
   

 

Fuel poverty and the role of clean low carbon energy – towards a joined-up strategy 

A briefing for the Energy Bill from the Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Methodist Church and the United 

Reformed Church 

 

Key points 

• Fuel poverty affects over 7 million people in England; this number is forecasted grow to 8.5 million by 2016 

• Energy efficiency measures will lower demand, so reducing fuel poverty and contributing to climate change 

targets 

• Investment in low carbon energy does not cause fuel poverty.  Renewable energy will be comparable in cost 

and cause much less damage to the environment 

• The Energy Bill needs energy and climate change policies that help rather than penalise people in poverty 
 

 

Fuel poverty hits the most vulnerable and 

is likely to rise. 
Fuel poverty is a serious burden on those with low 

incomes, particularly the elderly, children, people who 

are disabled and long-term sick. Until recently the UK 

Government defined a household as being in fuel 

poverty if “it needs to spend more than 10 per cent of 

its income on fuel to maintain an adequate level of 

warmth…”  This definition is inadequate as it would 

include many high income households with hard-to-

heat homes. The recent government review by John 

Hills recommends classifying households as fuel poor 

if “they have required fuel costs that are above the 

median level; and were they to spend that amount 

they would be left with a residual income below the 

official poverty line” but this definition has not yet 

been adopted. The review forecast that by 2016, on 

current policy and price expectations, 8.5 million 

individuals within 2.9 million households will still be in 

fuel poverty.  

 

The main cause of increasing fuel poverty 

is a general rise in energy costs 

specifically of gas and oil.   
Worryingly, prices of oil and gas are predicted to 

continue to rise.
1
 Fuel poverty fell between 1996 and 

2003 largely due to increased energy efficiency of the 

homes of low income households.  In addition the 

wages of the poorest have fallen in real terms, and 

more have become reliant on poorly insulated and 

increasingly expensive privately rented homes.  This is 

particularly worrying as the poorest in our society are 

already suffering the effects of Government welfare 

                                                      
1
 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/policies-are-putting-a-cushion-

between-energy-prices-and-household-bills-davey 

reform changes including housing benefit caps, the 

‘bedroom tax’ and cuts in council tax benefit.  Recent 

studies show that the most effective way of reducing 

fuel poverty is through targeted energy efficiency 

improvements.
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  Demand reduction is the key factor 

both in reducing fuel poverty and achieving our 

climate change targets.   

 

Investment in low carbon energy does 

not cause fuel poverty and is an essential 

part of long-term cost savings.  
Some claim that green energy is expensive and may 

increase fuel poverty.  This is misleading.  While any 

increase in energy bills, including that due to short-

term investment costs in renewables, could push low 

income households into fuel poverty,
3
 the cost of 

energy and climate change policies is a minor part of 

the average energy bill in the UK.
4
  In addition, the 

Government continues to subsidise capital investment 

in fossil fuel and nuclear power to a greater degree 

than renewables. Nor is green energy likely to be a 

driver of fuel poverty in the longer term. Modeling by 

Cambridge Econometrics found that electricity prices 

would be only marginally higher (1%) in the scenario 

based on off-shore wind farms, and that this strategy 

would lead to greater increases in GDP and jobs. A 

World Wildlife Fund report found that renewable 

energy could supply from 60-90% of the UK’s energy 

needs by 2030.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/ 

attachment_data/file/48297/4662-getting-measure-fuel-pov-final-hills-

rpt.pdf 
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 http://fullfact.org/factchecks/cost_renewable_energy_pushing_ 

households_fuel_poverty-28828 
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 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/ 

attachment_data/file/172923/130326_Price_and_Bill_Impacts_Report_Fi

nal.pdf 
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 http://www.wwf.org.uk/what_we_do/press_centre/?unewsid=5375 



`Fracking’ is not an alternative to 

investment in renewables.  
As energy prices are set to rise with or without 

fracking, the pursuit of fracking opportunities is not a 

credible strategy for reducing fuel poverty.  However 

if envisaged levels of output from fracking were used 

for UK consumption it would make current carbon 

reduction commitments unachievable.  In addition it 

is clear that the cost savings achieved in the US will 

not be applicable to the UK. The UK’s energy strategy 

is likely to require the continued but decreasing use of 

fossil fuels alongside increased use of renewable 

sources. IPPR have calculated that following a low 

carbon intensity model would save the taxpayer 

£23bn by 2030 on a ‘central’ gas price scenario.
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Policies to implement climate change 

targets too often penalise those in fuel 

poverty.  
Poorer households, who cannot afford to use 

numerous appliances or heat large homes, consume 

far less energy. The Green Deal offers loans for 

energy saving measures, to be repaid through energy 

bills yet the interest rate on capital is 7%. Those on 

medium to high incomes or with capital assets can 

obtain a better rate elsewhere and while others might 

struggle to afford such a high interest rate. Feed-in 

Tariffs are payments made to owners of solar panels 

for the renewable electricity they generate. But the 

lower multi-installation tariff targeted at the private 

“rent-a-roof” companies also acts as a disincentive to 

social housing providers from rolling-out an 

environmentally-friendly and cost effective 

technology to benefit their tenants. Carbon Emissions 

Reduction Target (CERT) and its replacement scheme, 

ECO (Affordable Warmth) are both available to those 

in fuel poverty (on the older 10 percent definition) but 

they are funded from consumers’ bills rather than the 

general taxpayer which is highly regressive.
7
  These 

policies constitute what the Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation has referred to this as a ‘triple injustice’ 

whereby “the lowest income households pay more, 

benefit less from policies and are responsible for the 

least emissions”.
8
  

 

Government schemes aiming to reduce 

fuel poverty are not sufficiently targeted.   
As with climate change reduction schemes, some 

initiatives to reduce fuel poverty are Exchequer 

funded but by 2016 most will see costs passed on to 

the consumer. The Community Energy Saving 
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 http://www.slideshare.net/ippr/target-2030-presentation-22-feb13 
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 http://www.nea.org.uk/media/press-pack/fuel-poverty-and-policy 
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 http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/carbon-emissions-energy-policy-

summary.pdf 

Programme, Cold Weather Payments and Warm 

Home Discount are targeted at low-income 

households, but the former ceased at the end of 2012 

and the latter two do not focus on those with 

disproportionate energy costs.  Thinking around 

energy policy needs to be more ‘joined-up’, both 

tackling climate change and helping those in fuel 

poverty. 

 

As Churches we see concern for the integrity of God's 

creation as inseparable from social justice and 

concern for the poorest in society.  Climate change 

caused by the unsustainable use of fossil fuels, and 

policies which increase fuel poverty, are both signs of 

our forgetfulness that our environment and our 

wealth are gifts of God.  Too often, it is those least 

responsible for these failures of stewardship who 

suffer the harm caused by them.  In campaigning for 

an end to fuel poverty, we are inspired by a Biblical 

vision in which home, community justice and ecology 

are inseparable.  In the words of the Prophet Micah 

“Everyone will sit under their own vine, and under 

their own fig tree, and no one will make them afraid” 

(Micah 4:4). 

  

 Recommendations 
• The Energy Bill should contain a specific 

commitment to reduce fuel poverty, 

incorporating the measures suggested in the Hills 

Review. 

• Improving energy efficiency in the UK housing 

stock will reduce fuel poverty.  The private 

rented sector warrants particular attention and a 

mechanism should be found to ensure that 

energy efficiency improvements do not merely 

result in increased rents.  

• Money from any future carbon tax should be 

used to fund targeted energy efficiency 

improvements and fuel poverty reduction 

schemes 

• The move to increase substantially  the 

contribution of renewable energy in the UK’s 

energy mix should be pursued as this will not 

only help to achieve climate change targets, but 

is competitive in the long-term and will benefit 

those in fuel poverty by helping to reduce the 

price volatility in energy bills  
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