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1. About the Northern Ireland Fuel Poverty Coalition 
 
The Northern Ireland Fuel Poverty Coalition (FPC) was launched on the 1st November 2010 
in response to the increasing serious levels of fuel poverty in Northern Ireland.  Currently, 
the Coalition has over 150 members including elected political representatives and a wide 
range of organisations from across Northern Ireland. 
 
The Fuel Poverty Coalition believes no-one should have to live in a cold home. 
 
The Northern Ireland Fuel Poverty Coalition is calling on the Northern Ireland Executive to: 
 

• Develop a detailed and costed action-plan setting out how and when Fuel Poverty 
will be eradicated in Northern Ireland 

• Provide support to all fuel poor households to stay warm until Fuel Poverty is 
eradicated 

 
The aim of the FPC is to pragmatically drive forward the fuel poverty agenda in Northern 
Ireland in terms of both policy and practical initiatives.  The FPC has produced a Fuel 
Poverty Charter that highlights the urgent actions needed to eradicate the unacceptably high 
levels of Fuel Poverty in Northern Ireland.  Some of the practical actions proposed are: 
 

• Establish a Cross Departmental Ministerial Fuel Poverty Task Force with a duty to 
eradicate Fuel Poverty in Northern Ireland.   

• The Northern Ireland Executive should commit all Government Ministers to 
incorporate action plans on tackling Fuel Poverty within their Department’s overall 
strategic plans. 

• Examine whether regulation of the oil industry could provide consumers with the 
necessary confidence that they are paying a fair price for oil and provide fuel poor 
households with the support and safeguards that natural gas and electricity 
consumers currently have. 

• Develop and encourage energy brokering schemes and implement a system to help 
make energy bills of all low income households more affordable 

• Implement a targeted area based insulation retrofitting programme to improve the 
energy efficiency levels of all households in Fuel Poverty. 

 
The FPC welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Department for Social Development’s 
“From Fuel Poverty to Achieving Affordable Warmth” Public Consultation.  The document 
highlights that the Warm Homes Scheme introduced in 2001 has been a successful scheme 
which has helped improve 120,000 households at an investment of £150 million.  Since 2001 
changes have been made to eligibility, grant maxima and measures installed.  Most 
significantly, the scheme underwent an Audit1 in 2008 which made a set of 
recommendations.  Consequently, a number of significant changes were made to how the 
scheme was administered and monitored.  This was to ensure that key performance 
indicators; including the customers’ journey was a central tenet of the Warm Homes 
Scheme, driving forward quality, and targeting the recipients and the measures installed 
much more rigidly.  Indeed this no doubt has contributed to the success of the current 
scheme to date. 
 
Please find below The Fuel Poverty Coalition’s response to the proposals.  We feel that such 
an important consultation demands a robust response and therefore have decided not to 
respond via tick boxes which incidentally we found obscure.  We also felt that 75 words per 

                                                
1 Northern Ireland Audit Office report on Warm Homes: Tackling fuel poverty, 23 June 2008 
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question would not do the consultation justice.  Fuel poverty affects 42% of households in 
Northern Ireland and ultimately caused 559 excess winter deaths in 2012/13.  The outcome 
of the consultation will affect too many vulnerable people to simply respond as directed. 
 
 
2. Response to the 7 Proposals 
 
2.1. Targeting 
 
Northern Ireland’s first independent review of Fuel Poverty reported that more than 
33,000 homes in Northern Ireland needed to spend more than a quarter of their 
income on heating and lighting their homes.  The Department believes that these 
homes need help most and should be targeted for help in the new Affordable Warmth 
Scheme. 
 
The Department believes that the Affordable Warmth pilots have demonstrated that a 
more targeted approach works and brings assistance to those who need it most.  The 
Department proposes to continue with this targeted approach in the new Affordable 
Warmth Scheme. 
 
As highlighted above one of the key requested actions from the Fuel Poverty Coalition is: 
 

• To implement a targeted area based insulation retrofitting programme to improve the 
energy efficiency levels of all households in Fuel Poverty 

 
The FPC therefore commends the Department for undertaking the ‘Affordable Warmth’ pilots 
which aspired to a targeted area based approach we have concerns about the operational 
delivery and those in fuel poverty who fall outside the targeted areas. 
 
FPC wholly agrees with the principle of targeting those most at risk, however, a cost benefit 
analysis needs to be carried out to underpin the value of moving to this the said model. 
 
There is a distinct lack of clarity around key issues and therefore as part of this consultation 
process FPC would respectfully ask that we receive further information on the following: 
 

1. Budget 
2. Cost Benefit Analysis 
3. Targets and Milestones 
4. Independent Oversight 
5. Customer Journey 
6. Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
This information would enable us to make a meaningful response to the targeting proposal. 
 
 
2.2. Partnership Working 
 
The Department proposes to work in partnership with local councils to target 
households most at risk of fuel poverty and to improve the energy efficiency of their 
homes.  Council staff will conduct an initial home visit to assess both the eligibility 
and requirements for the householders under the scheme.  The Housing Executive’s 
network of Grant Offices will work closely with the householder and a local installer of 
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the householder’s choice to deliver the energy efficiency improvement measures to 
the house. 
 
The FPC welcomes the principle of partnership working and the involvement of local 
Councils who now have a duty to promote energy efficiency in domestic accommodation.  
The role of the NIHE is also welcomed as they are the main instrument in driving forward 
energy efficiency as the Home Energy Conservation Authority.  We do however feel that 
individual householders should have been surveyed in the pilots to ascertain what their 
experiences were in relation to the proposed to model of delivery.  This really would have 
demonstrated true partnership by engaging the customer, we believe this is lacking 
throughout the proposals. 
 
The FPC has concerns about the lack of clarity on the way that the new scheme will roll in 
that while the approach will identify the householders at risk of fuel poverty and their energy 
efficiency needs, it will be entirely up to the householder, who may be extremely vulnerable, 
to source an installer and have oversight of the process themselves.  What guarantees will 
the householder have that the work is sound and meets all quality standards? What 
guarantees will the householder have if the system breaks down and the installer has 
perhaps ‘gone bust’? Who will actually have ownership of the scheme, DSD or NIHE or 
Council? As outlined above outcomes of NIAO report in 2008 ensured that quality systems 
and processes were put in place to drive forward a quality Warm Homes Scheme; how will 
this be demonstrated in the new model? Will there be a consistency of approach across 
Councils and who will monitor this? 
 
The role of training delivered to a national occupational standard will also be vital for energy 
advisors, surveyors, installers and contractors. 
 
The infrastructure and customer journey needs to be clearly set out with clear lines of 
accountability.   
 
The role of the voluntary sector and other sectors seem to be missing in the proposed 
partnership model.   
 
 
2.3. Private Rented 
 
The Warm Homes Scheme was open to applications from owner occupiers and 
private tenants.  Private tenancies currently make up 17% of the housing sector and 
the Northern Ireland House Condition Survey 2011 reports that 49% of householders 
in “Privately rented and others” housing were in fuel poverty.  Since 2001 the Warm 
Homes Scheme has improved the energy efficiency of over 19,000 privately rented 
homes.  The Department is committed to continue to improve the energy efficiency of 
low income tenants who live in privately rented accommodation.  However, the 
Department believes that private landlords have a responsibility to ensure that the 
properties they are letting have adequate heating systems and adequate insulation. 
There is evidence that the Warm Homes Scheme improved the energy efficiency of 
properties of some landlords with large portfolios, over 50 properties in some cases. 
 
This was never the intention of the scheme.  The Department proposes that where an 
application is made to the Affordable Warmth Scheme by a tenant living in a privately 
rented property that the landlord must have registered with the Department’s 
Landlord Registration Scheme. The Department also proposes that landlords make a 
50% contribution towards the cost of the work. 
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The FPC can understand this proposal being included within the context of, should public 
money be used to improve landlord properties? However on closer analysis this proposal 
causes the FPC key concerns follows: 
 

• The majority of Landlords in Northern Ireland operate on a small scale with many and 
may now be in negative equity.   

 
• Will these landlords be able to find the capital investment to improve the energy 

efficiency of their dwellings?  
 
• If they then invest in energy efficiency measures, will they then increase the rent to 

their tenant? 
 
• The impact of Welfare Reform needs considered within this context 

 
The FPC believe that the Department needs to look at its Housing Function and policy levers 
to improve the existing fitness standards and decent homes in the private rented sector to 
drive forward energy efficiency improvements. 
 
 
2.4. Eligibility 
 
The Department proposes to change the method of assessing eligibility for the 
scheme by setting an income qualification threshold instead of using social security 
benefits as a passport.  The University of Ulster’s analysis of the first Affordable 
Warmth pilot “Tackling Fuel Poverty in Northern Ireland, An Area Based Approach to 
Finding Households Most in Need”6 (Liddell and McKenzie 2013) concluded that 
“people were on predominantly low incomes, i.e. half of the households surveyed had 
an income less than £12,000 per annum and two thirds had an income of less than 
£16,000 per annum.  The Department proposes that the household annual income 
level be set at a modest level which is in line with other Government programmes, 
such as the level of income for determining eligibility for free school meals (currently 
£16,190). The Department proposes that this amount may be adjusted depending on 
the makeup of the household. 
 
The FPC agrees with the principle of using income to target limited resources.  We are 
aware of the proposed Welfare Reform agenda and believe that it is crucial to get this figure 
right.  The information provided in the consultation is not enough to enable us to make a 
meaningful response.  
 
The FPC recommends that the Department for Social Development work with experts within 
the Advice Sector to ensure eligibility criteria is fit for purpose for all sections of people in fuel 
poverty. 
 
 
2.5. Energy Efficiency Measures 
 
The Department proposes to maintain all of the energy efficiency measures available 
in the existing Warm Homes Scheme.  The Department proposes to introduce some 
additional new measures.  The Department proposes to prioritise the measures which 
most improve the energy efficiency of the home and deliver the highest priority 
measures within the grant limit. 
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The FPC recommends that a deep retrofit programme of work needs to be undertaken 
throughout Northern Ireland and a road map needs to be produced indicating how and when 
fuel poverty will be eradicated in Northern Ireland. 
 
We welcome the proposed continuance of the existing measures.  However, we wish to see 
a more robust breakdown of what can be expected under the ‘Energy Advice’ measure.  We 
would expect to see a package of advice which would include, face to face advice on how to 
use new measures installed, energy switching including fuel price comparisons, billing, 
payment options and benefit entitlement.   
 
We welcome the proposed additional new measures. We believe that eligibility for the boiler 
replacement should not be restricted to those aged over 65 and should be extended to other 
vulnerable groups.  Additionally in relation to the age of the boiler, we believe that 15 years 
old can be too restrictive.   
 
Additional measures the FPC believe should be installed include: 
 
• Energy efficiency lighting 
 
• Double Glazing:  while we recognise that 10% of heat is lost through windows, if the 

window is in disrepair and causing drafts around the frame the 10% could increase to 
a greater percentage in unwanted ventilation.  The NIHE has recognised this and is 
undergoing a window replacement scheme and we believe this should also be 
extended to owner occupiers and the private rented sector. 

 
• While we recognise that in the hierarchy of energy needs, fabric heat loss should be 

tackled first, followed by the installation of an efficient heating system, it would be 
remiss not to capitalise on any opportunity to install renewables where appropriate. 
 
 

2.6. Self Referrals 
 
The Department proposes that the new scheme is primarily targeted at households 
identified by the University of Ulster as being most at risk of fuel poverty.  The 
Department seeks views on whether the scheme should continue to include some 
element of self-referral from households not in the areas targeted by councils. 
 
FPC believes that self-referrals should remain in any new affordable warmth scheme.  A 
balance should be struck as to the percentage between targeting and self referral.  It is 
difficult to comment on this without a clear steer on the budget and the costed plan which we 
wish to see. 
 
Clear communication will be needed about self-referrals.  
 
2.7. Client Contribution 
 
The Department proposes to set a grant limit which will deliver appropriate energy 
efficiency measures to low income households.  However, there may be occasions 
when the installation of a range of energy efficiency improvement measures in a 
property will exceed the grant limit.  This may include “Hard to Heat” properties with 
no capacity for cavity wall insulation.  Where the cost of installing energy efficiency 
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improvement measures exceeds the grant limit the Department proposes that the 
householder should be allowed to fund the excess amount. 
 
FPC believes that after targeting the most fuel poor in Northern Ireland, it is not practical to 
expect them to find additional income to make a client contribution.  These householders 
may through the targeting be the poorest, live in properties that are hard to heat, in rural 
areas where they do not have access to natural gas therefore and are already 
disadvantaged.   
 
FPC would therefore be opposed to the principle of asking for a client top up when it has 
already been ascertained that they are in extreme fuel poverty.  However again there is no 
information on who this would effect and at would level of top up may be asked for.   
 
 
2.8. Other Comments 
 

i. It is essential that the Fuel Poverty Coalition plays a central role in the design and the 
fine tuning of any new model going forward.  NEA NI could help to support and 
facilitate this process.  The FPC through its membership gives voice in a meaningful 
way, which will go beyond mere consultation, into the design of policy and actions. 
This would include all stakeholders such as landlords, tenants, installers as well as 
others who would normally be consulted in the first instance.  The FPC also feels 
very strongly about the lack of engagement with people experiencing fuel poverty 
and we believe that they should be consulted with in the shaping of any new model.  
As referred to above, it is imperative that the customer journey should be given 
precedence to help ensure the success of any scheme and on analysis of the 
proposals this does not seem to be the case.   

 
ii. The consultation highlights the huge gap in ‘joining up agendas’.  It has been devised 

without due cognisance of other strategic developments which span different 
departments including the OFMDFM’s Household Efficiency and Thermal 
Improvement Programme (HEaT), the proposed ending of Northern Ireland 
Sustainable Energy Programme (NISEP) and the introduction of an Energy Efficiency 
Obligation (EEO).  There is a distinct lack of joining up with other key government 
departments and the role they play or need to play in the broader context of tackling 
fuel poverty. 

 
iii. Regarding quality, as outlined above the FPC calls for a strengthening of the process 

to ensure the quality assurance of the installations including certification.  The FPC 
calls for independent and robust mechanisms to measure the success of all 
interventions.  This would enable us to demonstrate how the aspects of all three fuel 
poverty factors are being tackled i.e. energy efficiency, income and energy prices.  
This would enable us to work to assert what difference is being achieved in delivering 
affordable warmth for all. 
 

 
 
 


