on health
(Janssen et al., 2023?). Spending less on heating homes creates cold and damp
conditions and can compound existing poor quality or poorly insulated housing. This
can be bad for health, increasing the risk of heart and lung conditions, or infectious

respiratory illnesses such as influenza (Roberts et al., 2022).

Public Health Wales is therefore responding to this enquiry to provide further
evidence highlighting these health impacts in relation to fuel poverty. Public Health
Wales believes that any future policy and action addressing fuel poverty should place

! Roberts M, Petchey L, Challenger A, Azam S, Masters R, Peden J. Cost of living crisis in Wales: A public health
lens. Cardiff: Public Health Wales. 2022. Available from: Cost of living crisis in Wales: A public health lens -
World Health Organization Collaborating Centre On Investment for Health and Well-being (phwwhocc.co.uk).
2 Janssen H, Ford K, Gascoyne B, Hill R, Roberts M, Bellis MA, et al. Cold indoor temperatures and their
association with health and well-being: a systematic literature review. Public Health. 2023:1;224:185-94.
doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2023.09.006
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focus on maximising opportunities to protect health and well-being among current

and future populations in Wales.

Response to the terms of reference of the inquiry

The purpose of this paper is to respond to the terms of reference for the inquiry
from a public health perspective, using evidence drawn from the Public Health Wales
Housing Warmth and Health and Well-being in Wales programme. Our responses are

set out below.

Whether there is an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today, given that data is
based on the 2008 Living in Wales Survey and 2017-18 Wales Housing Conditions Survey

An accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today should present up-to-date
estimates of energy efficiency; disposable income; and the cost of energy, and
should seek to identify those population groups that are most at risk of living in fuel
poverty and the associated physical and mental health harms. Fuel poverty is
associated with living in a cold home, which is a risk factor for poor physical and

mental health, including winter and cold related deaths.

Work undertaken by Public Health Wales and Bangor University as part of the
Housing Warmth and Health and Well-being in Wales programme has helped to
address some of these gaps by updating the evidence on the impacts of cold homes

on health and well-being. The systematic review found:

e Indoor temperatures below 18°C are associated with negative effects on
health. These negative effects were related to cardiovascular and respiratory
health, sleep, physical performance (an important risk factor for falls and fall-
related injuries) and general well-being.

e Some population groups are understood to be particularly at risk of poorer
health from exposure to cold indoor temperatures, including older people,
children and individuals living with disabilities or long-term health conditions,
particularly cardiorespiratory disease.

e Thereisagapinthe research on fuel poverty and heating practices, and what
this means for health and well-being.
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Drawing on the identified gaps identified in the systematic review and contributing
to the picture of fuel poverty in Wales, Public Health Wales and Bangor University
conducted a national household survey of adults resident in Wales, from January to
March 2022 — known as The Housing Warmth Survey (Wales). This survey was
repeated with a sub-sample of participants from January to March 2023, to explore
changes in how people stay warm at home during winter and the impacts on health

and well-being.

The survey did not measure fuel poverty, but the findings provide insight into
heating practices used in households in Wales over a time of increasing domestic

energy costs. Survey findings published in the 2024 report Keeping Warm at Home in

Wales, reveal that:

e Participants reported setting their thermostats to lower temperatures in
2023, with the mean reported thermostat setting decreasing
significantly*from 19.9°Cin 2022 to 19.3°Cin 2023.

e The duration of heating also reduced from 10.2 hours to 9.8 hours across
weekdays and 10.6 hours to 10.2 hours at weekends from 2022 to 2023
respectively, although this reduction was non-significant.

e There was a significant reduction in the proportion of participants who
reported that their first response to feeling cold was to turn up the heating
temperature from 17.2% in 2022 to 10.2% in 2023. Other changes in
behaviours such as putting on extra clothes were non-significant.

e There was a significant increase in the proportion of participants who
reported any stress or anxiety in the previous three months over the costs of
heating their home (from 57.2% in 2022 to 66.5% in 2023).

e There was an increase in the proportion of participants who reported cutting
the size of their meal or skipping meals in the previous three months due to
heating costs (from 9.1% in 2022 to 11.3% in 2023), although this finding was
non-significant. However, more recent research in Wales (winter 2023/24)

found a quarter of people (24%) reported that they either cut down on the

3 A p-value less than or equal to 0.05 indicates a statistically significant result.
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size of a meal or missed a meal for themselves in the three months to January
2024 (Bevan Foundation, 2024%).

e Ninein ten participants reported thermal comfort in their main living area,
but there was a significant decrease in the proportion of participants
reporting thermal comfort (from 94.0% in 2022 to 89.5% in 2023). A lack of

thermal comfort is linked to poorer well-being (Huebner et al, 2023°).

The above findings are important because they identify a change towards lower
heating temperatures in home environments in Wales and the reduction in duration
of heating being used. The findings show that in 2023 compared with 2022, more
people in Wales were reporting heating their homes to a lower temperature, being
exposed to the dilemma of whether to ‘heat’ or ‘eat’, and feeling stress or anxiety

over their heating costs.

In November 2024, Public Health Wales will publish the report ‘Cold Homes in Wales:
Is the satisfactory heating regime appropriate for health and well-being?’, which was
commissioned by Welsh Government as part of its Tackling Fuel Poverty 2021 to
2035 plan to assess the appropriateness of the satisfactory heating regime to keep
people comfortable and safe. The report will further contribute to the picture of

fuel poverty in Wales by:

e Bringing together evidence from The Housing Warmth Survey (Wales), the
available literature, and expert consultation and advice.

e Exploring the heating regimes used in homes in Wales during winter; who is at
risk of living in colder homes (defined as homes where thermostats are set to
below 18°C); and the impacts of living in colder homes on health and well-being.

e Providing a set of evidence-informed recommendations on the satisfactory
heating regime which could inform the approach to tackling fuel poverty in

Wales, to help protect and promote health, well-being and equity.

4 Bevan Foundation. A snapshot of poverty in winter 2024. Merthyr Tydfil: The Bevan Foundation. 2024.
Available from: A snapshot of poverty in winter 2024 - Bevan Foundation.

5 Huebner GM, Hanmer C, Zapata-Webborn E, Pullinger M, Mckenna J, Few J, et al. Self-reported energy use
behaviour changed significantly during the cost-of-living crisis in winter 2022/23: insights from cross-sectional
and longitudinal surveys in Great Britain. Scientific Reports. 2023;13:21683. doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-
48181-7.
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The Housing Warmth and Health and Well-being in Wales programme has been
informed by modelled estimates of fuel poverty in Wales published by the Welsh
Government (Welsh Government, 2022°). These modelled estimates have shown a
significant rise in the number of people that could be living in fuel poverty; with up
to an estimated 45% (614,000) in April 2022 compared to 14% (196,000) in 2021.
Therefore, more people are expected to be living in cold homes (below 18°C) and
experiencing the associated health impacts. Nevertheless, there are several cautions

to consider for an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales:

e Much has changed regarding fuel poverty since the 2008 Living in Wales
Survey and the 2017-18 Wales Housing Conditions Survey, which means they
do not give the full picture of fuel poverty in Wales today.

e Higher costs of living, including higher energy prices, claim a greater
proportion of households’ disposable income and can increase rates of fuel
poverty. A previous Public Health Wales publication reported that the cost of
living crisis meant that more people were unable to afford the essentials,
having wide-ranging negative impacts on mental and physical health (Roberts
et al,, 2022).

e Energy price rises are likely to hit lower income households
disproportionately, given their proportionately higher spending of income on
utility bills.

e A combination of inter-related factors should be taken into account including
the energy efficiency of a dwelling; disposable income; and the cost of energy
as these are the three key factors contributing to fuel poverty’. These factors

change over time and thus up to date data needs to be collected.

To conclude, we would recommend further collection of data on fuel poverty and
population groups at risk of experiencing fuel poverty and that data collection
considers the impacts of fuel poverty on physical and mental health.

6 Welsh Government. Fuel poverty modelled estimates for Wales (headline results): as at October 2021. 2022.
Available from: Fuel poverty modelled estimates for Wales (headline results): as at October 2021 [HTML] |
GOV.WALES.

7 ONS. How fuel poverty is measured in the UK. 2023. Available from: How fuel poverty is measured in the UK -
Office for National Statistics
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The potential impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel Payment on
[fuel poverty in Wales.

Public Health Wales believes that the potential impact on health and well-being
should be considered, when making any changes to the eligibility criteria for the
Winter Fuel Payment in Wales. This is because current evidence shows the
vulnerability of older adults and low-income households. For example, although, the
World Health Organization recommends a minimum indoor temperature of 18°C for
general populations during cold seasons in temperate and colder climates, it states
that a higher minimum temperature may be necessary for vulnerable groups,
including children, the elderly and those with chronic illness®. This is because they
are particularly vulnerable to the negative impacts on health that a cold home can

have.

The Public Health Wales and Bangor University systematic review further highlights
that older adults are particularly at risk of the negative impacts on health from living
in a cold home (Janssen et al., 2023), and therefore any changes to eligibility criteria

for the Winter Fuel Payment should consider this.

People living in the poorest parts of Wales face a complex web of challenges that
lead them to die more than six years earlier than those in the least deprived areas
and spend more years in poorer health (Roberts et al, 2022). A previous Public
Health Wales report applying a public health lens to the cost of living crisis in Wales
noted that the cost of living would push more people from just about coping to a
state of struggling or crisis, but that those who were already the worst off were
those who would be hardest hit, accelerating what were already increasing
differences in health between those with more and less money in Wales (Roberts et
al., 2022). As such, any potential impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the
Winter Fuel Payment on fuel poverty in Wales would need to consider socio-
economic status, in line with the requirements of the socio-economic duty
introduced as part of the Equality Act 2010, as well as any impact on health

inequalities.

8 World Health Organization. WHO housing and health guidelines. World Health Organization. 2018. Available
from: WHO Housing and health guidelines
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Citizens Advice Cymru’s response to the Equality and Social Justice Committee’s
inquiry into fuel poverty and the Warm Homes Programme

1. Introduction

1.1.  The latest fuel poverty estimates, published in 2022, indicated that up to
45% of households in Wales were estimated to be spending 10% or more
of their income on energy costs each month, with 8% spending 20% or
more." Alarmingly, this included almost all of the low incomes households
in Wales.

1.2. The evidence we see from our advice services suggests that whilst there
are no recent fuel poverty estimates available, high energy prices are
adding sustained pressure to household budgets three years on from the
start of the crisis.

1.3.  In]July, our research found that 3 in 5 (59%) households in Wales are
worried about affording their energy bills this winter in light of the new
price cap (£1717). The impact of this is exacerbated by Wales having
some of the least efficient housing in England and Wales, making homes
expensive and difficult to heat, as well as more prone to damp and
mould.?

1.4.  Asaresult, households are being pushed into debt. Ofgem have recorded
record levels of debt this year with over £3.7 billion in energy debt and
arrears.” This has been reflected in the number of people needing
support from our advice services with energy debt problems, including for
help arranging repayment plans and dealing with enforcement. Since
January, more than 5600 people in Wales have come to us for help with
energy debt problems- more than double the number helped in 2019.

' Welsh Government, Fuel poverty modelled estimates for Wales: as at October 202, November 2022
2 Citizens Advice Cymru, Energy Affordability Autumn 2024|Fforddiadwyedd Ynni Hydref 2024 -
Citizens Advice, October 2024

3 The median efficiency score in Wales is 66 which is joint lowest out of the regions in England and
Wales, with Yorkshire and Humber.

4 Ofgem, Debt and Arrears Indicators | Ofgem, June 2024
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1.5.  The people we help with energy debt are spending far more on energy
than before the rise in prices. On average, our debt clients in Wales spend
56% more each month on electricity and 36% more on gas than in 2021,
leaving far less for other essential costs and less flexibility to repay debts.
This falls within the wider context of pressured budgets, with half (49%) of
our energy debt clients now living on a negative budget.

1.6.  This means they are likely to fall deeper into debt and will find it harder to
afford debt repayments. Amongst our energy debt clients, the average
level of energy debt has risen to a record of £1516 per household
compared to £1159 at the same point in 2023- a 31% increase.’

1.7.  We found that over a quarter of households (26%) in Wales struggled to
keep their home warm last winter, with renters, households with children
and those with a disability or long-term health condition amongst the
hardest hit.® With higher levels of debt going into this winter, there is a
very real concern that more households are at risk of going cold or taking
drastic actions to cover bills. More than half (55%) of those who say they
are worried about paying their energy bills say they would use less or
switch off their heating or hot water this winter to manage their bills and
2in 5 (41%) say they would need to cut back on or skip meals.’

1.8. Whilst have seen a decrease in people coming to us for advice after being
moved or forced to prepay for their energy, we know that prepayment
meter (PPM) users remain at a significant risk of disconnection, with 1 in 3
PPM users in Wales disconnecting during the last year because they could
not afford to top up. Since January, we have seen 2529 PPM users
struggling to top up.

5 Anonymised budget data is collected as part of debt assessments with clients coming for advice on
debt. This analysis shows the trimmed mean for level of debt amongst clients with any energy debt.
& Citizens Advice Cymru, Energy Affordability Autumn 2024|Fforddiadwyedd Ynni Hydref 2024 -
Citizens Advice, October 2024

" Citizens Advice Cymru, Energy Affordability Autumn 2024|Fforddiadwyedd Ynni Hydref 2024 -
Citizens Advice, October 2024
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2. Whether there is an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today, given
that data is based on the 2008 Living in Wales Survey and 2017-18 Wales
Housing Conditions Survey;

2.1.  High energy costs are here to stay. Despite a drop from their highest
levels, the energy price cap for this winter rose to £1717 in October, still
£500 higher than in 2021- pre energy-crisis.® Expert predictions show that
wholesale prices are likely to remain higher than pre-crisis levels for the
rest of the decade.’

2.2.  Given sustained high energy prices, what we see in our advice services,
and wider research, it is clear that the high fuel poverty estimates
published in 2022 are still likely to broadly reflect the immense difficulty
households are facing with energy costs. However, as referenced in the
inquiry, these estimates are based on the Welsh Housing Conditions
survey from 2017-2018, which is more than seven years old and cannot
give us an accurate picture of people’s current circumstances given the
context of the pandemic and the cost-of-living crisis in the years since.

2.3.  Given the context of sustained energy cost pressure, as well as the
objectives of the Welsh Government's Tackling Fuel Poverty Strategy
2021-2035", we strongly believe that up to date data is needed to provide
regular, more reliable estimates of fuel poverty. This would facilitate
much needed monitoring of targets and support the development of
policies and initiatives aimed at combating fuel poverty.

2.4. In addition to the need for updated insight on Welsh housing conditions,
there remain wide calls for a broader ‘Welsh Housing Survey’ which could
collect both the data needed around energy efficiency and conditions of
properties in Wales to estimate fuel poverty levels, as well as broader

8 Ofgem, Enerqy price cap | Ofgem, October 2024

°Cornwall Insights, New forecast warns power prices to remain elevated until late 2030s - Cornwall
Insight, July 2023

19 Welsh Government, Tackling fuel poverty 2021 to 2035 [HTML] | GOV.WALES, March 2021
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considerations and impacts of housing in Wales including the profile of

households, tenure, costs, satisfaction and demand.™ '

2.5. Whilst we know that the Welsh Government is looking for ways to fill
evidence gaps through recent consultations regarding adequate housing
and homelessness, we believe that up-to-date survey data and
independent insights are essential for the Welsh Government to make
more informed decisions about policy direction and to monitor the
impacts of policy changes more effectively.

3. The potential impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel
Payment on fuel poverty in Wales;

3.1.  The question of energy costs and fuel poverty needs long term solutions.
Energy support schemes have been vital to keep households afloat, but
have also had serious limitations and shortfalls.

3.2.  The Winter Fuel Payment (WFP), whilst crucial for many households, was
not well targeted to low income pensioners, spreading support thinly
across all income groups. It had also not been uprated in more than 20
years meaning it did not provide sufficient support to those who needed it
most. Similarly, the Warm Homes Discount (WHD) aimed at low income
households with high energy costs, also falls far short of what's needed to
help people who are in the greatest need." There is a clear and urgent
need for ongoing, better-targeted support for all those who struggle to
warm their homes, including low incomes families and pensioners.

3.3.  InJuly of this year, before the announcement of the changes to the Winter
Fuel Payment, more than half of the people in Wales we surveyed were
concerned about keeping up with energy costs when energy prices
increased in October. Large proportions of these expect to go without the

" Senedd Research, Everything we don’t know about housing in Wales, August 2024

12 Institute of Welsh Affairs, Welsh Housing Survey: Better Data isn’t a Partisan Issue, February 2021
® The scheme has never been set at a level which is based on an assessment of consumer need,
and the level has rarely been uprated to reflect rising costs. In 2014 it was worth 12.5% of the average
bill, but now only makes up just over 8%.



https://www.iwa.wales/agenda/2021/02/welsh-housing-survey-better-data-isnt-a-partisan-issue/
https://research.senedd.wales/research-articles/everything-we-don-t-know-about-housing-in-wales/

cyngor ar | citizens

peth

3.4.

3.5.

3.6.

3.7.

3.8.

| advice Equality and Social Justice Committee

Fuel Poverty in Wales
Citizens Advice Cymru
heat or hot water they need or skip meals to keep up with energy bills
over the winter."

Recent changes to the Winter Fuel Payment mean that pensioners in
Wales are now facing a cliff-edge in support. Those on low incomes who
are not quite eligible for Pension Credit, or those not yet in receipt of
Pension Credit they would be eligible for, are set to lose access to up to
£300 in additional support.

Based on the number of Pension Credit claimants at the time of the
announcement, an estimated 400,000 households in Wales may no longer
receive the payment', including 80,000 who are eligible for Pension
Credit but don't yet claim it.'®

Whilst cold homes are detrimental to health in general, it is clear that
some groups are particularly vulnerable to the impact of a cold or damp
home, including those with particular health conditions, young children
and older people."”

In light of this, it is essential that all those eligible for Pension Credit are
able to access it to ensure they also receive related support, including the
Winter Fuel Payment. We have welcomed actions from the Welsh
Government to promote and facilitate the uptake of Pension Credit in
Wales to secure support for all those who should be eligible for the
payment.'®

Local Citizens Advice offices in Wales also continue to work with MPs,
councils and food banks to increase awareness of Pension Credit. Since
the start of September we have seen at least a 153% increase in unique

4 Citizens Advice Cymru, Energy Affordability Autumn 2024|Fforddiadwyedd Ynni Hydref 2024 -
Citizens Advice, September 2024
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clients accessing advice about Pension Credit every week compared to the
same weeks in 2023/24.

3.9. However, these changes emphasise the need for the UK Government to
look at energy support as a whole. Our analysis has shown that an uptick
in Pension Credit claimants could inadvertently put serious pressure onto
the Warm Home Discount as people who receive the Pension Credit
Guarantee Credit also automatically receive the WHD. However, because
the overall WHD budget is fixed, this could lead to fewer rebates being
provided to working age families."

3.10.  Looking ahead, Citizens Advice have shown how an improved Warm
Homes Discount has the potential to provide better targeted, more
effective support to all households on lower incomes, including
pensioners.®

3.11.  We believe that the UK Government should transition to a tiered system
that provides varying levels of financial support based on energy needs.”
For example, households with the highest energy costs would receive a
larger discount. In doing so, this would protect groups that are more
vulnerable to high energy costs such as households with children and
low-income pensioners.

3.12.  Furthermore, we recommend an expansion to the eligibility criteria to
include more households, such as those on means-tested benefits who
do not currently qualify for the WHD under its existing eligibility
requirements. The level of WHD support should also be reviewed and
adjusted annually to address the volatility in energy prices. This
adjustment would allow support to remain proportional to actual energy
costs ensuring households continue to receive adequate relief as prices
fluctuate.

' Citizens Advice, Fixing the foundations: The need for better targeted support for energy consumers
- Citizens Advice, August 2024
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3.13.  The UK Government did not promise any further energy support this
winter in the Autumn Statement, leaving many anxious about how they
will manage this winter. Given that the opportunity to implement a tiered
WHD or increase payments by the upcoming winter has now passed, we
believe the UK Government should urgently consider ways to provide
additional targeted support this winter for people in most need.

4. The detail of the new Warm Homes Programme, including the energy
efficiency measures offered, changes to eligibility criteria, the approach to
delivering advice services, and the development of an area based approach;

4.1. The Welsh Government has defined the Warm Homes Programme as
their ‘primary mechanism to tackle fuel poverty’, setting out to ensure
that ‘we leave no-one behind as we move to a cleaner, stronger, fairer
Wales, through the twin objectives of tackling fuel poverty and the climate

emergency.”

4.2. The ongoing pressures of energy prices on households bring the dual
challenges of eradicating fuel poverty and transitioning to net zero into
sharp focus. It is well evidenced that increasing the energy efficiency of
homes keeps them warmer and requires less energy to heat as well as
preparing homes for the transition to low carbon heat.

4.3.  Our analysis of energy consumption by EPC in December 2022, showed
that the average home pays an ‘inefficiency penalty’ of almost £350 a year
compared to a home with an EPC C, with the worst insulated homes
wasting more than £900.”

4.4.  With 3in 4 privately owned homes failing to reach the EPC C target, Wales
has a long way to go to reach their 2035 targets.** This means over a half
a million households are wasting money on heat that escapes through
leaky buildings.

22 Welsh Government, New Warm Homes Programme: policy statement [HTML] | GOV.WALES, June
2023

3 Citizens Advice, Grinding to a halt? Removing the roadblocks to increased energy efficiency and
decarbonisation of private housing in Wales - Citizens Advice, December 2022
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4.5.  (Citizens Advice has supported the development of the most recent
iteration of the Warm Homes Programme and sees it as a crucial element
of the Welsh Government's strategy to combat fuel poverty. We previously
outlined how the previous iteration of the scheme was not contributing
enough progress towards fuel poverty targets, and was at risk of
becoming a ‘boiler replacement scheme’ by prioritising fossil fuel heating
measures and therefore restricting the insulation of homes as a result of a
low spend cap.”

4.6. During the consultation phase for the new iteration of the scheme, we
recommended, alongside other Fuel Poverty Coalition Cymru partners,
that insulation and other fabric improvements become the cornerstone of
the next iteration of the WHP.*®

4.7. We supported a significantly higher cost cap in the new iteration and the
flexibility to make multiple applications, to facilitate a longer-term ‘whole
house’ approach to retrofit, as well as widening the eligibility to those on
low incomes who are not in receipt of means tested benefits. This helps to
ensure that there is better targeting of households who are in need for
this support.

4.8. We were pleased that these recommendations were implemented in the
new iteration of ‘Part One’ of the scheme, which is currently operational.
This enables the scheme to focus on deeper retrofit of homes, including
prioritising insulation and low carbon technologies where they are
suitable for the property and would not cost the occupant more in bills.”’

4.9. However, we are concerned that in practice, the new NEST scheme
currently risks reducing the available support to households in fuel
poverty and restricting support based on the suitability of low carbon
technologies.

% |bid.
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4.10. Asthe primary scheme to address fuel poverty, it is extremely concerning
that evidence we are hearing through Fuel Poverty Coalition Cymru
members, suggests that some households are unable to access the full
range of measures available through the scheme if a heat pump is not a
viable option for their home (either as a result of their property being
unsuitable for this or if this risks higher energy costs).

4.11.  Most worryingly, this also means that should they not be able to install a
heat pump, but have a broken boiler, they are not receiving help to
replace or repair the existing heating system, leaving them with no hot
water or heating.

4.12. Responding to the proposed changes to the scheme in 2022, we
emphasised that, "...it is right that where electrified heating would result
in energy bills that are unaffordable that a pragmatic approach needs to
be taken” and outlined that, ‘...while this may not make some homes net
zero at this initial stage, it will nevertheless meet the aims of alleviating
fuel poverty, tackling the climate emergency and creating a socially just

nation.'?®

4.13. Following concerns raised by members of the Fuel Poverty Coalition
Cymru, the Welsh Government has proposed a boiler repair scheme on a
trial basis for 2024-25. However, the eligibility criteria for the scheme is
extremely limited in only providing this support to those in narrow age
brackets such as the over 75s and under 2 or those with ‘severe health
issues including those with a medical dependency on a warm home’ or
‘households with occupants with terminal iliness’. There is no inclusion of
a boiler replacement scheme which also excludes households where a
boiler cannot be repaired.

4.14. The approach to boiler repair and replacement appears to be at odds
with the intention and principles of the scheme, which aims to combat
fuel poverty. This also contradicts the policy statement that outlined that,

28 Citizens Advice, Citizens Advice response to the consultation on Proposals for the next iteration of
the Warm Homes Programme, April 2022
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‘...itis important the new Warm Homes Programme has some flexibility to
support the most vulnerable in our society in exceptional

circumstances.”

4.15.  The policy statement for the scheme outlined that ‘when moving from
fossil fuels to an electric heating system would cause a significant increase
in running costs (due to the complexities of the fabric improvement) the
priority could be the repair of energy efficiency gas boilers.”® We are
disappointed that this new guidance on boiler repair appears to be
limiting people’s access to repairs and replacement in practice.

4.16. By nature of the NEST eligibility criteria, all those who apply will be living
on a very low income, live in an inefficient home or have a medical
condition that is exacerbated by living in a cold home. To narrow the
criteria further for boiler repairs (and to exclude replacements altogether)
risks leaving households who cannot afford to carry out measures
themselves in dire situations, especially over the winter months.

4.17. We believe that the Government should reconsider the guidance for the
boiler repair and replacement eligibility to ensure that all households who
are without a working heating system can access whatever measure is
most appropriate for them at this time.

5. How changes from the previous programme will impact delivery,
particularly in terms of the numbers of households that will be supported;

‘Part One’ of the Warm Homes Programme- NEST

5.1.  The key objective of the Warm Homes Programme is to tackle fuel poverty
in Wales, whilst also progressing energy efficiency of poorly insulated
homes. As outlined above, we believe aspects of 'Part One' of the scheme
need stronger safeguards to avoid inadvertently worsening the effects of

2 Welsh Government, New Warm Homes Programme: policy statement [HTML] | GOV.WALES, June
2023
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fuel poverty for some households, whose current situation is not suitable
for low-carbon heating.

5.2.  Another key concern in the longer-term is that the level of funding
currently allocated to ‘Part One’ of the Warm Homes Programme, falls far
short of the total funding needed to meet its goals, including an estimated
89% shortfall reaching EPC goals for privately rented housing.”’

5.3.  Alongside the goals set by both the UK and Welsh Governments to get all
homes up to EPC C rating by 2023, the key fuel poverty targets set out in
the Tackling Fuel Poverty strategy are that by 2035:
e No households are estimated to be living in severe or persistent
fuel poverty as far as reasonably practicable;
e Not more than 5% of households are estimated to be living in fuel
poverty at any one time as far as reasonably practicable;
e The number of all households “at risk” of falling into fuel poverty
will be more than halved based on the 2018 estimate

5.4. Looking ahead, we believe that the Welsh Government should progress
plans to assess the overall level of funding needed to achieve these goals
to identify funding gaps and identify opportunities. This could include
utilising future consequentials from the UK Government's Warm Homes
Plan, and facilitating the best use of private funding.

Interim targets

5.5. We have also strongly welcomed mention of developing interim targets
around fuel poverty in the proposed updates on the Fuel Poverty Plan
2021-2035. We believe that interim targets are vital for defining the role
that the Welsh Government will play in progressing fuel poverty goals
within the levers available to them and ensure regular monitoring of
progress. We believe that this action could be strengthened by including
the action to develop and introduce targets.

3 Chartered Institute of Housing, Decarbonising Wales’ Private Rented Sector, July 2022
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‘Part Two’ of the Warm Homes Programme

5.6. Inorder to reduce fuel poverty and contribute to the net zero transition,
we believe that there is an important role to be played by an area-based
scheme, building on Arbed. Whilst ‘Part Two' of the Warm Homes
Programme was cited in the Policy Statement for the programme in 2023,
there is currently no further information known about the area-based
element of the scheme.

5.7. Asoutlined in our response to the initial consultation on this iteration of
the Warm Homes Programme, we believe that an area-based scheme
under the WHP could utilise all funding sources available to households in
different financial circumstances in order to deliver a more viable street
by street approach and could therefore play a unique role in deploying
Welsh Government and ECO funding side by side.*

6. The effectiveness of support available to households in or at risk of fuel
poverty, in addition to the Warm Homes Programme;

6.1. The Welsh Government has provided vital funding to provide fuel
vouchers to households on prepayment meters as well as support for
off-grid households. We are also pleased that additional funding has been
made available to fund Warm Hubs this winter.*®> We know this support
has been a lifeline for those at the sharp end of the crisis.*

6.2. Itis well understood that prepayment meter users in fuel poverty remain
at significant risk of disconnection. We have seen over 2500 PPM users
struggling to top up since January- 8 times more than in 2021. Last winter,
we found that a third of PPM users in Wales had been disconnected from
their energy supply in the past year because they couldn’t afford to top
up. Three quarters, (72%) said this had a negative impact on their mental
health, and 43% said it had a negative impact on their physical health.

32 Citizens Advice, Citizens Advice response to the consultation on Proposals for the next iteration of
the Warm Homes Programme, April 2022
33 Welsh Government, £1.5m for safe and warm hubs across Wales, October 2024

34 Welsh Government, Written Statement: Welsh Government Fuel Voucher Scheme (10 June 2022
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Our recent research has highlighted the crucial role that crisis support
continues to play for households in Wales.>® Despite some easing to
household budgets, our recent analysis found that comparing the first 8
months of 2022 and 2024, our local Citizens Advice offices saw a 17% rise
in the number of people coming to them in crisis situations.*

Since the start of the year, we have helped more than 6000 people in
Wales to access a fuel voucher.?” We also know that fuel poverty is part of
a broader context, with many needing multiple forms of support. In 2023,
1in 4 (26%) of the people who came for a food bank referral also needed
a fuel voucher referral and 1 in 5 (21%) needed help with the
Discretionary Assistance Fund (DAF).

Additionally, our advisers in rural Wales emphasised the value of support
for off-grid households. In focus groups, advisers highlighted the support
from Welsh Government provided through the Fuel Bank Foundation
(FBF) Heat Fund, which provides up to £500 for off-grid fuel support, and
told us they use it regularly to help their clients living off-grid with fuel
support. Advisers noted that, whilst still very welcome, off-grid support
offered through the DAF (£250) fell short of the minimum order amount
needed for an order of oil, meaning that some off-grid clients were unable

to order fuel despite this support.®

To reduce the growing reliance on crisis support for everyday essentials
and bills, broader policy reforms are needed, many of which are the
responsibility of the UK Government, including targeted energy support.
However, given the current fiscal landscape, combined with the time it will
take to implement many of these changes (if taken forward), there is a
need to maintain and strengthen a permanent crisis support scheme in
Wales (such as the Discretionary Assistance Fund) to help people now and

3 Citizens Advice Cymru, Reaching crisis point: the story in Wales|Cyrraedd pwynt argyfwng: v stori
yng Nghymru - Citizens Advice, October 2024
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over the coming months. We outlined our recommendations to protect

and expand crisis support in our recent report.*

7. How the Welsh Government is working with the UK Government to address
fuel poverty.

7.1.  This year so far we have seen 328 clients who have been moved onto a
prepayment meter or switched to prepay on their smart meter in order to
repay arrears. As outlined above, PPM users remain particularly
vulnerable to unaffordable energy costs.

7.2.  We have strongly welcomed the Welsh Government’s work in highlighting
the impact of forced PPM installation for the collection of arrears to
Ofgem, the UK Government and energy suppliers during the cost of living
crisis. Despite the new Licensing Conditions for suppliers, we do continue
to see problems where companies are not adhering to the conditions. In
the context of record debt levels, it will therefore be vital to continue
monitoring the installation of prepayment meters to ensure that
vulnerable households are protected, as well as continuing to highlight
issues when they arise.

7.3.  Asoutlined in Section 3 of this response, alongside improving the energy
efficiency of homes, we believe that targeted energy support is essential
going forwards to protect people in Wales from fluctuating energy prices
and fuel poverty. The Welsh Government has previously supported
proposals for a social tariff and we would welcome the government
continuing to do so, despite the UK Government making no commitments
to this support in their Autumn Budget.
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Terms of reference

The terms of reference for the inquiry are to explore:

Whether there is an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today, given that data is
based on the 2008 Living in Wales Survey and 2017-18 Wales Housing Conditions
Survey;

The potential impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel Payment on
fuel poverty in Wales;

The detail of the new Warm Homes Programme, including the energy efficiency
measures offered, changes to eligibility criteria, the approach to delivering advice
services, and the development of an area based approach; We would encourage the
scheme, and delivery partners, to have the ability to be more flexible in its
approach to collaborate closely with trusted local partners such as Local
Authorities to ensure its delivery meets local needs, and compliments local
programmes for the betterment of service users. An example would be the blending
of available funding programmes such as ECO4-Flex with NEST, and Green Wales
Homes Scheme for eligible households. They should not be accessed in isolation if
the mechanism s in place locally.

How changes from the previous programme will impact delivery, particularly in terms of
the numbers of households that will be supported;

The extent to which the Warm Homes Programme is helping to address persistent fuel
poverty in Wales, and if not, what further action is needed;

The effectiveness of support available to households in or at risk of fuel poverty, in
addition to the Warm Homes Programme;

How effective local authorities have been at accessing and utilising ECO Flex funding;
Powys County Council have been active in its promotion of ECO4-Flex and is
leading the way in Wales with its innovative partnership with CIC, Warm Wales, in
its approach and delivery. Powys’ Warm Wales Powys Energy Saving Scheme (ECO4
Flex) - Powys County Council continues to evolve to meet local demands for the
betterment of our service users. It is felt that more could be done to integrate these
finite resources by the blending of funding if the opportunity existed.

How the Welsh Government is working with the UK Government to address fuel poverty.
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Whether your evidence is submitted as an individual, or on behalf of an organisation. On
behalf of Powys County Council
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If you are under 13 years old, your parent or guardian’s agreement that you can
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Confirmation of whether you would prefer that your name is not published alongside
your evidence (names of individuals under 18 years old will not be published). | consent
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evidence as confidential, with reasons for the request. No requirement

If you have referred to a third party in your evidence, such as a parent, spouse or relative,
confirmation that they have agreed that you can share information that may be used to
identify them and that they understand that it will be published. N/A
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Care & Repair Cymru

Care & Repair are Wales’ older people’s housing champions. We help our clients to live independently in
warm, safe, accessible homes by delivering housing adaptations and home improvements. We offer a
holistic casework service including a dedicated fuel poverty service, Older Not Colder. We offer a holistic
casework service including a whole house assessment taken from a national framework, including a falls
risk assessment, welfare benefits check and home safety information and advice

In 2023/2024, we delivered the following:

£21.8 million in housing repair and improvement works
£12.5 million of unclaimed benefits for older people
67,606 individual services delivered to older people

Terms of reference
The terms of reference for the inquiry are to explore:

e Whether there is an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today, given that data is
based on the 2008 Living in Wales Survey and 2017-18 Wales Housing Conditions Survey;

Care & Repair Cymru does not believe the current picture of fuel poverty provided via Welsh
Government’s estimates represents the true scale of fuel poverty in Wales. The basis for Welsh
Government’s estimates on fuel poverty in Wales uses both the 2008 Living in Wales Survey and the
2017-18 Wales Housing Conditions Survey. Updated Welsh Government fuel poverty statistics from April
2022 used the same data sets. These data sets predate the cost-of-living and energy crises. From our
first-hand experience delivering over 67,000 services in approximately 50,000 homes in Wales last year,
it is clear that many of the households we support cannot keep up with the expenditure required to heat
their homes to a comfortable level. We are seeing a large increase in the number of homes in poor
condition, leading to poor thermal efficiency, with higher volumes of calls about damp and mould.

Our own data suggest that our clients are struggling more than ever with finances. For clients who
cannot afford the cost of repair works, our caseworkers spend time applying for benevolent funds on
their behalf. Since the onset of the cost-of-living crisis, we have seen an increase in the number of works
being funded through our charitable hardship funds of 130%.'. This indicates that older households in
Wales do not possess the resource they once did to be able to keep up with the maintenance of their
property. The Welsh Housing Conditions Survey found that 18% of homes in Wales have a Category 1
hazard present. From our experience in the homes of tens of thousands of older people in Wales each
year, we believe this is far higher.

The challenge of affordability is compounded by the increase of materials and contractor costs, in our
report, The State of Older People in Wales, demonstrated how material and labour costs have increased
significantly, a Senior Care & Repair Technical Officer commented ‘three or four years ago a sheet of
plaster board was probably about £6 or £7, it's now about £18 or £19 a sheet”. This means people have
less income to pay for repairs whilst the cost of making improvements have increased. This is why Care
& Repair Cymru does not believe there is an accurate picture of the current levels of fuel poverty in
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Wales. Local authorities and local organisations such as Care & Repair Cymru hold valuable data for the
Welsh Housing Conditions Survey. Last year, Care & Repair Cymru delivered 67,606 individual services
to older people meaning that we have client data on:

Property tenure

Benefit entittements and income
Hazards by location in the home
Household make up

We recommend that the re-implementation of the Welsh Housing Conditions Survey should use a
breadth of data, such as that offered by Care & Repair, and other local partners, to understand the
financial and housing challenges of households in Wales.

e The potential impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel Payment on
fuel poverty in Wales;

As the leading older people’s housing charity in Wales Care & Repair are concerned about the changes
to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel Payment. Whilst we understand UK Government’s budget
constraints and how not all those of pensionable age necessarily need the winter fuel payment, we have
concerns on two groups of older people:

Older people who fall just outside eligibility criteria:

There are older households in Wales who aren’t eligible for pension credit but are still on low-income.
The removal of the payment for this group of people, alongside an increase in the energy price cap from
October 2024, will see those households having to make careful choices about how much they spend on
energy this winter. Those just above the threshold will also miss out on other ‘passported benefits’, such
as council tax reduction or support with your broadband and water bills. Creating a cliff edge of support
by cutting off the winter fuel payment will put many older people at risk of fuel poverty this winter,
particularly for households whose income is just a few pence about the required £221.30 a week.

Older people eligible for pension credit but do not claim it:

There are around 50,000 older people in Wales who are entitled to pension credit but do not claim it'.
Last year, Care & Repair helped raise £12.5 million in unclaimed benefits amongst our clients", and we
welcome both UK and Welsh Government’s commitment to increase pension credit uptake. Low benefit
uptake is particularly prevalent for older people; Care & Repair caseworkers have cited reasons such as
digital exclusion, stigma attached to benefits and ‘not wanting to take money away from other
households who may need it more’ as to why our clients are apprehensive about making a claim.

Overall, for the first category, one-off payments such as the WFP are a lifeline in the winter, considering
these households don’t have access to other ‘passported’ benefits from pension credit eligibility. For the
second category, these households are already in the lowest income groups therefore already at risk of,
or in fuel poverty, will not receive the payment pushing them further into more severe fuel poverty.

e The detail of the new Warm Homes Programme, including the energy efficiency measures

offered, changes to eligibility criteria, the approach to delivering advice services, and the
development of an area-based approach;
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Eligibility Criteria:
The new Warm Homes Programme includes some welcome changes to the eligibility criteria compared
to the previous scheme. We are pleased to see the following changes:

- Discounting disability benefits as income; Attendance Allowance and Personal Independence
Payments are to pay for extra costs associated with disability so should not be counted as
income.

- The ability to apply more than once; this allows those living in energy inefficient homes to receive
upgrades if they are eligible.

- Homes classes as business can now apply, including households living on working farms.

Energy efficiency measures available:

The Warm Homes Programme policy statement, published in June 2023, outlined the available
measures. It stated ‘Domestic energy efficiency measures available through the current Programme are
still relevant and applicable so are expected to be maintained. Fabric First - Heating and ventilation
measures would be available only when the thermal efficiency of the dwelling has been improved to a
satisfactory standard to accommodate them. Low carbon technologies will be prioritised where it makes
sense to do so.” In theory, Care & Repair Cymru welcome these energy efficiency measures and agree
with the sentiment of improving the fabric of a property to ensure homes are brought up to a decent
standard for heating. However, in practice, Care & Repair agency staff have reported the following
concerns:

- Caseworkers have experienced clients being rejected for any/all measures, including insulation,
if a client does not want low-carbon technology such as an Air Source Heat Pump (ASHP)

- Caseworkers have experienced clients being rejected for any/all measures, including insulation if
the home is deemed unsuitable for an ASHP after initial survey, despite living in fuel poverty and
eligible for support via the WHP.

Please find below a brief summary of some of the reports we have received from caseworkers and
HEQ’s working directly with clients.

Case study 1 - Location: Powys

Client with dementia living in a pre-1919 stone cottage, struggling to keep her home warm and had a
faulty oil boiler. When NEST visited the property and informed the client that an ASHP would not be
suitable for her property, and they did not offer her any other measures, including insulation measures,
or onward referrals for support. Care & Repair's Home Energy Officer followed up with NEST on behalf
of the client and was told again that the client would not be able to have measures, including insulation
measures and would not make any onward referrals to other schemes such as ECOA4. Client has an
open fire to keep her warm, but this is a safety risk due to her dementia. In order to not leave this client
at risk, Care & Repair's Home Energy Officer is currently trying to raise benevolent funds to try to replace
client’s oil boiler, which is around £6000.

Case study 2 - Location: Cardiff and the Vale

Home Energy Officer referred a client who met the eligibility criteria to NEST. The client had a home
survey from NEST and was offered an ASHP. Our client decided against the ASHP as he was worried
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about how invasive the work would be and felt anxious not being able to use the technology. Once the
client decided he did not want an ASHP, he was then told by NEST surveyors that they could not offer
him anything else on the scheme, such as insulation measures, despite his home not having any
insulation in the property.

Our Care & Repair Home Energy Officers cover the whole of Wales. Every Home Energy Officer had
examples of similar situations as outlined above. This is a Wales-wide issue.

Care & Repair clients have protected characteristics due to the nature of our service. Our average client
age is 77, four out of five clients declare a disability, and we support thousands of people with sensory
and cognitive issues like dementia each year. For these reasons, we find that many of our clients feel
anxious about having new technology such as an ASHP and often just want a like for like replacement,
alongside some insulation measures such as cavity wall or loft insulation. The Warm Homes Programme
is Welsh Government’s primary mechanism for tackling fuel poverty; therefore, it needs to work for
vulnerable, older households where for various reasons it would not be suitable to have technology such
as a heat pump installed. For many households eligible for NEST who do not want or cannot have an
ASHP, there are limited options for support to keep their homes warm over the colder months. This is
detrimental to households with health conditions that are exacerbated by the cold.

Approach to delivering services:

We have been pleased the separation of the advice and delivery aspects of the programme. We
welcome that Energy Savings Trust (EST) are offering the advice side of the programme; EST are a
trusted voice in the energy sector and, as delivery providers of the Energy Redress Scheme, they have
up to date information on the available energy support schemes.

However, Care & Repair Cymru are concerned on the pathway between advice to delivery service:

- Miscommunication from advice services through to delivery services on available measures
- Lost NEST referrals which means longer wait times.

Please consult the case studies below that highlight Care & Repair concerns on the delivery of services.
Case study 3 - Location: Western Bay

A client contacted Care & Repair after agreeing to work to be undertaken by NEST, this included
insulation measures alongside an ASHP. The client was advised by NEST that he would be contacted
within 14 days to discuss installation date, however no one followed up with the client. Our HEO
contacted NEST regarding this case and was informed that the client in question had rejected the work,
despite the client presenting an email sent to NEST which stated he would like to go ahead. The client
was informed that if he wanted to go ahead with the NEST measures, he would need to start the process
again which could take up to 6 weeks for another survey. Our client then felt mistrustful of the service
and is now unsure whether to go through this process.

Case study 4 - Location: Carmarthenshire

A visually impaired client in her eighties had received measures from NEST, including an ASHP after her
oil boiler had stopped working. Due to her sight challenges, she was not entirely clear as to what she
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would be receiving and felt that the ASHP installation had not been adequately explained to her. As far
as our caseworker is aware, she did not receive any insulation measures. The client contacted Care &
Repair as the ASHP was unable to heat their home past 18 degrees and she was concerned about the
approaching winter months. The client had resorted to buying electric heaters to keep herself warm,
which has ultimately will result in an increase in her electricity bill, our client has described her situation
as ‘being worse off than she was before.’

Overall, Care & Repair Cymru welcome a separate advice service from the WHP, but we are concerned
that this service is not being translated effectively in the delivery aspect of the scheme. It is paramount
that those who receive measures from NEST are given sufficient support and in-depth information about
the technology in their homes. It is also critical for delivery agents to understand how to recognise
vulnerable households with procedures in place to prevent the installation of technology that is
unsuitable for an individual.

e How changes from the previous programme will impact delivery, particularly in terms of
the numbers of households that will be supported,;

Care & Repair Cymru welcome the following changes to the programme:

- The higher threshold of £35,00 per property.
- The fabric first approach; clients are now able to receive fabric measures and have a deeper
retrofit, increasing the energy efficiency of a property.

However, we have two major concerns on the changes to the new schemes:

- The number of households that will be supported
- Vulnerable households not getting the support they need

Number of households that will be supported:

Care & Repair was a top referral partner to the previous NEST, however we have had difficulty in making
successful referrals into the new scheme. For example, one Home Energy Officer in Carmarthenshire
told us how, in previous the NEST scheme he was applying on behalf of clients 3 to 4 times a week,
however he has not been able to make a single successful referral into NEST since the new iteration
began in April. We acknowledge that it is difficult to make a direct comparison between the scheme
iterations, as the previous NEST worked predominantly as a boiler replacement service, therefore a
simpler, less costly service. However, from the experience of Home Energy Officers and caseworkers
using NEST directly, it seems that it has not been effective at supporting the households of Care &
Repair clients

This is evidenced through Care & Repair’s data collection:
- From the data we have available, since the scheme began, our fuel poverty service, Older Not

Colder, has only made 7 referrals, within 6 months, into the new Warm Homes Programme,
compared to 22 to ECO4 and 23 to GBIS in the same time frame.
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- From the data we have available, our 70+ Cymru project, our previous fuel poverty service, made
around 60 successful referrals into the previous Warm Homes Programme with 6 months.

Care & Repair acknowledges that the new scheme will be unable to support as many homes as the
previous scheme, but our data and caseworker feedback shows how it is challenging to make any
successful referrals.

Vulnerable households will not have the support they need this winter if current trends continue

To be eligible for works a property’s EPC rating must be improved by at least two grades. Our
caseworkers have highlighted that this requirement is “ruling a lot of people out” who are eligible for
Nest, including households who meet the eligibility criteria around income, health conditions and current
EPC of the property. In most cases, this is when the older person meets the health, income and EPC
rating thresholds, however often these properties have a very old or inefficient boiler and simply repairing
or replacing the boiler will not improve the EPC sufficiently for Nest to help, despite the person living in
fuel poverty, in a cold home, and without heating. In the words of one senior caseworker, she is worried
that in the schemes efforts to tackle climate change, it will inadvertently ‘kill a lot of older people’. This
comment was deeply concerning, and we believe contradicts what we understand to be the intention of
the Warm Homes Programme.

Whilst we understand the rationale behind Welsh Government’s position that our journey to net zero
must be compatible with tackling fuel poverty; we must ensure no one is left behind as we decarbonise
our housing stock. Following discussions with our caseworkers who work directly with vulnerable, older
households and have had first-hand experience of the new Warm Homes Programme, we are deeply
concerned that the changes from the previous programme to fit more low-carbon technology comes at
the detriment to households living in fuel poverty. The programme must continue to support clients with
faulty or old boilers by delivering repairs, as set out in the original policy statement.

e The extent to which the Warm Homes Programme is helping to address persistent fuel
poverty in Wales, and if not, what further action is needed

Care & Repair Cymru does not believe the Warm Homes Programme is helping to address fuel poverty
in Wales for the majority of our clients who need this type of support. Following feedback from local Care
& Repair agencies, we are concerned the emphasis on supporting people who are living in fuel poverty
right now is being lost in favour of more invasive energy efficiency interventions.

Our clients need urgent help to fix their heating systems and ensure they can heat their homes, making
them more efficient and therefore reduce bills and lifting them out of fuel poverty:

- Our previous fuel poverty scheme, 70+ Cymru, supported clients across all corners of Wales and
upon evaluation of the scheme, 96% of clients that used this service were, by Welsh

Government’s definition, considered to be in fuel poverty". On average, a client who was
referred to 70+ Cymru was spending 15% of their income on gas and electricity in 2022-2023.
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The Warm Homes Programme is Welsh Government’s ‘primary mechanism of tackling fuel poverty’",
however, for our clients that cannot accept an ASHP or other low-carbon technology, it has not been
successful, and our caseworkers must seek alternative means to support them. It is for these types of
clients in fuel poverty that Care & Repair Cymru does not believe the scheme is helping address
persistent fuel poverty.

Please see below a case study that outlines this issue:
Case study 5 — Location: Gwynedd a Mon

Our 92-year-old client was referred to our Older Not Colder service through Gwynedd County Council’s
Energy Team. She has electric storage heaters and her main heater does not work, making her house
cold. She had been referred to NEST last year under the old scheme, however upon investigating the
lack of progress with this referral. we were told it had been ‘lost’. Our Home Energy Officer followed up
with the new NEST to see if they could offer the client any support. NEST acknowledged her referral to
the previous scheme but were unsure how this got lost, and informed our HEO that they were unable to
offer the client anything on the new scheme.

Given the age of this client, there could be serious health implications if they continue to live in a cold
home. Surely the priority for this household is to ensure they have working heating over the cold months.
Whilst we understand the scheme has carbon reduction targets to hit, this client would have benefitted if
NEST was able to offer her a replacement electric heater, alongside some insulation measures if
necessary. In not doing so, the scheme was unable to support the client in keeping her home warm and
safe.

Care & Repair Cymru also reached out to caseworkers and Home Energy Officers to understand where
the Warm Homes Programme is working to tackle persistent fuel poverty for households. We received
feedback that the scheme’s ability to refer households to ECO4 and/or other schemes has been
successful so that homes have received insulation and heating measures,

Care & Repair Cymru have recommendations to ensure the Warm Homes Programme works to improve
persistent fuel poverty:

1. Deliver measures for households where it is not suitable to install low-carbon technology

Care & Repair offers a holistic, person-centred approach to housing improvement: the client and their
needs are at the centre of every intervention we complete. Installing low-carbon technology into homes
of individuals with complex vulnerabilities is a not suitable blanket approach to ameliorate fuel poverty.
The scheme has lost its previously more person-centred approach in favour of blindness to low carb
technology. The scheme could work if it reverted to an approach that considers the needs of the person
as well as the house. The scheme must strike the balance between reducing carbon emissions and
providing vulnerable households with a warm home for the winter.

2. Expand the eligibility criteria for the ‘crisis’ route of the Warm Homes Programme
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The Welsh Government has chosen to introduce additional eligibility criteria for this ‘crisis’ route of the
Warm Homes Programme: applicants must be over 75; have a child aged 2 or under; a relevant health
condition; or terminal iliness, alongside the original NEST criteria. These criteria should be expanded; we
believe that any low-income household without heating or hot water should be deemed as ‘in crisis’ and
have access to this route of the scheme without any additional eligibility criteria.

Adding on additional eligibility criteria directly contradicts the new Warm Homes Programme Policy
statement which outlines that:

‘In cases where transition to a lower carbon heating source is not viable, either because a
technical solution is not possible (for example in listed buildings) or the running costs to the
household would be excessive, alternative measures might be considered if households energy
bills and carbon emissions can be reduced. For example, when moving from fossil fuels to an
electric heating system that would cause a significant increase in running costs (due to
complexities of the fabric improvement) the priority could be the repair of energy-efficient gas
boilers.’

As per the policy statement, boiler repairs (or replacements in necessary circumstances) should be
available to all eligible Nest applicants without working heating or hot water where low carbon heating is
not yet viable/appropriate, irrespective of household’s age or health.

Households that use alternative fuel types such as oil or electric storage heaters must also be supported
under the ‘crisis’ route. Under the ‘crisis’ route, households can be supported to have a gas boiler repair
or replacement in exceptional circumstances. However, our clients are not always connected to mains
gas, for example, in Ceredigion 35.3% of households have oil central heating"'". Whilst we understand
Welsh Government is working to rectify these issues, immediate support (suggested below) must be in
place for homes on alternative sources of heating.

- Emergency electrical heaters alongside financial resource to cover the increase in bills from
using this.

- Directing grants for non-gas boilers to support organisations, such as Care & Repair Cymru and
Warm Wales, to administer these and support households in finding suitable contractors for
repair or replacements.

3. Ensure support for those living in park homes

Across Wales, namely in West Wales and Conwy & Denbighshire, we have had experience of clients
living in park homes being rejected for NEST, despite being eligible, as they live in a park home. Park
homes are unique in their construction which means traditional means of insulation and heating does not
work for these properties thus they have been ineligible for NEST. The Warm Homes Programme is the
primary resource to support those in fuel poverty in the owner occupier or PRS, therefore it must work for
all homes, regardless of construction. Please see below an example of a client, living in fuel poverty,
being unable to access support through the WHP:

Case study 6 — Location: Conwy & Denbighshire
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Client lives alone in a park home with minimal insulation and an old boiler, struggling to produce heating
or hot water. She has COPD and osteoporosis, resorting last winter to sleeping on the floor in the
hallway to be near a functioning radiator. She is in fuel debt and severe fuel poverty (22%). Due to the
type of home, our client was told she is ineligible for ECO4 funding or NEST.

Care & Repair were able to source hardship funding to replace the boiler via a mix of national and local
pots of benevolent money available to Care & Repair, however this is not always the case.

e The effectiveness of support available to households in or at risk of fuel poverty, in
addition to the Warm Homes Programme.

Care & Repair Cymru have found that other schemes do have a positive impact on our clients living in
fuel poverty: Local Authority grants have been a lifeline for clients who have been unsuccessful in
receiving support from NEST.

Caseworkers from across 13 local Care & Repair agencies commented that they rely on local authority
disrepair funds or boiler replacement funds to help fix or replace client boilers or install insulation
measures. For example, Caerphilly County Borough Council have launched energy grant to help
residents improve the energy efficiency of their homes, specifically for those with fuel fires, back boilers
or single glazed windows™

However, Care & Repair Cymru is concerned on the reliance of local funding to address fuel poverty:

- Local authorities are under immense financial pressure, meaning that such funding is at risk of
being cut. The above is an example from one Local Authority out of twenty-two.

- The reliance on local funding creates the challenge of a postcode lottery in tackling fuel poverty
and contradicts Welsh Government’s commitment to the Just Transition, which states ‘as we
move to a cleaner, stronger, fairer Wales, we will leave no-one behind’*.

By relying on a postcode lottery of funding, households will be at a disadvantage depending on their
geographical location. We must ensure a national level scheme, such as the Warm Homes Programme
can work for those who are eligible, not just those for whom an air source heat pump is appropriate. The
Warm Homes Programme is a big pot of funding at risk of being underutilised despite hugely challenging
financial times because of its inaccessibility to those who it is meant to support and protect.

e How the Welsh Government is working with the UK Government to address fuel
poverty.

Care & Repair Cymru welcome Welsh Government’s constant commitment to support UK Government in
providing longer-term support for those in fuel poverty and we recognise that issues regarding tackling
energy debt, enduring price protections for low income and vulnerable households and the overreliance
of prepayment meters cannot be realised in Wales without the support of UK Government. Welsh
Government should continue to work with UK Government on the following key issues:
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Enduring Price Protections

- The introduction of a social tariff to subsidise energy prices for low-income and vulnerable
households. The UK Government committed to developing new consumer protections in its
Autumn 2022 statement, stating, “work with consumer groups and industry to consider the best
approach, including options such as social tariffs™ but has failed to do so.

Energy debt

- The cost-of-living and energy crisis has resulted in high levels of energy debt, including two
thirds of homes in energy debt are in arrears, with no repayment plan. Welsh Government
should push for implementation of a matching debt repayment scheme (a Help to Repay
scheme) from UK Government to address the rising challenge of energy debt.

Standing charges

- Standing charges disproportionately affect people living in Wales, those living in North Wales
paying over £80 more on their standing charges annually than those in London. High standing
charges also disempower households to use less energy, standing charges make up the same
amount on bills regardless of how much you use. Welsh Government should continue to work
with Ofgem and UK Government to make these charges geographically fairer, and more
affordable.

i Care & Repair Cymru (2024) From Wear and Tear to Disrepair. Available at: https://careandrepair.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2024/02/From-Wear-and-Tear-to-Disrepair-FINAL-ENG.pdf

i Care & Repair Cymru (2023) The State of Older People’s Housing in Wales. Available at:
https://careandrepair.org.uk/our-reports/

i Bevan Foundation (2024) State of Wales Briefing: Pensions and Winter Fuel Payment. Available at: State of
Wales briefing: pensions and Winter Fuel Payment - Bevan Foundation

v Care & Repair Cymru (2024) Impact Report 2023-24. Available at: https://careandrepair.org.uk/impact-report-
2023-24/

v Welsh Government (2023) Warm Homes Programme Policy Statement. Available at: https://www.gov.wales/new-
warm-homes-programme-policy-statement-htm|

viCare & Repair Cymru (2023) The State of Older People’s Housing in Wales. Available at:
https://careandrepair.org.uk/our-reports/

Vil \WWelsh Government (2023) Warm Homes Programme Policy Statement. Available at: https://www.gov.wales/new-
warm-homes-programme-policy-statement-html

Vi ONS (2024) Type of Central Heating. Available at:
https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/maps/choropleth/housing/type-of-central-heating-in-household/heating-type/district-
or-communal-heat-networks-only?lad=W06000008

x Caerphilly County Council (2024) Energy Grants available for Caerphilly Households. Available at:
https://www.caerphilly.gov.uk/news/news-bulletin/august-2024/energy-grants-available-for-caerphilly-households
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* Welsh Government (2023) Just Transition Framework. Available at:
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/consultations/2023-12/consultation-just-transition-framework.pdf

X UK Government (2023) Debate on Energy Social Tariff. Available at:
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CDP-2023-0202/CDP-2023-0202.pdf
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This response is submitted jointly by the ‘Back the Bill — the right to a good home’
coalition partners, namely Tai Pawb, CIH Cymru and Shelter Cymru. ‘We’ and ‘our’
refers to the partner organisations.

Tai Pawb works to advance equality and social justice in housing in Wales. We
imagine a Wales where everyone has the right to a good home | www.taipawb.org

CIH Cymru supports housing professionals to create a future in which everyone has
a place to call home. We’re the professional body for people who work in housing, the
independent voice for housing and the home of professional standards | www.cih.org

Shelter Cymru exists to defend the right to a safe home. We help thousands of people
each year in Wales by offering free, independent advice | www.sheltercymru.org

The right to adequate housing

The right to adequate housing means everyone has the right to live somewhere in
security, peace, and dignity.

There are seven components to the right to adequate housing. These are:

e Legal security of tenure

e Affordability

e Habitability

e Availability of services, materials, facilities, and infrastructure
e Accessibility

e Location

e Cultural adequacy

The universal right to adequate housing cannot be delivered overnight. Instead, it
is achieved through progressive realisation. Progressive realisation is a process
that legally requires government to commit the maximum available resources,
including land and finance, over time towards the realisation of a the right. And
crucially, to take no measures that could contradict that right. This means that a right
to adequate housing is a long-term, achievable policy goal.
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http://www.cih.org/
http://www.sheltercymru.org/

1. Introduction
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1.1.2

1.13

The Back the Bill campaign welcomes this opportunity to engage with
Senedd Cymru’s Equality and Social Justice Committee’s inquiry into Fuel
Poverty in Wales. Since 2019, we've campaigned to secure housing as a
human right and built the evidence base on incorporating the right to
adequate housing in Wales which, according to an opinion poll, is supported
by 77% of people in Wales surveyed in 2020.

The campaign applauds the Committee’s desire to scrutinise progress on
Fuel Poverty in Wales. Rather than focusing on the specific detailed
guestions, our response will explore strategic issues linked to the cause,
impact and solutions of Fuel Poverty.

The initial part of our response focuses on who fuel poverty affects most.
We link the need for a better approach to Fuel Poverty to decarbonisation.
We further identify the benefits of incorporating the right to adequate
housing into domestic law in addressing fuel poverty — and the shortcomings
of the recently released White Paper into seeing correlation between the
two.

We conclude our response by focusing on issues we feel are appropriate to
consider in how to move forward in the battle against fuel poverty — aligned
with the recent White Paper on ‘Housing Adequacy’.


https://www.taipawb.org/policy-influencing/backthebill/
https://www.cih.org/news/three-quarters-support-legal-right-to-housing-in-wales

2. Fuel Poverty and its impact

211

2.1.2

2.1.3

2.1.4

2.1.5

Following the price cap increase of April 2022, up to 45% of all households
in Wales were estimated to be living in fuel poverty. We know in Wales,
632 people die every winter due to cold homes. People most affected
include households on benefits and lower incomes, older people, disabled
people — as well as those suffering from long-term health conditions which
require additional heating or energy consumption.

Poor housing conditions, including those linked to Fuel Poverty, can have
adverse effects on individuals’ physical and mental health, increasing use
of the NHS, worsening self-reported health and reducing life expectancy.
In a 2019 report, Public Health Wales estimated that poor housing costs
the health service in Wales £95m per year. According to the authors,
investing £1 in improving warmth in vulnerable households could generate
£4 savings due to reduction in hospital admissions for circulation and lung
conditions. Another study by Rodgers et al. (2018) explored the health
impact of improving housing conditions by carrying out an experiment in
the south-west of Wales. The authors found that housing improved to a
national quality standard by improving wall insulation or upgrading
electrical systems can result in fewer hospital admissions of tenants aged
60 years old or more

A recent study in the USA found that improving energy efficiency and
increasing ventilation in existing affordable houses could have positive
effects on health outcomes and generate healthcare cost savings of an
average of more than US$200 per person per year.

It's clear Fuel Poverty doesn'’t just affect those most vulnerable in society,
but all our services too. We welcome the Welsh Government’s ambition to
address Fuel Poverty by 2035 through the following non statutory targets:

¢ No households are estimated to be living in severe or persistent fuel
poverty as far as reasonably practicable;

¢ Not more than 5% of households are estimated to be living in fuel
poverty at any one time as far as reasonably practicable;

e The number of all households “at risk” of falling into fuel poverty will
be more than halved based on the 2018 estimate.

Its currently unclear as to what progress has been made against these
targets based on the latest Welsh government figures, however we believe
for them to succeed, there needs to be a significant change.


https://www.nea.org.uk/fuel-poverty-map/fuel-poverty-in-wales/
https://phw.nhs.wales/news/poor-housing-costs-health-service-95m-per-year-new-report/#:~:text=The%20report%20looks%20at%20the,over%20%C2%A31bn%20a%20year.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK508015/
https://ehjournal.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12940-021-00699-x

3. Fuel Poverty and decarbonisation

3.1.1

3.1.2

3.1.3

3.1.4

Housing adequacy, fuel poverty and decarbonisation are intrinsically
linked. It’s difficult to resolve one without the other two and we believe
tackling these together provides the best opportunity for sustainable
change.

In March 2021, the Welsh Government committed to achieving net-zero
emissions by 2050, following its interim carbon reductions targets for 2030
and 2040 (63% and 89% reduction, respectively). Reducing energy usage
and carbon emissions in housing is necessary to combat against climate
change. In Wales, housing is one of the biggest emitters, responsible for
9% of all greenhouse gas emissions. The median energy efficiency score,
which takes into account the housing impact on the environment based on
expected CO2 emissions, was 64 in 2021, which is equivalent to an EPC
of band D; the lower the rating, the higher the environmental impact.

Inadequate homes tend to not be energy efficient, resulting in greater
emissions of greenhouse gases and low levels of thermal comfort. Nicol et
al explored a case study example focusing on the costs and benefits of
improving a Welsh dwelling with an energy efficiency score of 21. Home
improvements would include loft insulation, installation of double glazing
and improvement of the heating system, which would result in increasing
the energy efficiency score of the building to 57. Additionally, the CO2
emissions of the dwelling and the annual fuel cost would decrease by 53%
and 49%, respectively.

The Welsh Government has set ambitious targets for decarbonisation.
Given the central role of housing to CO2 emissions, it's challenging to see
how they can be achieved, given the age and condition of Wales’ housing
stock, without radical investment and intervention. Without this investment
Fuel Poverty will endure, particularly as energy and the welfare state
remain as reserved powers.



4. Housing in Wales- Fuel Poverty and a right to adequate housing

4.1

42.1

4.2.2

In 2021, we welcomed the Welsh Government’'s commitment to introducing a
right to adequate housing through its Programme for Government and the Co-
operation Agreement with Plaid Cymru. In October 2024, while the Welsh
Government brought forward a White paper towards delivering housing
adequacy, we believe that the proposals contained within are insufficient to
deal with the myriad, systemic challenges faced across the housing sector,
including fuel poverty.

As Back the Bill partners, we believe radical reform of the system is
required in Wales if we are to properly address the housing crisis and
the poor outcomes faced by too many people. Incorporation of the right to
adequate housing would increase investment, accountability, and require
milestones and targets across a range of areas which would be scrutinised.

We believe the convergence of issues around fuel poverty, decarbonisation
and adequacy, mean that the White Paper would have been an ideal vehicle
to deliver the Welsh Government’s ambitions around Fuel Poverty, driving
investment in housing and technology change in relation to decarbonisation
and measures around affordability. Sadly, this opportunity has been missed
and it remains to be seen whether proposals around Fuel Poverty can be met.
While incorporation of housing as a human right is about providing long-term
legislation for housing, it does provide opportunities and a framework for
addressing current challenges like Fuel Poverty in the short-medium term.



5. Conclusion

5.1.1

5.1.2

Our response has highlighted the link between the right to adequate housing,
decarbonisation and fuel poverty. We firmly believe that without making this link
at a legislative, strategic and policy level — it will not be possible to deliver the
progress in these areas we want as a nation. The White Paper on ‘Housing
Adequacy’ offers an opportunity to reflect on this — through stakeholder
responses - and consider ways to lever in the changes and investment to end
fuel poverty.

In conclusion, we’ve identified a number of questions we feel relevant to
addressing fuel poverty in the context of the White Paper, which the Committee
may wish to consider and address potential ways in which the two could
support each other:

e The factors behind the proliferation of fuel poverty in recent
years (despite a degree of discretionary state-sponsored or
direct packages of support)

e How can we better align at a strategic level fuel poverty with
decarbonisation?

e What opportunities would legal incorporation of a right to
adequate housing present for people, and in particular tenants,
who suffer from fuel poverty?

e How do we ensure that we have a long-term plan to address
fuel poverty which isn’t undermined by the markets or
discretionary government policies?
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Citizens Advice Denbighshire is an independent charity seeking to provide free, confidential,
independent and impartialadvice and support to allin Denbighshire,no matter their
background or circumstances,and no matter their issue.

We are the official welfare rights and consumer advice service of Denbighshire County Council and
our aims are to reduce poverty, improve financial and personalresilience, and prevent
homelessness, thereby contributing to improved wellbeing within our community.

As part ofour responsibility to improve the policies and practices that affect people’s lives, we are
pleased to have the opportunity to contribute to the Equality and Social Justice Committee’s
consultation on fuel poverty in Wales.

This consultation response is informed by the experiences of our staffand volunteers in
Denbighshire in the course of providing advice and support to those who have asked for our help,
particularly in regard to the provision ofenergy-related advice. This report will follow the terms of
reference set out by the Committee in their consultation document.

1. Executive Summary

1.1 The reliance on pre-Covid and pre-Ukraine war data for assessing fuel poverty leads to a
significant underestimation ofthe problem. Our data reveals a consistently higher demand
for energy-related advice and support compared to 2018, indicating that the cost ofliving
crisis has become the "new normal".

1.2 Changes to the Winter Fuel Payment eligibility criteria, while expanding slightly, will
negatively impact many people’s ability to afford fuel costs. The continued exclusion of
Housing Benefit and Council Tax Reduction recipients from eligibility is particularly
concerning, as they are financially vulnerable and may now struggle to afford heating with
the removal ofthis universal benefit. Additionally, the freezing of Local Housing Allowance
and the limited increase in Universal Credit will exacerbate the difficulties people under the
pensionable age have in paying fuel bills.

1.3 While the Warm Homes Programme has potential to help alleviate fuel poverty,
experiences with it are mixed. The expanded eligibility criteria are positive, but interventions
often focus solely on heating system improvements without addressing inadequate
insulation, particularly in older housing stock.

1.4 The push for low-carbon measures like air-source heat pumps withoutproper insulation
can be counterproductive in the short and medium-term, given the high cost of electricity
compared to gas. Installing these systems without addressing insulation can actually
increase energy costs for residents.

1.5 New, efficient gas boilers (particularly those that are hydrogen-blend-ready, to help meet
emission targets should hydrogen be introduced to the gas network) should be included in
upgrade schemes.

1.6 The support available to households facing fuel poverty is ineffective. The limited options
beyond the Winter Fuel Payment and Warm Homes Programme often force clients to



choose between heating and basic necessities, though a financial inability to choose
between the two is becoming more common. Emergency measures like the Discretionary
Assistance Fund and prepayment meter vouchers have become routine support,
highlighting the inadequacy of current systems.

1.7 The success of ECO funding depends on the installers participating in the scheme. There
are difficulties finding installers who can implement adequate insulation upgrades, which
are necessary for the efficient use ofelectric heating systems.

1.8 There appears to be limited cooperation between the Welsh and UK Governments in
addressing fuel poverty, evidenced by the reaction to the Winter Fuel Payment changes. UK
Government responsibilities, such as the link between electricity prices and wholesale gas
prices, despite increasing reliance on renewable energy sources, further complicate the
issue. Additionally, the ineffectiveness ofthe energy regulator, Ofgem, in protecting
consumers adds to the burden for people across the county and country.

1.9 Amore long-term approach to tackling fuel poverty is required, with a need for:
e Updated data collection that accurately reflects the current situation.

e Agenuine whole-house approach within the Warm Homes Programme that
prioritises insulation alongside heating system improvements.

e Consideration of newer, more efficient gas boiler replacements as a short-to-
medium-term solution, especially given the high cost of electricity.

e Areform ofexisting support mechanisms to address the inadequacy ofemergency
measures and the need for more sustainable solutions.

e (Greater cooperation between the Welsh and UK governments to address the
interconnected challenges of fuel poverty, particularly focusing on addressing the
issues of energy market regulation and volatility to better protect consumers.

1.10 We urge a shift from short-term crisis management to long-term sustainable solutions
that address the root causes of fuel poverty and provide effective support to those in need.

Whether there is an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today, given that
data is based on the 2008 Living in Wales Survey and 2017-18 Wales Housing
Conditions Survey.

2.1 The current data used to assess fuel poverty is significantly outdated, relying on pre-
Covid and pre-Ukraine war information. The data does not account for the substantial
increases in energy prices and the relatively static benefit levels, resulting in a significant
underestimation of fuel poverty in Wales.

2.2 Our data suggests that the cost of living crisis is less of an extraordinary moment but
rather a new normal cost of living for the foreseeable future. High energy prices,
accompanied by a relative stagnation in welfare benefits and the removal of winter fuel
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support payments and other interventions, have resulted in a consistently higher demand
for advice and support on energy-related issues compared to that in 2018.

2.3 To illustrate the increasing demand for energy advice, Figure / shows the cumulative
number of citizens in Denbighshire we'’ve helped with energy issues each year from 2018
(the year ofthe data used by the Welsh Government in the 2017-18 Housing Conditions
Survey), accompanied by general trend lines.

January February March April May June July August September October November December

Calender Year
0 121 02 2019 ) 023 )
2022 2021 2020 2019 2018 2023 2024 >

Figure 1. Cumulative number of people helped with energy issues each year.

2.4 Our data demonstrates that the demand for energy advice in Denbighshire - and indeed
all advice areas - was modest in 2018 relative to the following years. From 2019, the need for
this advice and support throughout the year increases in part due to our securing funding
specifically for a specialist energy advice, escalating further in 2020 explained partly by more
people working from home and houses requiring heating throughout the day, before falling
again slightly in 2021, explained in part by the introduction of Welsh and UK Government
cost of living payments aimed at alleviating energy costs.

2.5 Afurther increase in demand for energy advice coincides with the first dramatic increase
in the price cap announced in April 2022 (see the dark blue line). Since this first price cap
increase, and subsequent increases, the need for energy advice and support has only
continued to grow. So far in 2024, were seeing more clients asking for advice and support
on energy costs than ever before.



2.6 Using the definition for fuel poverty given by the Welsh Government' for fuel poverty
(i.e. households needing to pay more than 10% oftheir fullhousehold income to maintain a
satisfactory heating regime), our advisers have estimated that the vast majority of clients
who experience income poverty also face fuel poverty.

2.7 We can illustrate this further with the experience ofone of our clients; an individual with
a household income between £15,000-19,900 per year (£1,663.58 per month at the highest
end ofthis income bracket). Despite receiving everything theyre entitled to, including
Universal Credit with housing and child elements, their energy bills of £173.33 per month
(10.4% oftheir monthly income) pushed them into fuel poverty.

The potential impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter Fuel
Payment on fuel poverty in Wales.

3.1 The changes to the Winter Fuel Payment eligibility criteria are expected to have a
significant negative impact on our clients’ability to afford fuel costs this winter. While the
inclusion of Universal Credit and Child Tax Credit slightly expands eligibility, but only in the
circumstances of a mixed-age couple and guardianship over a child respectively, other
changes (such as the inclusion ofincome-based Employment Support Allowance, income-
based Jobseekers’Allowance, Income Support,and Working Tax Credit) are not relevant to
most people claiming the State Pension.

3.2 Excluding Housing Benefit and Council Tax Reductions from eligibility means that
individuals on these benefits, who are considered financially vulnerable enough to receive
these welfare benefits in the first place and who dont qualify for the Warm Home Discount
Core Group 2 fuel-poor rebate, will lose the support ofthe Winter Fuel Payment through the
ending ofuniversalentitlement and may struggle this winter to afford fuel costs. The
harmfulrelationship between a cold home and generalpoor health is welldocumented?.

3.3 The Winter Fuel Payment has been reformed to become effectively a supplement to
Pension Credit, which has a threshold that is itself too low to adequately support low-income
pensioners. Homeowners, too, are less likely to qualify for Pension Credit or the Warm
Home Discount, and the changes to the Winter Fuel Payment will further reduce their
income at a time when many are at their most vulnerable financially and physically.

3.4 The changes to the Winter Fuel Payment may be unfair. Asingle pensioner receiving the
new State Pension, a small occupational pension (£50 per week), a disability-related benefit,
and savings under £24,000, may still be entitled for Pension Credit and retain their Winter
Fuel Payment. Single pensioners receiving only the new State Pension, with no savings or
disability-related benefits, have lost that entitlement.

! Welsh Government (2021). Tackling fuel poverty 2021 to 2035. https://www.gov.wales/tackling-fuel-poverty-2021-
2035-html

2 Senedd Research (2024). Cold and damp homes: What is being done to address housing related ill-health?
https://research.senedd.wales/research-articles/cold-and-damp-homes-what-is-being-done-to-address-housing-
related-ill-health/



3.5 Given the Local Housing Allowance has been frozen for the next financial year and
Universal Credit is set to rise by only 1.7%, paying fuel bills willremain extremely difficult or
even impossible for many already receiving support under the pensionable age.

4. The details of the new Warm Homes Programme, including the energy
efficiency measures offered, changes to eligibility criteria,the approach to
delivering advice services, and the development of an area based approach.

4.1 Our experience ofthe current Warm Homes Programme is mixed. The expansion ofthe
eligibility criteria to include households with an EPCrating of Eand below (or D and below
when the resident has an eligible health condition) and to include the sliding scale low-
income threshold, alongside the exemption of disability-related benefits from counting as
mcome, is welcomed. Investments in houses with better insulation can benefit from more
efficient heating systems, but these improvements arent necessarily appropriate for all
eligible households.

4.2 Weve noticed that the experience ofthose benefiting from the Warm Homes
Programme can vary regionally with the scheme limited by the capacity oflocal companies
involved. This is a particular issue when it comes to finding installers to commit to the
improvement of insulation in our older housing stock. Nonetheless, were finding that our
clients may stillbe offered low carbon measures, such as electric air-source heat pumps,
without this insulation being installed.

4.3 There seems to have been a similar issue with the previous iteration ofthe programme,
with the Warm Homes Nest Scheme Annual Report 2022-23 confirming that insulation
accounted for just 6.6% ofallmeasures installed that year, 0.1% being enhanced insulation®.

4.4 One ofthe Welsh Government’s ambitions through the Warm Homes Programme is to
invest in “low carbon measures such as heat pumps or solar panels with battery storage.. [that]
will make households more resilient to rising energy prices in the fiture*”, At present, however,
replacing gas boiler systems with electronic air-source heat pump systems without
improving the insulation ofthe housing stock can have the opposite effect - as
acknowledged by the former Minister for Climate Change upon the announcement ofthe
new Warm Homes Programme”.

4.5 This is particularly problematic as the price of electricity is currently four times more
expensive than gas. Akilowatt hour (kWh)of gas costs 6.24p, whereas a kWh of electricity
costs 24.50p°. This has resulted in a resistance from our clients to transfer to electric heating
systems.

3 Welsh Government (2023). Warm Homes Nest scheme: annual report 2022 to 2023. (https://www.gov.wales/warm-homes-nest-
scheme-annualreport-2022-2023-html)

4 Welsh Government (2024). New Warm Homes Programme: integrated impact assessment. (https://www.gov.wales/new-warm-
homes-programme-integrated-impact-assessment-html)

> The Climate Change Minister stated on the 12th March 2024 that ‘there's no point in putting an air source heat pump into a
house that leaks like a sieve”. Senedd Cymru (2024). Plenary 12/03/2024. (https://record.senedd.wales/Plenary/13743# A86301)
6 Ofgem (2024). Energy price cap. https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/energy-price-cap



5. The extent to which the Warm Homes Programme is helping to address
persistent fuel poverty in Wales, and if not, what further action is needed.

5.1 The Warm Homes Programme has the potential to help alleviate fuel poverty and the
focus on a whole-house approach is encouraging. To date, however, we have found
interventions to be largely focused on improvements to heating systems.

5.2 As housing in Wales is generally old and houses built prior to 1930 are likely to be single-
walland not cavity insulated, this whole-house approach is vital to improving both energy
efficiency and alleviating fuel poverty. The ECO4 funding leveraged by the Warm Homes
Programme does not appear to adhere to this approach consistently and is dependent on
the installers signed up to the scheme in the area. In an effort to alleviate fuel poverty and to
avoid exposure to ever-increasing electricity costs, we'’ve had the need to refer a client on to
Care & Repair who were able to find a company based in England to installa new gas boiler
system.

5.3 Extending the range of improvements to include newer, more efficient gas boiler
replacements would help alleviate fuel poverty more effectively given the high cost of
electric systems in households not currently well-equipped for efficient heat retention.

5.4 While this may seem to contradict the Welsh Government’s aim to use the Warm Homes
Programme to help meet net-zero carbon emission targets, in the short to medium-term
efficient gas boiler systems in more properties could have a more immediate impact in
alleviating fuel poverty and could result in lower carbon emissions than if older, less efficient
gas heating systems were not replaced at all.

5.5Itis not necessaryto create a trade-off between alleviating fuel poverty and reducing
household carbon emissions. In the longer term, British Gas notes that many ofthese
newer, widely available gas boilers are hydrogen-blend ready’and would be able to use a
20% hydrogen blend “without any problems™

of introducing hydrogen into the gas network, with a decision expected in 2026°.

. The UK Government is exploring the feasibility

6. The effectiveness of support available to households in or at risk of fuel
poverty, in addition to the Warm Homes Programme.

6.1 The support available to households in or at risk of fuel poverty is not very effective.

6.2 On average throughout 2023-24,25% ofour client base sought our advice and support

on issues relating to fuel (gas, electricity, etc.) and water bills. This fluctuated throughout the
year, rising to 30% in December and sitting at 16% in July, highlighting a well-known greater
need in the winter months. As such, support such as the Winter Fuel Payment and access to

7 British Gas (2023). How might hydrogen help heat our homes? https://www.britishgas.co.uk/the-source/greener-
living/hydrogen-heating.html

8 Foot Ansley LLP (2024). Green hydrogen: Can Labour deliver on its plans to double production?
https://www.lexology.com/library/detailaspx?g=64bd3fa5-ee8b-4467-9cb6-db7d1dabc913



the Warm Homes Programme, can be vitaltools in helping alleviate higher energy costs in
these months.

6.3 Outside of the Winter Fuel Payment and the Warm Homes Programme, there are limited
options available to our clients in helping to alleviate fuel poverty, and whereas before
clients were often faced with a choice between ‘eating and heating,now were finding clients
frequently return to Citizens Advice Denbighshire with a recurring issue: an inability to
afford both fuel costs andbasic necessities such as food. As these financial pressures on
income and fuel poverty are rarely isolated, support in aid of alleviating income poverty can
help alleviate fuel poverty and vice-versa.

6.4 In these circumstances, alongside our routine income maximisation assessments, we can
utilise the Discretionary Assistance Fund (DAF), prepayment meter vouchers, and food bank
vouchers. These tools were once considered emergency measures to help somebodyin a
moment of crisis but have now become a standard support to address immediate and
urgent needs prior to an income maximisation calculation.

6.5 While these urgent payments are now necessarily distributed routinely and in increasing
urgency, the design ofthese interventions is stillbased on them being one-off crisis
payments rather than tools with which to alleviate fuel poverty. DAF payments are limited to
3 receipts in a 12-month period (notwithstanding possible applications in circumstances of
exceptionalneed)and the fuel vouchers our advisers have access to are limited to 6 receipts
in a 12-month period. For those receiving Universal Credit and struggling with their energy
bills in between payments, once one advance payment has been made clients cannot apply
for another and may be forced to seek support through these emergency payment
measures.

6.6 These support measures were designed for those most in need in the context ofa
generalcost of living that no longer exists and, as a result of rising prices, stagnating welfare
benefit rates, and wages, these measures are inadequate in addressing crises.

6.7 Figure 2illustrates the gradualincrease in the number ofclients in Denbighshire asking
for advice and support for foodbank vouchers, energy-related issues, and fuel-related debts.
The dramatic peak in 2020 can be attributed to the height ofthe pandemic (as mentioned
previously) but it is clear that the demand for all three issue areas increased from 2022 and
has maintained an average levelofdemand much higher than that before Covid-19.

6.8 There are even fewer means of support for those living in more ruralareas and reliant
on oilheating systems as prepayment meter vouchers are not generally applicable for those
not connected to the mainline gas network. For people who are in fuelpoverty in these
areas, support is generally limited to DAF payments and access to these is very limited, as
noted above, as well as some rural-specific grants. The trusted partner-only route to
accessing these discretionary payments is a potential barrier to those in need accessing this
support -assuming the most vulnerable are aware the support exists in the first place.

6.9 An improvement to the support available to alleviate fuel poverty could be the
integration ofa fuelelement to Universal Credit, though this falls beyond the scope ofthe
Welsh Government’s responsibilities.
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Figure 2. Number of clients making inquiries about food bank availability, energy-related issues, and energy-related debts.

7. How effective local authorities have been at accessing and utilising ECO Flex
funding.

7.1 The ECO4 scheme in Denbighshire is managed by Flintshire County Council on
Denbighshire County Councils behalf, with all installers approved, records held, and
applicability overseen by Flintshire County Council’.

7.2 As weve highlighted previously in this response, the success ofthe ECO Flex funding is
dependent on the installers signed up to the scheme itself and although insulation is
included in the scheme, we've noticed a difficulty in finding installers to implement adequate

insulation upgrades to allow our clients to take advantage of electronic heating systems
efficiently.

How the Welsh Government is working with the UK Government to address
fuel poverty.

8.1 The extent of cooperation between the Welsh Government and the UK Government in
alleviating fuel poverty in Wales remains to be seen.

? Denbighshire County Council (2024). ECO4 Flexible Eligibility Statement of Intent.

https://www.denbighshire.gov.uk/en/documents/benefits-grants-and-money-advice/adapting-or-improving-a-
property/flexibility-eligibility/flexible -e ligibility-statement-of-intent-v3.pdf



8.2 The Welsh Government? initially adverse reaction to the UK Government’s decision to
remove the universal eligibility for the Winter Fuel Payment for those receiving the State
Pension suggests that there was little communication between the governments with
relation to address fuel poverty.

8.3 The volatility of electricity prices - an issue reserved to the UK Government - which are
still inked to wholesale gas market prices due to the marginal pricing system, adds to the
challenge ofaccurately assessing fuel poverty. While in 2023, only 32% ofthe UK's energy
supply came from natural gas and 51% from zero-carbon power sources'’, the price of
electricity is still tied to the wholesale price of natural gas.

8.4 While reform ofthe wholesale markets are outside the scope ofthe Welsh Government’
powers and the scope ofthis Senedd consultation, this serves to illustrate the need for
longer-term reform and an exploration of potentially decoupling markets, nodal energy
systems, and further investment in more low margin renewable energy sources. The Welsh
Government and/or the Senedd could make representations to the UK Government on this
front.

8.5 Ofgem, the energy regulator, can be ineffective (and may be seen as ineffective) in its
protection of consumers. When the energy crisis initially hit and smaller energy companies
fellinto administration, such as in the case of Bulb Energy’s collapse, outstanding charges
were carried over to new suppliers and were therefore recoverable. However, the UK
Government’s Department for Business, Energy, and Industrial Strategy (BEIS) agreed with
Bulb’s buyer, Teneo, to allow credit balances to be used as working capital'', with Ofgem
backing down from ring fencing these balances. Consumers continue to bear the burden of
energy companies’unrecovered debts through the standing charge'?. This was blatantly
unfair and although it not the normal way of operating'?, consumer confidence in the UK
Government, the energy regulator, and energy companies at a moment of crisis may have
been negatively impacted.

8.6 The Welsh Government could do more to urge the UK Government to consider reforms
to energy regulation alongside more adequate mitigations to the new cost of living.

For more information and recommendations, please see Citizens Advice Cymru’s October
2024 report on the cost of living in Wales: Reachmg Crisis Point.

19 National Grid (2024). Energy explained. https://www.nationalgrid.com/stories/energy-explained/how-much-uks-energy-

renewable

' National Audit Office (2023). Investigation into Bulb Energy. p 39. https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2023/03/investigation-into-bulb-energy.pdf

12 Ofgem (2024). Decision on extension to additional support credit bad debt cost allowance.
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/decision/decision-extension-additional-support-credit-bad-debt-cost-allowance

13 Ofgem (2024). What happens if your energy supplier goes bust
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/what-happens-if-your-energy-supplier-goes-bust
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Fuel Poverty in Wales

Marie Curie response to the Equality and Social Justice Committee Inquiry

October 2024

1. Infroduction

Marie Curie is the UK’s largest palliative and end of life care charity. We work hard
to enable people who are living with a terminal iliness, and their loved ones and
carers, to have the best possible experience at the end of life. We offer expert care
across Wales, in people’'s communities and in our Cardiff and the Vale Hospice and
provide specialist guidance and support to families with matters related to dying,
death and bereavement through our free information and support services. We are
also the largest funder of palliative and end of life care research, and we work with
Members of the Senedd and policy-makers to ensure that more people in Wales
have the best possible end of life experience.

Research shows that energy costs can increase for terminally ill people as a direct
result of their illness, and that terminally ill people are at a higher risk of experiencing
fuel poverty. Current initiatives to reduce fuel poverty in Wales are unlikely to reach
many terminally ill people.

Marie Curie contfinues to call on the Welsh Government to better target support for
terminally ill people to ensure that no-one dies in poverty.

2. Key messages

2.1.Terminally ill people are at a higher risk of experiencing fuel poverty. In 2022
a fifth of terminally ill people in Wales died in fuel poverty.!

2.2.Current interventions do not go far enough to support terminally ill people,
whose energy costs often increase as a result of being ill. A terminally ill
person’s energy bill can rise by 75% after their diagnosis.2 This can be due to
needing to run medical devices, needing to maintain a particular body
temperature or simply spending more time at home. The cost of running an

! Marie Curie (2024) Dying in Poverty in Wales 2024

2 Marie Curie (2023) One charge foo many: The impact of rising energy costs on people at the end
of life https://www.mariecurie.org.uk/globalassets/media/documents/policy/dying-in-poverty/k406-
povertyenergyrepori-finalversion.pdf [Accessed 25/09/24]
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https://www.mariecurie.org.uk/globalassets/media/documents/policy/dying-in-poverty/k406-povertyenergyreport-finalversion.pdf

oxygen concenfrator can be £65 per month, a dialysis machine £27 per
month and a ventilator £35 per month.3

2.3.The Welsh Government have limited powers to reduce the cost of energy.
While the Warm Homes Programme is one vehicle to do this, without
changes to eligibility criteria, there is a risk that terminally ill people will
confinue to live in cold homes. Including terminal iliness explicitly in the Warm
Homes Programme primary eligibility criteria could ensure that it provides
support to some terminally ill people.

2.4.However, this would leave many terminally ill people, who do not live in
energy inefficient homes, still facing a higher risk of fuel poverty. The Welsh
Government should therefore also focus on how the Welsh benefits system
can plug evidenced gaps and better support vulnerable groups, including
terminally people.

2.5. Marie Curie is calling on the Welsh Government to increase financial support
for terminally ill people to help with energy costs.

3. Whether there is an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today

3.1.We do not have an accurate picture of fuel poverty in Wales today.
Reliance on old data, particularly given the seismic changes in the energy
market over the past eighteen months, is undoubtedly an issue.

3.2.We also do not have an accurate picture of who is experiencing, or is at
highest risk of experiencing fuel poverty.

3.3.To understand levels of fuel poverty among terminally ill people, Marie Curie
commissioned the Centre for Research in Social Policy at Loughborough
University to undertake analysis of available data for the UK, and Wales.

3.4.The analysis found that 23% of working age, and 23% of pension-age people
in their last year of life were in fuel poverty in 2022.4 This compared to 20%
and 21% for those not in their last year of life respectively.

3.5.This analysis used the following definition of fuel poverty:

e Fuel costs to maintain a satisfactory heating regime are over 10% of
the household’s income after housing costs; and

e After housing, fuel, disability and childcare costs the remaining income
is less than 90% of the minimum income standard

3 lbid.
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3.6.This definition was used as it avoids classifying high-use by high-income
households as being in fuel poverty, by considering post-energy income.

3.7.Using the Welsh Government’s preferred definition of fuel poverty (fuel costs
to maintain a satisfactory heating regime are over 10% of a household’s
income after housing costs) we see a similar picture of higher rates of fuel
poverty for people at end of life. 11.8% of working age people in their last
year of life, compared to 9.8% of those not at end of life; 19.4% of pension
age people in their last year of life compared to 15.8% of pension age
people not at end of life.>

4. The potential impact of changes to the eligibility criteria for the Winter
Fuel Payment on fuel poverty in Wales

4.1.1t's clear from our Dying in Poverty 2024 report that terminally ill people of
pension age are at a higher risk of experiencing fuel poverty. This can be for
a number of reasons, which ultimately push energy usage up.

4.2.Changes to restrict the eligibility of the Winter Fuel Payment to pensioners
receiving a means-tested benefit will in principle better target the payment
to low-income households.¢ However, these criteria don’t take someone’s
energy needs into account, even if they are only just above the threshold for
receiving Pension Credit.

4.3.To date, the Welsh Government’s focus has been on maximising take-up of
Pension Credit, to ensure that those who are eligible receive the Winter Fuel
Payment. This is certainly welcome, given the high levels of underclaimed
benefits among pensioners. This work must include pro-active measures, as
well as any increased signposting through campaigns such as ‘Claim What's
Yours', particularly given that pension-age people are more likely to be
digitally excluded.

4.4, While the Welsh Government does not have discretionary powers to change
how the Winter Fuel Payment operates in Wales, steps can be taken to plug
evidenced gaps, and better support vulnerable groups, including terminally
il people. The Welsh benefits system can and should be used to prevent
terminally ill people reaching financial crisis point.

4.5. Marie Curie is calling on the Welsh Government to infroduce additional
financial support for terminally ill people to help with energy costs.” This could
be done in a number of different ways, one of which would be plugging the

5 Additional analysis provided by the Cenftre for Research in Social Policy at Loughborough University
¢ Marie Curie (2024) Dying in Poverty 2024
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gaps in the Winter Fuel Payment, extending support to working-age people
with a terminal illness and to pension-age people with a terminal illness who
are on a low income but are not eligible for pension credit.8

4.6.The Welsh Government has previously shown that it is willing to step in where
there are gaps in provision in UK social security, such as the intfroduction of
the Winter Fuel Support Scheme between 2022 and 2023.

5. The detail of the new Warm Homes Programme

5.1.Currently, the Warm Homes Programme lists a small number of specific
health conditions which can affect whether a household is eligible for
support. The policy statement says that “individuals with a recognised health
condition (such as chronic respiratory, circulatory or mental health condition)
living in a household with an EPC of D will also be eligible.”?

5.2.Under the previous programme, which included the same list of health
conditions, it was suggested to Marie Curie that there was some discretion in
who can access support under the health condition eligibility criteria, but in
practice there was very low awareness of the Nest scheme among hospice
welfare advisors, and they were highly unlikely to signpost to the scheme as
terminal illness was not listed.

5.3.Marie Curie have long called for terminal iliness to be included explicitly
within the health conditions eligibility criteria to address this issue. While it
may not be the right intervention for all terminally ill people, it would open up
an additional avenue of support for a group that are at a higher risk of fuel
poverty.

5.4.Marie Curie is aware that the Welsh Government has infroduced a Nest crisis
boiler repair/ replacement route to enable eligible Nest applicants who
meet additional eligibility criteria to access boiler repair (or replacements in
exceptional circumstances). The additional criteria include people with a
terminal illness. While the inclusion of terminally ill people in these additional
criteria is welcome, without changes to the primary Nest criteria to include
terminally ill people, the ability of the Warm Homes Programme to support
terminally ill people in fuel poverty will be limited.

5.5. Additionally, we have some concerns about how this new pathway has
been rolled out, which could prevent effective referral of eligible people. To

8 |bid.

? Welsh Government (2023) New Warm Homes Programme: policy statement
hitps://www.gov.wales/new-warm-homes-programme-policy-statement-
himl#:~:text=In%20March%202021%2C%20the%20Welsh,are %20in%200%20climate%20emergency.
[Accessed 10/10/2024]
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date, limited information about the new pathway has been shared with
organisations providing advice and guidance, and there has been little to
no marketing or publication of information about the new pathway. We are
concerned that this could in fact prevent those in need from accessing
much needed support to get their heating and hot water back in working
order.

6. The extent to which the Warm Homes Programme is helping to
address persistent fuel poverty in Wales, and the effectiveness of
support available to households in or at risk of fuel poverty in
addition to the Warm Homes Programme

6.1.As outlined above, terminally ill people are at a higher risk of fuel poverty.
This risks people being unable to make the most of the time they have left
because of spiralling bills and constant worries about how to make ends
meet.

6.2.There are three main ways to reduce rates of fuel poverty; reducing the cost
of energy, reducing energy consumption through improved energy
efficiency or putting more money into people’s pockets. The Welsh
Government have limited powers to address the issue of energy costs. Action
to improve energy efficiency of homes is ongoing through the Warm Homes
Programme, and support for the infroduction of a social tariff is welcome.

6.3.However, in the short o medium term, the Welsh Government could take
action to reduce fuel poverty among terminally ill people through direct
support payments. As outlined above this could be done in a number of
different ways, one of which would be to address gaps within the Winter Fuel
Payment.

7. How the Welsh Government is working with the UK Government to
address fuel poverty

7.1.While there are steps that the Welsh Government can take to tackle fuel
poverty, other important levers reside with the UK Government. Marie Curie
are calling on the Welsh Government to work in partnership with the UK
Government to take a number of steps that could further reduce fuel
poverty among terminally ill people across Wales!0:

e Develop a joint action plan to tackle poverty and fuel poverty at the
end of life across the UK. This should include measures to improve the
identification, recording and sharing of information about people with

10 Marie Curie (2024) Dying in Poverty 2024



a terminal iliness, both in the last 12 months of life and with longer
prognoses.

Support calls for the infroduction of a social tariff for energy, that
provides at least a 50% reduction on bills, and is available to people
with a terminal iliness.

Gather information on the number of patients who are using medical
devices at home and infroduce an up-front rebate scheme for the use
of all at-home medical devices.
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