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Welsh Assembly Government Fuel Poverty Strategy Consultation

Response from Wales Fuel Poverty Charter Coalition

4th January 2010
The fuel poverty coalition is newly created and aims to drive forward the fuel poverty agenda in Wales and campaign for fuel poverty to be eradicated in Wales. We aim to do this in collaboration with the Welsh Assembly Government.
The coalition is made up of a number of key organisations involved in the fuel poverty agenda and is led by NEA Cymru and Consumer Focus Wales.  We include organisations covering key groups affected by fuel poverty such as children and young people, people with disabilities, people with long term health conditions, social housing tenants, people living in hard to treat homes in rural areas, people on low incomes and older people.  Membership of the coalition is ever growing but currently stands at over 40 organisations, 19 Assembly Members and 2 Members of Parliament.  The coalition’s charter has also received public support from Jane Davidson, Minister with responsibility for fuel poverty, and Carwyn Jones, the new First Minister.  The charter has also received wide cross-party support through Statement of Opinion 2009 -0097 in the National Assembly for Wales and Early Day Motion 260 in the UK Parliament.
Members of the coalition steering group are: Age Concern Cymru & Help the Aged in Wales, Care & Repair Cymru, Children in Wales, Citizens Advice Cymru, Community Housing Cymru, Consumer Focus Wales, Disability Wales, End Child Poverty Network Cymru, Macmillan Cancer Support, NEA Cymru, Oxfam Cymru, Shelter Cymru and West Wales Eco Centre.

Q1: Do you agree with the definition of fuel poverty as outlined here?  Please provide evidence to support your responses.
The definition of fuel poverty given in the draft strategy matches that laid down in the UK Fuel Poverty Strategy 2001.  We would also like to note that severe fuel poverty is defined as the need to spend 20 per cent of income to maintain an adequate level of warmth
.  We are concerned that many in Wales in fuel poverty may actually be in severe fuel poverty and require different solutions and an even greater level of support than may be required for those people who are only just on the margins of fuel poverty.

In our charter, we call for robust data to show who and where the fuel poor are in Wales.  This data would also need to show if there has been a deepening as well as widening of fuel poverty to ensure that proposals to tackle fuel poverty are based on a fully understood situation.

Q2: Do you agree with this proposed overall approach?

Please see our more detailed response in relation to the other questions.
Q3: Have we identified all of the appropriate levers?

We welcome the recognition in the strategy of the indirect influence the Welsh Assembly Government can have on matters which have been reserved to the UK government, but there are clearly still many other levers missing.  

The strategy should provide more information on how the Welsh Assembly Government will work with the UK government to bring an equitable share of UK energy efficiency schemes to Wales and to ensure they are targeted at the most vulnerable.  Considering that the proposed approach centres on maximising energy company funding before Assembly Government is used, we feel that inclusion of this information would be a significant improvement.

The Winter Fuel Payment is not mentioned in this Strategy but we feel WAG should support vulnerable households in Wales by seeking to influence the UK government to make the Winter Fuel Payment available to other vulnerable groups in addition to pensioners.  

We welcome the mention of WAG’s ability to influence the UK government in relation to benefits and hope this influence will be used to ensure that people eligible for existing benefits are taking them up, by extending existing benefit take up schemes to other vulnerable groups and incorporating energy efficiency advice and support into these schemes.

In order to effectively influence the UK government on the non-devolved issues which impact on fuel poverty in Wales, we feel that the Welsh Assembly Government should establish a cross departmental ministerial fuel poverty task force.  This group of Welsh Ministers would be tasked with meeting the government’s legal duties on fuel poverty so that action on fuel poverty is incorporated into strategies across the government.  This taskforce should link closely and meet with UK ministers, in order to influence the issues outside its own direct control. 

Within Wales, the Welsh Assembly Government has the ability to place a statutory duty on local authorities to tackle fuel poverty.  An example of how this lever has been used in other departments of the Assembly Government can be seen in the Children and Families Measure.  However, the strategy fails to identify this lever despite recognising the key potential within local authorities to tackle fuel poverty in Wales.  We believe that this potential will not be fully realised without clear strategic guidance from the Welsh Assembly Government backed up with resources.
Q4:  Do you agree with the proposed approach to advice and support?

Please see our comments in relation to more detailed questions below.

Q5: Is there anything else that the Welsh Assembly Government should be doing to help make sure that organisations across Wales and the UK are working together effectively to tackle fuel poverty?

The Strategy would be improved by setting out in greater detail how WAG will work with Ofgem and energy suppliers in Wales and by providing greater transparency about the relationships between Wales and these organisations.

Frontline workers are key for communicating the help available to those who are most vulnerable.  We would like the final strategy to outline a strategic approach to engaging these to promote help for fuel poor households and to support vulnerable people to access this help.  While we recognise that this is the intended function of the central hub, we do not feel it is clear how frontline workers will be engaged to provide the face-to-face contact needed.
We are disappointed that, despite the coalition being referenced in the Ministerial Foreword to the Strategy, we are not listed as a key partner for WAG to engage with on this issue.  The coalition represents over 40 organsations from a wide range of backgrounds and is committed to playing an active role in supporting the Assembly Government to achieve its fuel poverty goals.
Q6: Do you agree with the definition of vulnerable households set out in Annex 1?  

We would be grateful if respondents would provide evidence to support their response.

According to the current definition of vulnerability, 85% of the fuel poor in Wales are likely to be vulnerable
 but yet the Strategy contains no explanation of how WAG will meet its 2010 target or whether there is a new target date it is now working to.  We believe that this should be the priority.  Any change made to the definition of vulnerable households must come from detailed investigation identifying who is most in need of help and what kinds of help these vulnerable groups would actually most benefit from.  Ultimately we believe that a partial grant will be of little help to people in fuel poverty, particularly those who are most vulnerable, as they are highly unlikely to have access to the money needed to top up the full cost of any measures they need.
In the charter we call for crisis funding to ensure that vulnerable people who fall just short of the eligibility criteria and those who need emergency heating do not miss out.  While this is alluded to in the strategy, there is no detail as to what level of support would be available.

Q7: Is our proposed approach to all-Wales and area-based programmes clear?  Do you think this combination of approaches is appropriate?

Our charter calls for a package of advice and support that is available to people in fuel poverty through a range of sources, including through trusted advice agencies.  We are concerned that the proposed central hub may not be sufficiently focussed on joining up existing trusted advice agencies and risks adding an extra layer of cost and administration when the priority should be supporting those agencies who are already successfully providing advice to the most vulnerable.  In our charter, we also highlight the importance of identifying those eligible for support available.  While we welcome proposed changes to ensure more help is available for people who live in homes off the gas network or who do not have solid walls, we would welcome more information in the strategy as to how WAG will reach this new eligible group.   
We are particularly concerned that the proposed all Wales programme to replace HEES will reduce support, giving direct help to 80% fewer households than HEES
.  We feel this is unacceptable at a time when more people are in desperate need of support.  Changes to the HEES scheme must be cost effective to ensure that the maximum number of people in need of help can benefit.
The area based approach is potentially an excellent way of reaching those who would normally be difficult to engage with.  However, the only area based approaches specifically referred to in the strategy are those which have carbon reduction as their primary aim rather than fuel poverty, and which are focussed on the Heads of the Valleys areas
, rather than the more rural areas, such as rural north, mid and west Wales where the highest incidences of fuel poverty are found and which have not previously received any help
.  We would like to see area based approaches much more focused on the specific needs of the fuel poor and inclusive of harder-to-treat areas, such as those off the mains gas network.
Q8: Do you think the proposals for encouraging landlords to improve the energy performance of their properties are appropriate?

We do not wish to comment on this as a coalition.  
Q9: Is there anything else you think the monitoring and evaluation plan should cover? Do you know of, or does your organisation hold, any data that can help us to monitor and evaluate our progress?

We welcome WAG’s plans to monitor and report on fuel poverty on a more regular basis but would appreciate detail on how regular these reports will be and are concerned that this work will not be done until after the publication of the strategy.  While we recognise the necessity of urgent action on fuel poverty and publication of a revised strategy, we think it is crucial that the strategy will be flexible enough for the Welsh Assembly Government to adequately respond to the evidence when it does become available, and to re-assess the approach needed if required.

We particularly welcome the suggestion that data will include the severity of fuel poverty, household fuel spending and the impact of direct Assembly Government grants.  We would also like this monitoring to include information on the composition of fuel poor households, underlying trends in fuel poverty and data such as the links between rurality and fuel poverty.  
We feel it is important that the Assembly Government remembers that the ultimate aim of a Fuel Poverty Strategy must be to ensure that all households in Wales can afford to keep their home warm.  For this reason, reporting on greenhouse gas emissions may be misleading.  Help to fuel poor households may in fact lead to higher greenhouse gas emissions where help received enables a household to afford to use their heating for the first time, perhaps due to increased benefits, being directed to a cheaper tariff or through having central heating installed or repaired.  

We would also like the Monitoring and Evaluation Plan to identify wider outcomes achieved by tackling fuel poverty, such as social, health and financial benefits.  At the moment, the suggested items seem to focus predominantly on the environmental outcomes, which does not give a full picture of the positive outcomes that can be achieved by tackling fuel poverty.  By monitoring these areas, the Plan could demonstrate the cost benefits of tackling fuel poverty to broader policy areas.
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