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1. Executive Summary 
 

1.1. No-one in Northern Ireland should have to live in a cold home. 
Persistent Fuel Poverty in the 21st Century is simply unacceptable. 

 
1.2. As the consultation document sets out Fuel Poverty levels in Northern 

Ireland have risen significantly over the last nine years. Current levels 
are almost double those experienced in 2001.  

 
1.3. The inability to live in a warm home has serious health implications. At 

its most extreme, living in cold, damp homes can and does kill; in the 
winter of 2008/09 there were over 1,000 excess winter deaths1 in 
Northern Ireland – the highest level in Western Europe. 

 
1.4. As the consultation document sets out, Fuel Poverty is caused by three 

main factors: 
 

 Low household income; 
 
 High energy prices; and 

 
 Poor energy efficiency in homes. 

 
In Northern Ireland, these factors are further exacerbated by other 
issues such as our wetter/colder climate and the under occupancy of 
larger houses which all contribute to making Northern Ireland more 
vulnerable to Fuel Poverty. 

 
1.5. Due to the cross-cutting nature of Fuel Poverty there needs to be a 

joined up approach across the Northern Ireland Executive, as no one 
Department holds all the policy levers to solve this problem. However it 
is the view of the Consumer Council that in order to take this debate 
forward, one government Department needs to take full ownership and 
leadership and focus the work of other Departments to achieve 
effective results. 

 
1.6. Unfortunately, this consultation document is a reflection of the lack of 

co-ordination and ownership at government departmental level; it fails 
households that are in Fuel Poverty, as rather than being an 
overarching Fuel Poverty strategy, it only looks at the areas of 
Department of Social Development influence. Therefore, in essence 
the consultation is primarily an Energy Efficiency strategy, rather than 
the full Fuel Poverty strategy that Northern Ireland needs.  

 

                                                
1 Excess winter death figures are defined as the difference between the number of deaths in 
the 4 winter months (Dec-Mar) and the average number of deaths during the preceding 
autumn (Aug-Nov) and the following summer (Apr-Jul)   
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1.7. The proposed strategy is much weaker in its aim to ‘alleviate’ Fuel 
Poverty as opposed to the current strategy which has an absolute 
target to “eradicate” Fuel Poverty. 

 
1.8. The Consumer Council believes that Fuel Poverty in Northern Ireland 

will only be adequately tackled, once the Northern Ireland Executive 
sets out a fully developed and costed roadmap setting out specific 
milestones and targets.   

 
1.9. The Consumer Council is concerned about the rising levels of Fuel 

Poverty in Northern Ireland and has made identifying and supporting 
action to tackle Fuel Poverty one of our top priorities. 

 

2. Introduction 
 

2.1. The Consumer Council welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 
Department for Social Development (DSD) consultation on a New Fuel 
Poverty Strategy for Northern Ireland.  

 
2.2. The Consumer Council is a Non-Departmental Public Body set up in 

legislation to safeguard the interests of all consumers, and particularly 
the vulnerable and disadvantaged. The Consumer Council is an 
independent organisation which operates to promote and protect the 
consumer interest. 

 
2.3. The Consumer Council has specific responsibilities for energy, public 

transport and water. We also have a general duty to represent and 
protect consumers’ interests. 

 
2.4. A key feature of the Consumer Council’s work is to carry out research 

to determine consumer concerns and to campaign for the best possible 
standards of service and protection. The Consumer Council has a 
major role to play in educating consumers so that they will have the 
skills and confidence to meet the challenges of the future. 

 
2.5. The Consumer Council believes that Northern Ireland Executive as a 

whole needs to develop an overarching Fuel Poverty strategy that sets 
ambitious, yet realistic targets, to eradicate persistent Fuel Poverty in 
Northern Ireland. 

 

3. Context 
 

3.1. The Consumer Council understands that the previous Fuel Poverty 
strategy for Northern Ireland, ‘Ending Fuel Poverty: A Strategy for 
Northern Ireland’, (2004), needs to be updated, to reflect the 
increasingly severe problem that nearly one in two households in 
Northern Ireland cannot afford to adequately heat their home.  
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3.2. Whilst, we recognise that the previous strategy needs updating, it did 

include two well-defined targets: 
 

 Eliminate Fuel Poverty in vulnerable households by 2010; 
 
 Eliminate Fuel Poverty in non-vulnerable households by 2016 

 
3.3. The Consumer Council is disappointed that the 2010 target has not 

been achieved. The Northern Ireland Executive has a duty of care to 
these households and needs to make an honest and transparent 
appraisal of when Fuel Poverty in Northern Ireland will be eradicated, 
and set out a fully costed roadmap, showing how this will be achieved. 
The Consumer Council recognises the difficulties that will be involved 
in achieving this, but we believe unless this is undertaken the Northern 
Ireland Executive has conceded defeat in tackling this problem.  

 
3.4. The proposed strategy is much weaker in its aim to ‘alleviate’ Fuel 

Poverty as opposed to the current strategy which has an absolute 
target to “eradicate” Fuel Poverty. This is further frustrated by the lack 
of targets set to illustrate by how much the strategy aims to “alleviate” 
the problem – if as a result of the strategy, one individual household’s 
Fuel Poverty is alleviated through one single winter fuel payment, the 
Department could claim the strategy a success. This is unacceptable to 
consumers and to the Consumer Council.   

 
3.5. A clear, detailed overarching strategy is needed to tackle Fuel Poverty 

in Northern Ireland and we are severely disappointed that this 
consultation document has chosen that, “the support structures around 
the Fuel Poverty Strategy are not for public consultation”. If this 
consultation is “a New Fuel Poverty Strategy for Northern Ireland”, then 
every aspect of its policy and its delivery need to be discussed. The 
Consumer Council is concerned that a cluttered structural landscape 
could act against the coherence required to address this severe 
problem; the many groups involved in addressing Fuel Poverty and 
their impact to date reflects a picture of busyness, without 
effectiveness.  

 
3.6. Whilst we recognise that the current support mechanisms have helped 

many households across Northern Ireland, we still believe that the 
current structures are not working as effectively as they could. For 
example the Warm Homes Scheme; which offers energy efficiency 
improvements for those in Fuel Poverty, is limited both by budget and 
bureaucracy, causing many households, especially the working poor to 
miss out.  

 
3.7. In developing a new strategy, we would encourage the Northern 

Ireland Executive to look at successful measures that have worked 
elsewhere. For example in Kirklees, West Yorkshire, the Council 
offered, for the same budget as the Northern Ireland Warm Homes 
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Scheme, free loft and cavity wall insulation to every suitable household 
in its area.  In Great Britain, Europe and the United States energy 
brokering schemes have provided options for households to buy 
cheaper energy. In Great Britain, a boiler replacement scheme helped 
to save up to £210 off consumers’ energy bills. Each measure taken 
together can help to make energy bills more affordable and reduce the 
unacceptable levels of Fuel Poverty that exist in Northern Ireland 
today. 

 
3.8. Recent economic conditions have exacerbated the Fuel Poverty 

problem in Northern Ireland. With recovery from the recession 
expected to be slow the next few years could remain difficult for many 
consumers. The challenges faced in terms of public expenditure will 
have an impact on Fuel Poverty levels especially if there are increases 
to taxes (direct/indirect) and a reduction to welfare and benefit 
payments. For many consumers the recession is already hitting hard 
and they are struggling to make ends meet. A more challenging 
economic climate as a result of any proposed cuts to public 
expenditure will have a direct negative impact.  

 
3.9. An urgent review of the Winter Fuel Payment is needed to ensure it 

adequately targets those consumers who are in fuel poverty. If the 
Government is serious about tackling Fuel Poverty it is essential that 
the payment is used to directly help those who are struggling to heat 
their homes. Unfortunately, at present, many households who don’t 
need this benefit are receiving it, which reduces overall impact of the 
money spent. 

 

4. Consultation issue 1 – A Fuel Poverty index to 
better target resources 

 
4.1. The Department needs to closely monitor the work undertaken by the 

Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) and the 
Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment (DETI) on the 
implementation of the Third Internal Energy Package (known as “The 
Third Package”). The Third Package2 looks to set out a definition of 
vulnerable energy customers and asks for Member States to “ensure 
the necessary electricity and gas supply to vulnerable customers, or 
providing for support for energy efficiency improvements to address 
energy (fuel) poverty where indentified, including in the broader context 
of poverty”. 
 

4.2. The Consumer Council fails to understand why this consultation 
document has gone ahead without the data from the most up to date 
House Conditions Survey, which was undertaken in 2009, and is still to 
be published. Without an accurate understanding of the Fuel Poverty 

                                                
2 Article 3(8) of the Electricity Directive and 3(4) of the Gas Directive  
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situation, it is impossible to develop a strategy that will adequately 
tackle the problem. Therefore, we believe that it is only fair that all that 
stakeholders and interested parties are given the opportunity to assess 
the findings from the Northern Ireland House Condition Survey 2009, 
and in light of its findings, resubmit comments to this consultation. 

 
4.3. The Consumer Council is disappointed that rather than looking at how 

to tackle Fuel Poverty in Northern Ireland, the consultation has looked 
at redefining the current definition. The reality is, regardless of how the 
figures are calculated, or recalculated, Northern Ireland households are 
experiencing the worst levels of Fuel Poverty in the United Kingdom, 
and one of the worst levels in Europe and this urgently needs to be 
tackled.   

 
4.4. Whilst we are fully aware of the limitations of the current definition, it is 

useful in providing clear comparisons with other areas of the United 
Kingdom. Before embarking on any project to “redefine” Fuel Poverty in 
Northern Ireland, DSD should carefully monitor the actions of the 
European Commission which has agreed to produce a report 
presenting a definition of vulnerable energy customers. 

 
4.5. It is important to assist those suffering from the most severe cases of 

Fuel Poverty as soon as possible. However, the ‘severity index’ 
proposed by DSD raises concerns, as the index will not identify specific 
households in Fuel Poverty. 

` 
4.6. It is essential that the Northern Ireland Executive works together with 

statistical agencies and statutory agencies such as the Northern 
Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE), Health Trusts and social care 
agencies to identify and target individuals in Fuel Poverty and direct 
them to appropriate support.  

 
4.7. The results from the 2006 Northern Ireland House Condition Survey 

showed the levels of Fuel Poverty across all twenty-six councils in 
Northern Ireland. It is assumed the 2009 report will also show this 
analysis. By simply targeting the council areas with the highest levels 
of Fuel Poverty and considering the output area deprivation statistics 
an area based approach could easily be developed, similar to that used 
by Kirklees Council. 

 

5. Consultation issue 2 – Improving Energy 
Efficiency 

 
5.1. A house with low energy efficiency levels is more susceptible to Fuel 

Poverty, and therefore practically tackling energy efficiency must be a 
vital element of any Fuel Poverty strategy. 
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5.2. However, energy efficiency is only one of the three major strands of 
Fuel Poverty, and therefore it has severely diluted chances of success.  

 
5.3. One of the major downfalls of this consultation is that it neglects in any 

significant detail how to tackle the other main causes of Fuel Poverty.  
 

5.4. The current Warm Homes Scheme is an important tool for tackling Fuel 
Poverty. However, the Consumer Council believes that more 
households would be helped if the eligibility criteria were broadened.  

 
5.5. There is opportunity to maximise funding of such schemes by working 

with other energy efficiency/Fuel Poverty initiatives such as the 
Northern Ireland Sustainable Energy Programme (NISEP). 

 
5.6. The Consumer Council is aware that the NIHE’s Heating Replacement 

Scheme requires significant funding to be able to make further 
improvements to heating provision in social housing stock. However, 
NIHE’s heating replacement budget has been cut in recent years. This 
scheme should be re-examined along with other support structures to 
see if it could be broadened out, to allow all home owners access to 
the scheme. 

 
5.7. Other schemes such as Cosy Homes also need to be considered in 

providing an overall coordinated approach to Fuel Poverty in Northern 
Ireland.  

 
5.8. A Boiler Replacement Scheme could benefit households which have 

old and inefficient boiler systems. Unfortunately, as many new boilers 
are incompatible with older heating systems, a new heating system is 
often needed. DSD needs to look at the practicalities of the scheme, 
and ensure that it is actually helping Fuel Poverty households. 

 
5.9. Building regulations need to be in place so that all new buildings 

encapsulate the highest level of energy efficiency standards and 
possible micro-generation technologies. It is important that going 
forward the energy efficiency and energy usage problems of Northern 
Ireland’s existing housing stock are not exacerbated. Poorly designed 
buildings can lead to many consumers paying energy bills that are 
unnecessarily high, which can ultimately lead to them suffering from 
Fuel Poverty. 

 
5.10. Any Boiler Replacement Scheme should be made available to all 

households in Northern Ireland similar to the Warm Homes Scheme, as 
Fuel Poverty affects all types of household. 

 
5.11. An equity release scheme may not be a realistic option for delivering 

major energy efficiency upgrades for vulnerable homes, which may 
currently be in, or be at risk of negative equity.  
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5.12. A database of Energy Performance Certificates (EPCs) should be 
considered one of the main tools to target the large number of hard to 
treat homes in Northern Ireland. However, there is considerable 
concern that since the introduction of EPCs many properties are still 
being sold without them. It is also concerning that the data from the 
EPCs is not being collated as it could help inform overall policy on Fuel 
Poverty. 

 
5.13. The Consumer Council would ask the Government to match the 

commitment of the UK Government and mandate smart meters to all 
consumers by the end of 2020.  

 
5.14. Research has shown that smart meters allow consumers to take 

greater control of their energy usage; which could enable them to make 
savings of up to 10% on their energy bills each year. The Consumer 
Council believes that in making consumers aware of exactly how much 
energy they use and when they use it, they will have the information to 
change their usage habits and see an immediate impact on their 
energy bills. 

 
5.15. Smart meters should be installed at no extra cost to consumers, as 

they will create significant recurring savings for the energy companies 
that far exceed the cost of installation and operation. 

 

6. Consultation issue 3 – Achieving affordable 
energy 

 
6.1. Low income levels in Northern Ireland are one of the main causes of 

Fuel Poverty. The Departments should seek opportunities to ensure 
that all consumers are claiming their full benefit entitlement.  

 
6.2. In principle the heating oil stamp savings scheme is a useful budgeting 

tool for consumers and is welcomed by the Consumer Council. 
However, we are aware that currently these schemes do not reduce 
the cost of energy for consumers, and therefore do not make energy 
more affordable. 

 
6.3. With around 70 per cent of households in Northern Ireland relying on 

heating oil as their main source of heat, it is important that its impact on 
Fuel Poverty is examined. Regulation of the heating oil industry needs 
serious consideration by the Northern Ireland Executive to allow more 
transparency in heating oil prices. 

 
6.4. Consideration should be given to working with energy suppliers and 

generators to create mandated social support schemes/tariffs for all 
disadvantaged energy consumers. 
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6.5. If renewable energy technologies are used to tackle the Fuel Poverty 
problem they must be affordable and accessible to households in Fuel 
Poverty. 

 

7. Consultation issue 4 – Consolidating 
partnerships 

 
7.1. All Government Departments need to take ownership of this problem. 

The consultation document shows that the Northern Ireland Executive 
has conceded defeat in tackling this problem. The Department should 
reconsider the strategy and address the issue of ownership and 
leadership of Fuel Poverty within the Northern Ireland Executive. 

 
7.2. The types of partnership mentioned in the consultation document are 

important; however there is a bias towards energy efficiency 
organisations. There also needs to be partnerships with both energy 
companies and social housing providers. 

 
7.3. Energy brokering should be considered as an important tool to tackle 

the high energy prices. The Consumer Council, NIHE and Bryson 
Charitable Group recently produced a report on the benefits of energy 
brokering and possible benefits to Northern Ireland3. 

 
7.4. The Consumer Council has previously voiced its support for an area 

based approach to energy efficiency improvements similar to the 
scheme adopted by Kirklees Council. Through using such a model the 
additional cost of bureaucracy is removed and it focuses purely on 
improving the energy efficiency levels of households. The Kirklees 
scheme had the same budget over three years as the annual budget of 
the Warm Homes Scheme and was able to provide cavity wall and loft 
insulation for every household that required it in the council area. 

 

8. Conclusion 
 

8.1. The Consumer Council believes this consultation document does not 
provide the direction or level of ambition needed to tackle the crisis 
levels of Fuel Poverty that now occur in Northern Ireland.  

 
8.2. We would ask the Department to reconsider the way forward, as the 

current proposed strategy abdicates responsibility and ambition in 
tackling Fuel Poverty as a whole. 

 
8.3. It is severely disappointing that whilst the Department of Energy and 

Climate Change, and the other Devolved Administrations are still 

                                                
3 People Power - Energy Brokering Report, Feasibility Study - Northern Ireland Housing 
Executive, The Consumer Council, Bryson Charitable Group, 2010 
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aspiring to the “eradication” of Fuel Poverty, the Department 
responsible for Fuel Poverty in Northern Ireland, the area of the UK 
with the highest levels of Fuel Poverty, is only aspiring to a lesser 
target to “alleviate” Fuel Poverty. 

 
8.4. A detailed and costed action plan is needed setting out how and when 

Fuel Poverty will be eradicated in Northern Ireland. Currently, the 
Northern Ireland Executive does not have a clear understanding of the 
composition of fuel-poor households or of any underlying trends. 
Without this data, any proposals to tackle Fuel Poverty are based on 
an only partially understood situation. 

 
8.5. Energy prices (oil, gas, electricity, coal, LPG) have a huge role to play 

in the levels of Fuel Poverty that Northern Ireland households are 
experiencing. The Northern Ireland Executive must continue to exert 
pressure on the energy industry, and act at every opportunity, to keep 
prices down. Energy costs must be fair to all consumers. It is the 
responsibility of Government, the Regulator and the energy industry to 
keep energy bills as low as possible, particularly for the most 
vulnerable. 

 
8.6. All Government Departments should have a role to play in driving the 

Fuel Poverty agenda forward. In addition statutory agencies such as 
NIHE, Health Trusts and social care agencies have a key role in 
identifying and targeting individuals in Fuel Poverty and directing them 
to appropriate support. 

 
8.7. The consultation document runs a risk of exacerbating the problem of 

Fuel Poverty, rather than mitigating it. In a time of public expenditure 
cuts it is even more important that the Northern Ireland Executive takes 
ownership of Fuel Poverty and takes responsibility for leading and 
delivering a strategy that co-ordinates all stakeholders. The Consumer 
Council calls on the Northern Ireland Executive to: 

 
 Reinstate its commitment to eradicating Fuel Poverty by 2016; 
 
 Bring forward legislation to enable customer data to be used to 

identify the areas most in need of help; 
 

 Implement the Kirklees scheme; an area based approach which 
has already been piloted in Northern Ireland; 

 
 Introduce a Boiler Replacement Scheme; 

 
 Ensure the Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation 

(NIAUR) increases the safeguards for customers in debt with 
their energy supplier and that regulated gas and electricity 
prices are as low as possible; 
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 Work with energy suppliers and generators to create mandated 
social support schemes/tariffs for all disadvantaged energy 
consumers; 

 
 Examine whether regulation of the home heating oil industry can 

provide fuel poor households with the support and safeguards 
that natural gas and electricity consumers have; and 

 
 Introduce an energy brokering scheme. 

 
8.8. The Northern Ireland Executive must implement the policy priorities it 

sets out as a comprehensive package to ensure that every household 
in Northern Ireland can benefit from the comfort of a warm home. 

 


