
THE MANY FACES OF
FUEL POVERTY



“
“

            ...I’m frightened; I’m 

just frightened of running out 

of money and not being able to 

put the heating on. And I would 

get depressed, and you know, 

I’m just of that disposition that 

I would get depressed if I’m 

very cold.



term and lasting confidence to the energy efficiency 
industry and local authorities and also provide a clear 
objective of the pace and required scale of investment 
in our existing housing stock. This will not come 
cheap but let’s put this into perspective. Each round 
of energy price rises provide an additional £150m in 
VAT revenues, while carbon taxes are expected to bring 
in £4 billion a year to Treasury over the next 15 years. 
The improvement to the lives of some of the poorest 
and most vulnerable members of our society would be 
dramatic, but these benefits extend beyond individual 
welfare – more jobs, a reduced burden on the health 
service, and reduced carbon emissions.

NEA has produced this report to highlight some of the 
Many Faces of Fuel Poverty – the men and women, 
young and old, who have struggled to achieve that basic 
human right to live in a warm, dry home. Some of the 
names have been changed at our clients’ request, but 
these are all real stories illustrating some of the key 
difficulties faced by those in fuel poverty.  

NEA campaigns on behalf of all fuel poor households 
across England, Wales and Northern Ireland and we 
work closely with Energy Action Scotland. We would 
be unable to undertake this important work without 
the generous support of sponsors, grant providers and 
donors. I hope after reading this report you will consider 
how you are able to support us to help ensure that 
everyone is able to live in a warm, dry and healthy home.

JENNY SAUNDERS OBE
Chief Executive
National Energy Action

Millions of UK households are currently facing 
unmanageable choices about where to spend their 
limited income. This leaves many fearing for their health, 
the health of their children and elderly family members. 
Fuel poverty is at crisis levels. Even at a conservative 
estimate, in England and Wales, 2,700 people are dying 
each year because they can’t afford a warm home - far 
exceeding those killed on our roads. Beyond unnecessary 
and premature mortality, there are many other health 
impacts from living in cold homes leading to an 
estimated £1.3bn per year cost to the Health Service of 
treating the symptoms of fuel poverty. This avoidable 
wasted spending does not even take into account social 
care costs and the reduction in economic activity due to 
time off work arising from cold-related ill-health. 

Whilst statistics cannot illustrate the current extent 
of individual suffering, the Westminster Government 
(DECC) estimated in May 2013 that in 2011, the 
number of fuel poor households in the UK (under the 
10% definition) was estimated at around 4.5 million, 
representing around 17 per cent of all UK households. 
The number of fuel poor households in England was 
3.2 million in 2011. The UK Government has now 
proposed a change to the definition in England. This 
means householders are fuel poor if they have a low 
income and live in energy-inefficient homes, relative to 
other households. The other countries still measure fuel 
poverty under the 10% indicator. Even under the new 
definition there are still 2.3 -2.8m fuel poor households 
in England 2013. 

While it is true that soaring energy prices are one of 
the main causes of fuel poverty, it is by no means the 
most significant. The UK benefits from some of the most 
competitive energy prices in Europe per unit of energy 
used; however our bills are so high because of the 
abysmally low energy efficiency of much of our housing 
stock with the poorest households living in the least 
energy efficient homes. For example, over 75% of fuel- 
poor households have either solid walls or uninsulated 
cavity walls, and 65% live in properties with an energy 
efficiency rating of E, F or G. Improving the energy 
efficiency of a property not only makes it a more 
comfortable, warm, and healthy place to live, it can also 
cut bills by an average of 38% and effectively ‘proof’ a 
home against future price rises. Therefore the issue of 
domestic energy efficiency, and how it is funded and 
delivered, needs to be placed at the centre of the debate 
on fuel poverty instead of being viewed as a peripheral 
add-on. 

NEA is therefore calling on the Government to ensure 
that the forthcoming fuel poverty strategy for England 
sets an ambitious new primary objective for minimum 
energy efficiency targets for low-income households 
which could end the scandal of the poorest households 
living in the coldest homes. This would also give near-
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Fuel poverty means 
that people are unable 
to afford to heat their 
homes to the level 
required for comfort and 
wellbeing.
Fuel poverty is caused by three factors:

•	 Inadequate heating and insulation
•	 Low incomes
•	 The increasingly high cost of energy

It is most prevalent amongst vulnerable households 
including:

•	 Those on low incomes
•	 People with children under the age of 16
•	 People with disabilities or suffering from a long-

term illness
•	 Older people

The consequences of fuel poverty range from 
psychological stress, worry and social isolation, 
to causing or exacerbating serious illness such as 
respiratory and circulatory conditions. Those in fuel 
poverty often have to face the stark choice between 
spending what they need to heat their home 
adequately and either falling into debt; or rationing 
their energy use and living in cold damp homes 
that are dangerous to their health. Others spend 

money on fuel and reduce their purchasing of other 
necessities, such as food.

Fuel poverty can be particularly severe in rural 
areas where properties are often colder, are not 
suitable for cavity wall insulation, and are off the 
gas network and so have to rely on more expensive 
forms of heating.

*A note on statistics: Unless stated otherwise, all 
statistics in this document apply to England using the 
low income high cost  definition of fuel poverty and 
are taken from the latest official fuel poverty figures 
(DECC, 2011). Other statistics or those which apply 
to the UK/Great Britain use the traditional 10% 
definition.

Fuel Poverty
           what do we mean?
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Fast facts
•	 Almost 1 million households with dependent 

children in England are in fuel poverty (40% of 
all fuel poor households).   

•	 Households where the youngest person in the 
household is under 24 are much more likely to 
be fuel poor than those containing only older 
people.  

•	 Almost 1 in 5 lone parent households are in fuel 
poverty.  

•	 Infants living in fuel-poor households have a 
30% greater risk of admission to hospital or 
primary care facilities.i 

•	 More than 1 in 4 adolescents living in cold 
housing are at risk of multiple mental health 
problems.ii 

•	 Children living in cold housing are more 
than twice as likely to suffer from breathing 
problems, including asthma and bronchitis. 
Children living in damp and mouldy homes 
are almost three times as likely to suffer from 
coughing, wheezing and respiratory illness.iii 

•	 Fuel poverty impacts on educational 
attainment, either through increased school 
absence through illness or children unable to 
find a quiet, warm place to study in the home.iv

Families in
         fuel poverty

“

“

“When my little boy
was first born, he was premature, 
I didn’t receive any of  his benefits 

and had to keep going backwards and 
forwards to hospital all the time and keep 

the house warm. I was just living off a 
crisis loan; he got hypothermia

it was so cold.” 
 

 “I found myself going to my mam’s just so 
I could give my son his tea, because I 
couldn’t afford to put the gas on - it 

means not having to use gas and saving 
some money.” 

 

“I’ve eaten just things like toast and cup-
a-soups just so I know how much 

I’ve got to spend and to
 last for the kids.”



Andrea is 30 years old and 
has two children under the 
age of five. 

She had been suffering from mental health problems 
when she moved into a new rented flat (above a 
shop) and had been unable to manage her energy 
use and bills effectively. Her supplier had also placed 
her on a business tariff rather than residential tariff. 
After two years when her health had improved she 
contacted her supplier to set up a payment plan for 
£40 a month for both fuels but she still had a huge 
amount of fuel debt remaining.

Following a referral from a local advice centre, 
NEA contacted the fuel supplier and arranged a 
suitable repayment plan. In addition NEA contacted 
the supplier’s residential billing department and 
arranged for an account to be set up, and made 
contact with the local money advice centre and 
Citizens Advice Bureau for her to receive support 
with additional debts. 

Once the issues around her fuel debt were sorted she 
was given support to improve the energy efficiency 
of her property. She received a new boiler through 
the Energy Company Obligation scheme and should 
have also received cavity wall insulation except 
as the property below hers was commercial this 
has caused difficulties with gaining the necessary 
permissions and financial contribution from the 
landlord. She has been registered for the Warm 
Home Discount and should receive a payment of 
£135 this winter to help with her energy costs.

She is now so much happier and feels in control of 
her debt and able to make a fresh start rather than 
sinking further into debt. 

Case study 

Fast facts – debt and 
disconnection

•	 Increased energy debt reduces local 
economic activity.   

•	 Living in debt can severely impact on 
mental health. Those who have difficulty 
paying bills are almost more than four 
times as likely to suffer from anxiety, 
depression or psychological  
distress.v 
 

•	 At the end of 2012, 2 million gas and 
1.4 million accounts were in debt in 
Great Britain. In a third of these cases 
customers have not made a repayment 
arrangement with their supplier.vi  

•	 The average level of electricity debt where 
customers had not yet agreed payment 
was £439, and for gas £433. For accounts 
where repayments were being made this 
was £304 and £313 respectively.vii  

•	 There are over 4 million electricity 
prepayment meter accounts and 3 
million gas accounts. This is a 4% and 
6% respective increase from the previous 
year.viii 

•	 On average, weekly payment rates are 
higher for prepayment meter customers 
than those repaying by other methods 
despite those with prepayment meters 
more likely to be on lower incomes.ix
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 “I have asthma and the cold particularly 
affects me. My bathroom is so cold as 

it’s in an extension. On a morning when 
I’m in there I can’t breathe. I won’t go 

outside when it’s cold, that’s the reason 
why I need my heating on a lot.”

“I worry about putting the heating 
on. My little boy has had lots of chest 

infections and the cold sets his chest off, 
he’s just been diagnosed with asthma.”

Fuel poverty,
    disability & ill health

•	 There are 835,000 fuel-poor households 
containing someone with a long term 
illness or disability.  

•	 Living in a cold home can cause or 
exacerbate a range of serious health 
conditions such as heart attacks, strokes 
and asthma. In the very worst cases it 
can lead to hypothermia and death. 

•	 There are on average 27,000 excess 
deaths during the winter months. Cold 
is a killer and older people living in cold 
homes are at particular risk of premature 
and avoidable death. 

•	 Cold-related illness is estimated to cost 
the health service over £1 billion a year.x 
 

•	 People with a disability or long-term 
illness may face up to an extra 25% 
household expenditure.xi 
 

•	 6 out of 10 people with cancer have had 
higher energy bills since diagnosis but 
nearly 1 in 5 people living with cancer 
turn the heating off, even though they 
feel cold.xii    

•	 Low-income households containing 
people with disabilities or long-
term health conditions, but not of 
pensionable age, are not entitled to 
receive the winter fuel payment, or 
classed as priority for the Warm Home 
Discount and can’t automatically benefit 
from an energy discount. 

Fast facts

“

“



Case study 

He has mobility problems due to arthritis which 
means he spends most of his time at home, 
living and sleeping in the front room of the 
house.  

The couple became very concerned about rising 
energy bills (at one point 
they were paying £169 
per month), and as they 
couldn’t afford their bills 
they started rationing 
their heating use. At times 
they would sit in their 
overcoats and scarves, 
and Leonard’s arthritis 
and psoriasis became 
worse. They worried 
about having people visit, 
especially their grandchildren as it was so cold.

Leonard contacted the NEA Coventry HEAT 
team for help, who sent out one of their 
trained advisors. The advisor identified that 
the gas heater was unsafe and arranged for a 

Leonard is 74 and lives with his wife in a semi-
detached solid wall property in Coventry. 

temporary replacement heater for him to use 
while a permanent replacement was arranged, 
financed through a hardship fund. He found 
that he was eligible for a discount of £135 
under the Warm Home Discount scheme, and 
had assistance to switch to a cheaper tariff. He 

was also provided with 
energy advice including 
how to draught-proof his 
home.

Since benefiting from 
this assistance Leonard 
has had lower energy 
bills, and his home is 
much warmer and more 
comfortable. His arthritis 
and psoriasis are less 

painful and he worries less about having his 
grandchildren visit, particularly the younger 
baby. While they still need to be careful 
about their energy use they are experiencing 
an increased level of comfort, wellbeing and 
happiness.

“There’s nothing so 
miserable as coming in 
to a cold home…people 

come in now and say ‘it’s 
ever so warm in here.. 

it’s much better for the 
grandchildren now.”
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James is 83 and lives in 
Newcastle. He suffers from 
asbestosis through many 
years of working in the ship 
building industry and had 
been without heating for 
several months which was 
affecting his breathing and 
overall health.

James was contacted by Newcastle Warm 
Zones, NEA’s subsidiary community interest 
company,  which delivers an area-based 
approach to tackling fuel poverty. He had free 
cavity wall insulation installed and was then 
referred for a benefits check from the Warm 
Zones benefits advisor. It was discovered that 
he was eligible for Attendance Allowance, and 
Pension Credit. This in turn made him eligible 
to receive a new boiler under the ECO scheme 
which was quickly installed by Warm Zones.

The energy efficiency improvements and new 
boiler have made his home much warmer and 
cheaper to heat, while the benefits he is now 
receiving have provided him with additional 
annual income of £2,384 (and an arrears 
payment of £424). He can now better afford 
to properly heat his home and his health has 
already improved.

Case study 

Fast facts - energy 
efficiency and fuel poverty

•	 Over 75% of fuel-poor households have either 

solid walls or uninsulated cavity walls, and 65% 

live in properties with a low energy efficiency 

rating of E, F or G. 

•	 21% of households renting their properties from 

private landlords are in fuel poverty. 

•	 From April 2016 domestic landlords should not 

be able to unreasonably refuse requests from 

their tenants for consent to energy efficiency 

improvements where financial support is 

available, such as the Energy Company Obligation, 

grants or enforcement action by the local 

authority on the landlord under powers in the 

Housing Act.  From April 2018 all private rented 

properties should be brought up to a minimum 

energy efficiency rating of E.
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Gemma is 43 and single 
mother to three disabled 
children. 

Due to their medical conditions she keeps the 
heating on all day and as a result was in debt 
of around £1,000 to her energy supplier by the 
time she came to NEA.  Her energy supplier had 
been attempting to arrange repayment but due 
to her benefits changing from Income Support 
to Job Seeker’s Allowance she had had an 
irregular income for three months. She is also 
illiterate which means she needs to get someone 
else to read her bills and any mail she receives 
which further complicated the process.

The supplier was keen to install a prepayment 
meter however when informed of her children’s 
health issues this was discounted and she was 
placed on the high risk vulnerable register. 
Instead, repayments were arranged via fuel 
direct (where payments are deducted directly 
from benefits), and she was helped to switch to 
a cheaper tariff which saved her almost £150 
annually. She was also provided with advice to 
help her use her energy much more efficiently, 
and referred onto a local foodbank to help 
reduce other strains on the family’s budget. 

Case study 

“I find myself not
eating at all just to keep
it [the heating] on and
keep it [the house] hot,

I can go a couple of days 
without eating.”

“You look at your
meter and think God! It’s 
used £4 already, it’s never 

going to last and think, I’m 
going to have to switch it 

off.”

“When it’s cold
and my gas is running out 
I put hairdryers on under 
a blanket as I had some 

electricity on
the meter.”

10



Older people
              and fuel poverty
•	 721,000 households where the youngest 

resident is 60 or over are in fuel poverty in 
England. 

•	 This group also has the highest average fuel 
poverty gap (between £465-£643). The fuel 
poverty gap measures the extra income or 
reduced required energy costs required to 
remove a household from fuel poverty. 

•	 Over a third (36%) of older people in the 
UK say they live mainly in one room to save 

Fast facts

“It’s a humanitarian 
thing, isn’t it? You know, 

that people should be able 
to enjoy life in their later 
years and not have to fret 

on about do I buy better 
quality food, or do I save it 

for the heating?”

money, and 3.5 million older people say they 
are dreading the colder weather.xiii  

•	 Around 1 in 3 eligible households eligible for 
Pension Credit are not claiming this benefit. 
Receiving Pension Credit not only increases 
income it also passports claimants to other 
forms of financial and practical support such 
as automatic energy rebates and assistance 
through the Government’s energy efficiency 
schemes.xiv 
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Rose is 84 and lives 
alone in a house which 
she owned with her late 
husband.  

Last year her boiler was condemned and she 
was told she would have to buy a new one at a 
time where she needed other adaptations to the 
house, such as a stairlift and some alterations 
to her bathroom. She had a small amount 
of savings which she used to pay for these 
measures.

Rose started to become increasingly anxious 
about how she could afford to pay her energy 
bills on a single income and with no more 
savings. She began to ration her heating use, 
switching it off for periods of time and sitting 
in a cold house despite it making her joints stiff 
and painful. Her supplier had increased her 
monthly direct debit payments from £133 to 
£158 per month, but Rose had always struggled 
to understand the different tariffs available to 
her and found her bills confusing to work out. In 
desperation she called Age UK who passed her 
details onto NEA’s Home Energy Advice Team.

The advisor helped Rose to research new tariffs 
and switch to a more competitive deal. The new 
tariff is £48 a month less than she was paying 
previously which with additional discounts 
amounts to £550 per year. Her supplier was 
also made aware that she was vulnerable and 
so placed her on their Priority Services Register, 
which means she is now eligible for additional 
support such as free gas safety checks. She also 
received the Warm Home Discount of £135 to 

Case study 

help with her energy costs this winter.

The reduction in monthly bills has made a huge 
difference to Rose’s outgoings and she is now 
much more confident about heating her home 
as she knows that her bills are more affordable. 
She feels less trepidation about the approaching 
winter and more at ease when inviting family 
and friends over.  

Rose says:

“It has made a tremendous 
difference. It is much more 

affordable to keep my house 
comfortable and warm and I feel like 

I can now have family and friends 
over without being embarrassed 
at about how cold it is. I’m lucky 

though that I had some money in my 
savings to cover the cost of my boiler 
though otherwise it would have been 

a very frightening situation.”
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““

Case study 
Arthur and Joan are a 
couple in their 80s living in 
Newcastle. Both have health 
needs with their daughter 
struggling to care for them 
both as well as work on a 
part-time basis.

Newcastle Warm Zone visited their property and 
installed cavity wall insulation. A benefits check 
and additional support also revealed that they 
were both eligible for Attendance Allowance and 
Pension Credit, resulting in a substantial overall 
annual income gain of £17,867 with a one-off 
arrears back payment of £3,099. Their home is 
now much warmer and healthier and they are 
able to afford carers which allows their daughter 
to have a break from caring for them.

“I was up in Yorkshire for five years looking after my
elderly aunt… the past two winters I’ve had up there were horrendous.  

She had a coke fire in the kitchen and the front room.  She refused central 
heating because she’d been told it was expensive, she wouldn’t be able 
to afford it… the weather was bad and she wasn’t too well, there were 

icicles inside the house downstairs… I got her a washing machine and got 
it delivered, but she was frightened of the cost of the electricity.  It’s just 
everybody is saying, “We can’t afford this and we can’t afford that”… she 
was absolutely terrified and I used to say “look, we need to keep warm”, 

she was walking around with her 
coat on, boots, gloves, a scarf…’).”
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Please note that NEA is unable to offer telephone advice 

to the general public on a national basis. For advice and 

support on heating your home affordably contact the 

Home Heat Helpline on 0800 33 66 99 or visit the NEA 

website at www.nea.org.uk.

End notes
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NEA takes action to help people who are vulnerable and unable to stay warm in their homes. 
In order to deliver this work we require the support of donors, sponsors and supporters. By 
making a donation to NEA you can directly help to fund fuel poverty projects and support our 
campaigning activities. Funding our work will ensure that households, particularly those who are 
vulnerable, are helped to live in homes which are warmer, healthier and affordable to heat.

NEA is the only national fuel poverty charity operating throughout England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland and we work closely with Energy Action Scotland. We do not focus on one particular group 
of people; we offer services to anyone who cannot afford to heat their home. For more than 30 
years we have helped thousands of households directly, and millions indirectly, to escape from fuel 
poverty, through our local project work, our Warm Zones company, and our campaigns which have 
influenced central and local government policies. 

With your support we can continue
to do so into the future.

There are a number of ways to donate to NEA. To make a donation simply visit our website 
www.nea.org.uk/supportus or contact Jen Carruthers Jones on 0191 269 2921 or 
email jcj@nea.org.uk.   

Warm Zone CIC is NEA’s Community Interest, not-for-profit 
company which works in partnership with public, private and 
third sectors to deliver a co-ordinated package of energy efficiency 
measures and advice to all target homes in a specific area. For more 
information visit www.warmzones.co.uk.

Support
          NEA
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