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Our Right to Heat and Eat
A huge and growing problem

Many older people in London face increasing
difficulty in heating their homes. According to the
Greater London Authority, some 740,000 London
households (of all ages) are living in fuel poverty
(needing to spend more than 10% of their income
after housing costs to heat their homes)'. National
Energy Action estimates that 49% of those in fuel
poverty are aged over 60, and that the number of
households in fuel poverty has more than tripled
since 2003°.

Borough Age Concerns and Older People’s
Forums meet many older people who respond to
growing energy costs by choosing either to Heat
or Eat (to quote the title of a recent TV
documentary). Other ways in which older people
save on their gas and electricity bills include
heating only one or two rooms in their home,
staying in bed or for some, spending more time
out in heated locations such as shopping centres.

Fuel poverty has very harmful effects on older
people’s health and every winter, some older
Londoners die unnecessarily because of the cold.
In 2007-8, the last winter for which the figures
have been finalised, there were some 2800
so-called "excess winter deaths" in London. The
vast majority of these unnecessary deaths are
older people.

Why?

Fuel poverty is caused both by many older
people’s low incomes, and by the rising cost of
energy bills. A large proportion of older people do
not claim the full benefits to which they are
entitled.

Many older people find utility bills and energy
tariffs difficult to understand and are not getting
the best possible deal. Web-based information is
particularly difficult for many older people to
access. Similarly, some are disadvantaged in
dealing with telephone call centres.

For example, older people (and others on low
incomes) often get a very poor deal if they use
prepayment keys.

Many expect energy bills to stay high or increase
in future: this would mean many older people
continuing to have trouble heating their homes

in winter.

1 Draft London Housing Strategy, 2009;
http://www.ageconcern.org.uk/AgeConcern/new-figures-
show-government-fuel-poverty-strategy-in-disarray.asp
Nationally, the Government uses a definition of fuel poverty
based on comparison with total income, while the GLA looks at
net residual income after housing costs.

2 NEA, London Regional Fuel Poverty Briefing, February 2009.




Many older Londoners live in homes where it is
difficult to improve energy efficiency: for example
homes with solid walls where cavity wall insulation
cannot be fitted.

Both older tenants and older homeowners can
suffer fuel poverty: many older homeowners are
"asset rich and income poor" and therefore unable
to afford insulation or other home improvements
from their incomes.

Older people who are just above the income
threshold for means tested benefits or access to
particular schemes are often left unable to access
any help.

Some older people and disabled people face
health-related barriers to having home
improvements done. For example some people
are unable to have loft insulation installed
because they are unable to clear heavy and bulky
objects from their loft.

What is being done?

A wide variety of advice and support is available
to older people locally — including through local
Councils. Support includes grant schemes like
Warm Front.

However, what is advertised varies considerably
from borough to borough and some areas are
better off than others.

Information about what is available also varies: it
is often hard to find and not in a form which is
easy for many older people to use (for example
when information is provided mainly on websites)

Utility companies offer social tariffs for lower
income and vulnerable customers. They also
operate Priority Register schemes for vulnerable
customers.

However, information about social tariffs is not
very well known and older customers often find it
unclear. Social tariffs also are not always the best
possible value for money. Similarly, many people
do not know about Priority Register schemes.

The Government’s Warm Front scheme is
currently not well targetted to help the poorest and
most vulnerable households who are in fuel
poverty.
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hat do we want to happen?

We want all London local
authorities to:

Provide a consistently high level of support all
across London for older people who want to
reduce their fuel bills or improve the energy
efficiency of their homes.

In other words, we want them to:

Provide a One Stop Shop bringing together
welfare benefits advice, energy efficiency advice,
referral to home improvement grant schemes and
handyperson/repair schemes

Provide resources and funding for advice and
information in a form which is accessible to older
people

#} Develop a strategy to fight fuel poverty in their

ude targets linked to reducing fuel poverty
n Local Area Agreements are reviewed

We want utility companies to:

End the unfair price disadvantage for customers
using the key tariff

Publicise social tariffs very prominently and make
sure they represent the best value for customers

Publicise Priority Register schemes very
prominently

Make all information clear and accessible to older
people, using plain English and community
languages

Think of older people when planning
communications (for example use of websites or
phone systems)

We want London regional
government to:

Raise public awareness of how people can get
advice and help with welfare benefits and home
improvements

Include action on fuel poverty for older people in
regional strategies and action plans

We want national government to:

Target the Warm Front scheme more effectively to
older people on lower incomes, so that more older
people can have work done
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