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About the Human City Institute

The Human City Institute (HCI) is an independent and charitable ‘think tank’ undertaking

research into ‘human city’ issues. This involves identifying barriers to the creation of more

‘human cities’ generally but with specific regard to the nature of social and economic

exclusion and how they are interwoven with policy development generally and with faith

and BME groups specifically.

HCI also seeks to map how community cohesion can be improved through improved,

localised service delivery and via social investment and enterprise approaches. In short, the

HCI investigates urban exclusion and promotes solutions to enhance the futures of the most

disadvantaged groups in our complex and diverse cities. Key policy areas of focus are

housing, health, the environment and community development.

HCI is currently developing a future vision for its work built upon a thematic research

programme that incorporates six key themes. These six themes not only relate to current and

likely future policy concerns, but also have their roots in the historic work of HCI:

● Creating the Human City ~ covering primarily the policy areas of housing, health, and

community development.

● Faith, Ethnicity & Exclusion ~ including the geography of faith and BME groups and

their relative social and economic exclusion.

● Urban Social Investment, Enterprise & Innovation ~ covering the role of social

investment approaches and development of innovative, social enterprises within

communities to alleviate poverty and disadvantage.

● Chronicling Human City Community Projects & Approaches ~ incorporating

longitudinal and case studies of human neighbourhood projects and approaches.

● Sustainable Human Environments ~ build around studies of how local human

environments can be made more sustainable in relation to the wider world.

● Human City Index ~ constructed around data that enables measurement of such

concepts as community well-being and individual ‘happiness’.
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Foreword

Ian Austin MP

Minister for the West Midlands

There is now little doubt that climate change is happening or that its impact on the world,

the UK and the West Midlands will be profound. With homes contributing more than one

quarter of all UK carbon emissions, it is a sensible strategy to start tackling climate change on

our doorstep by providing new homes of the highest energy efficiency feasible, sometimes

within new settlements like the proposed eco-towns, and by improving the fuel efficiency

and the fabric of our existing housing. Ambitious plans recently announced by Climate

Change Minister Ed Miliband to begin a major housing stock retrofit within the context of the

Government’s Low Carbon Transition Plan demonstrate the commitment of the Government

to tackling climate change, the quality of life of families, and fuel poverty through significant

improvement to our housing.

The conflation of these issues in the following report shows that as a regional community we

can address both climate change and the disproportionate impact of fuel poverty

experienced by lower income families and individuals through investment in new and

existing housing and by our long-term commitment to improving social justice through the

tax credit system. While the Government has a proud record on reducing fuel poverty year-

on-year from the late 1990s, rising fossil fuel costs across the world show that we need to re-

double efforts. Upgrading the energy efficiency of our housing is the most sensible way of

achieving this and provides an important national asset, as the report by the Human City

Institute points out.

The HCI study adds to the growing evidence base we are developing with partners in the

West Midlands, via the Sustainable Housing Action Programme for instance, about major

economic, social, and environmental benefits of improving our region’s housing. It further

shows that the West Midlands is home to some of the country’s major environmental

innovators in the social housing sector. It is also pleasing to note that the report originates

from a West Midlands-based research agency

I commend the ‘Green Houses’ report as a significant contribution to a crucial debate

about the future of our planet, country and region.
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Backdrop

Mike Pritty

Chair of the Matrix Housing Partnership

This Winter’s cold snap felt across the country reminds those of us working in housing that

many people still cannot afford to heat their homes properly. As a result of increasing fuel

costs, many vulnerable people in deprived areas - especially older people and families on

low incomes - have to spend large parts of their incomes to keep warm. These people are

said to be living in fuel poverty. Excess Winter Deaths remain a major concern, and although

though the number has halved over the last ten years so, the last two years saw a 49

percent increase, so we need to scope and implement community-based approaches to

tackling fuel poverty and prevent associated illness and premature deaths.

This HCI report, which is a summary of a wider body of research, suggests ways forward to

tackle the three major causes of fuel poverty - low incomes, high fuel costs, and poor quality

housing with low energy efficiency - all of which are widespread in the most disadvantaged

areas, where for organisations like the Matrix Housing Partnership most of their housing is

located. Investment in existing housing, recommended by the report, to improve energy

efficiency, and the creation of new homes with high thermal values are not only the most

cost-effective way to reduce fuel poverty in the long-term but also provide a means of

reducing carbon emissions from residential property. Housing accounts for one third of our

region’s carbon emissions so improving energy efficiency will contribute to our international

climate change obligations. The added bonus of creating employment in the construction

sector is to be welcomed at a difficult time for the regional economy. Upgrading our

housing will help to reduce expensive hospital admissions too, prevent illness and premature

deaths associated with cold and damp homes, and improve community well-being.

Recommending ways to help ensure a more sustainable future for our planet, to improve

the quality of life for disadvantaged people and communities, and researching ways to

invest in our urban and rural settlements are all close to the centre of the Human City project

which began in 1997. This report is the latest in a series that seeks to find practical ways of

creating more ‘human’ cities, towns and villages, and we believe that its findings and

recommendations constitute a comprehensive and practical strategy to improve the quality

of life in our region.
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Executive Summary

● About the Report ~ The report, which is based on a wider body of research by the

Human City Institute, seeks to conflate evidence and issues relating to climate

change, fuel poverty and current housing policy priorities mainly at national and

West Midlands’ levels.

● Housing & Climate Change ~ The main issue in national and West Midlands’ housing

policy is increasing the supply of affordable homes at a time of international

economic uncertainty because of the credit crunch and within the context of

meeting climate change targets while tackling escalating fuel poverty in the wake

of ongoing fuel price hikes. Housing is responsible for 27 percent of carbon emissions

nationally and 33 percent in the West Midlands.

● The Politics of Climate Change & Housing Consumers ~ It is clear from the

international approach to tackling climate change that large-scale public

investment is the order of the day for the foreseeable future, although all political

parties are committed to reducing public debt over time, but in different ways and

within varied timescales. The same approach is vital to tackle climate change and

fuel poverty. Left to their own devices, consumers, and housing consumers

especially, either won’t or can’t meet the level of investment required to improve

the energy efficiency of the totality of the housing stock to the extent required to

reduce carbon emissions and fuel poverty required by state national and regional

policy imperatives. Only the state, and its agencies, can coordinate the effort and

make available the necessary funding.

● The Nature & Extent of Fuel Poverty ~ Fuel poverty (10 percent of income spent on

fuel costs) is chiefly created by a combination of low household incomes, the extent

of fuel costs and the quality of housing. Significant progress in reducing fuel poverty

was achieved from 1996 onwards with the number of households in fuel poverty

falling from 6.5 million to 2 million, or by 70 percent. Since 2003 fuel poverty has grown

appreciably reaching 3.5 million households in 2006, the last year for which figures are

available. This constitutes approximately 12 percent of all UK households. It is

estimated that the extent of fuel poverty has grown further in the last two years and

was probably around 4.8 million households in 2008.

● Fuel Poverty & Disadvantage ~ Fuel poor households tend to be those on low

incomes with 94 percent of those in fuel poverty in the bottom quarter of the income

distribution. Sickness, disability, age and economic activity are all key factors; for

instance 45 percent of fuel poor households include someone with a long-term illness

or disability and 49 percent have a head aged over 60 years. Older housing with

poor energy efficiency and under-occupancy is more likely to accommodate a fuel

poor household. Around half of households with a SAP rating of 20 or less are
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assessed as living in fuel poverty. More than one third of fuel poor households live in

housing built before 1919. Lack of central heating is also a key factor. Fuel poor

households are often clustered in deprived neighbourhoods generally. Looking at the

West Midlands, all but two of the ten most fuel poor neighbourhoods are within the 10

percent most deprived generally of 32,428 in England. Two of these neighbourhoods

are within the 1 percent most deprived. BME households tend to live in

neighbourhoods with high levels of fuel poverty in inner city areas which are

associated with older housing that lacks central heating and low incomes.

● West Midlands Responses ~ The West Midlands has been one of the most innovative

regions in formulating strategies, policies and approaches to tackle climate change

and fuel poverty, undertaking a wide range of research into sustainable housing

solutions. The West Midlands has some of the most innovative and forward looking

organisations in terms of developing and implementing corporate environmental

policies and specific measures around the provision of new housing that is low

carbon or carbon neutral. Accord and Black Country Housing Groups are national

leaders in corporate policy development and measuring environmental impact of

their organisations. They and others, like Shropshire Housing Group are at the forefront

of sustainable housing development and tackling fuel poverty in urban and rural

settings.

● A Green New Deal ~ A ‘Green New Deal’ is recommended based around

investment in housing to improve energy efficiency thereby tackling carbon

emissions while stimulating the economy, creating jobs and reducing fuel poverty.

The investment for this is considerable and the Government’s Warm Front

programme will need to be massively increased aiming at ‘comprehensivity’

approaching a total ‘green’ retrofit of all UK homes. At the same time, social housing

providers need to be enabled, against the backdrop of credit unavailability, to

improve their housing beyond the current Decent Homes standard via a ‘green’

retrofit. Social housing providers face considerable challenges in stretching their rent

rolls as zero inflation pushes rent increases down and may result in rent decreases,

reducing the investment potential of housing associations in particular. The authors

make four specific recommendations:

Recommendation (1) ~ To meet housing investment priorities, it is recommended that

the restoration of VAT in 2010 to the previous 17.5 percent level provides

opportunities for some imaginative investment approaches. If one fifth of the 2.5

uplift is hypothecated for housing investment, at least £2 billion per annum could be

invested over at least a five year period to support investment in new ‘green’ housing,

higher energy efficiency via home owners, private landlords and social housing

providers. In tandem, a levy might be imposed on the profits of the energy

companies, or investment incentives could be strengthened, to help pay for carbon

reductions in the housing stock via upgrading energy efficiency and thermal comfort.

Recommendation (2) ~ The National Housing Federation (NHF) has campaigned

hard on obtaining VAT reductions to zero on energy efficiency improvements (either
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labour or materials and this is supported as part of the Green New Deal. While

current European regulations preclude such VAT changes on specific sectors, there

is a growing consensus among housing organisations across Europe that a special

dispensation should be made for improvements to the energy efficiency of existing

homes as an incentive to owners and landlords to play an important role in

combating climate change and improving thermal comfort of residents.

Recommendation (3) ~ Coupled to a reduction in VAT on housing refurbishment a

‘green stimulus’ to the economy would result overall and with the depressed

construction industry benefitting especially, so providing much-needed employment.

Stimulation of the green economy to develop new building materials and

sustainable energy will support the programme. Recycling of construction materials,

local sourcing of building products wherever possible will also reduce the carbon

cost of newbuild and retrofitting.

Recommendation (4) ~ A final area of policy to be tackled are income support

measures to combat winter cold and Excess Winter Deaths. The Winter Fuel Scheme

might be extended to include other vulnerable groups outside of elderly people.

Vulnerable singles, lone parents and disabled people are three groups who would

benefit from developing a wider programme to help cover heating costs. Within

social housing a possible approach might be to allow rent uplifts to cover investment

costs in energy efficiency and thermal comfort so that the housing benefit bill takes

the strain rather than the Winter Fuel Allowance.
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1.

About the Report

1.1 The report, which is based on a wider body of research by the Human City Institute,

seeks to conflate evidence and issues relating to climate change, fuel poverty and

current housing policy priorities mainly at national and West Midlands’ levels but with

some consideration of the international scene. The report adds to the growing trend

by environmental and social justice groups to campaign in concert since the effects

of climate change are, and will continue to be most acutely felt by poor and

disadvantaged communities; both abroad and at home. The nature and extent of

fuel poverty nationally and in the West Midlands, and its relationship to climate

change issues, generalized disadvantage and housing policy imperatives is explored.

The report concludes that a ‘Green New Deal’ is the most appropriate and

comprehensive policy response to the challenges from these three policy arenas

under discussion, enabling a number of policy priorities to be addressed.

Climate Change Challenges

1.2 Climate change is presenting growing challenges to policy-makers and organisations

at international, national, regional and community levels. Melting or collapsing ice

sheets and glaciers due to global warming are raising sea levels threatening low lying

coastal regions across the world, increasing the risk of flood, reducing water supplies

and threatening one sixth of the world’s population. Weather events will become

more extreme and continental weather patterns will see sudden shifts. Fragile eco-

systems (both on land and in the oceans) will also be threatened with unpredictable

knock-on effects for the environment generally and the food chain in particular.

1.3 The impact of climate change will not be restricted to either the distant future or to

far-flung locations across our planet; rather, the communities, landscape and

biodiversity of the West Midlands will all be affected significantly if global warming

continues to spiral out of control. Longer, drier, summers, and warmer, wetter winters,

plus more frequent extreme weather events (especially flooding) are the climate

change challenges faced by the region.

1.4 The potential for climate catastrophe is growing. O n top of the poor record

of mostly Western countries over the last 100 years or so, growing deman d for

energy from the developing world, particularly China and other Asian countries,
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has been the main driver for a 64 per cent increase in primary energy

consumption during the last 25 years. The influential Stern Review (2006) calculated

that average global temperatures will rise by 2 to 3°C in the next 50 years or so.

Global warming and the greenhouse effect created by releasing increasing levels

greenhouse gases from burning fossil fuels into the atmosphere may have many

severe impacts, among them:

▪ Melting glaciers will increase flood risk and strongly reduce water supplies,

eventually threatening one-sixth of the world’s population, predominantly in the

Indian sub-continent, parts of China, and the Andes.

▪ The melting or collapse of ice sheets would eventually threaten land which

today is home to 1 in every 20 people.

▪ Declining crop yields, especially in Africa, will leave hundreds of millions without

the ability to produce or purchase sufficient food.

▪ Cold-related deaths will fall in higher latitudes. However, climate change will

increase worldwide deaths from malnutrition and heat stress. Vector-borne

diseases, such as malaria, could become more widespread, if effective control

measures are not in place.

▪ A warming of 3 or 4°C will produce rising sea levels that could result in millions

more people flooded each year. Areas at serious risk include Bangladesh and

Vietnam, small Caribbean and Pacific islands, and large coastal cities, such as

Tokyo, New York, Cairo and London.

▪ Ecosystems are particularly vulnerable to climate change. Some 15 - 40 per

cent of species will face potential extinction after only 2°C of warming.

Ocean acidification, a direct result of rising CO2 levels, will have major effects on

marine ecosystems and, possibly, fish stocks.

▪ Warming may induce sudden shifts in regional weather patterns such as the

monsoon rains in South Asia or the El Niño phenomenon - changes that would

have severe consequences for water availability and flooding in tropical regions

and threaten the livelihoods of millions of people.

1.5 Meanwhile, the price of crude oil has increased five-fold in five years. The increase

in oil prices and those of natural gas have driven up energy costs in the UK

appreciably. The recent Ofgem report (2009) has warned that consumers may face

fuel price rises up to 60 percent in the next seven years. The environmental agenda

will be, therefore, one of the key battlegrounds for the next General Election with all
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political parties setting-out their positions and commitments, although the UK’s

performance on greenhouse gas emissions is being determined predominantly by

international treaties and commitments. As part of the Kyoto Protocol, the UK has

undertaken to ensure that annual greenhouse gas emissions are at least 12.5

percent below those of 1990 for the period 2008 to 2012. Additionally, European

Union countries have agreed to reduce greenhouse gas emission levels by 20

percent on 1990 levels by 2020. The Government has further committed to a

number of domestic targets:

▪ A reduction in carbon dioxide emissions by 20 percent from 1990 levels by 2010.

▪ A reduction in carbon dioxide emissions to 60 percent below 1990 levels by 2050

with significant progress to be made with this target by 2020.

▪ Renewable energy to provide 10 percent of domestic electricity requirements

by 2010 and 15 percent by 2015, with the aspiration to reach 20 percent by 2020.

1.6 The Government’s Climate Control Bill, which became law in November 2008

enshrined these targets in legislation, establishing a rolling programme of five year

‘carbon budgets’ to bear down on carbon emissions and a statutory duty to report

every five years on adaption measures. It introduced the world’s first long-term

legally binding framework to tackle climate change. Eighty percent reductions in

greenhouse gases compared to 1990 levels were set. The Government’s Low

Carbon Transition Plan (2009) plots out how the UK will meet the cut in emissions set in

the budget in April of 34 percent on 1990 levels by 2020, including transition to a low

carbon economy through increased use of renewable energy paid for by increases

in fuel bills by around 8 percent (although vulnerable fuel consumers will be

protected by discounted bills overseen by the regulator Ofgem). The Plan is probably

the most systematic response to climate change and fuel poverty of any major

developed country.

Policy Debates

1.7 Debates about climate change, fuel poverty and housing have intensified in recent

months with various research and lobbying organizations recommending ‘Green

New Deals’. The election of President Obama gave greater credence to using

‘green’ investment in products and services and developing the environmental

economy. Many research and lobbying organizations are drawing the conclusion

that tackling climate change and poverty in concert is desirable since climate

change affects poorer communities disproportionately (NEF 2008, 2009).

1.8 All major political parties are now promising greater investment in the environmental

economy, in higher energy efficiency rated new homes and in the existing housing
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stock. Climate Change Minister Ed Miliband recently announced a massive increase

in investment on improving energy efficiency in existing housing through retrofit

programmes but the details of the programme are yet to emerge. The case for this

investment can be made from three standpoints - it is one of the most effective ways

of reducing carbon emissions; it is the most efficient way of tackling fuel poverty; and

it will bring much-needed existing empty homes (of which there are one million in the

UK) back into use. The report now turns to address these issues.
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2.

Housing & Climate Change

2.1 Housing and climate change are intrinsically linked. Housing accounts for 27 percent

of carbon emissions nationally and 33 percent in the West Midlands (SHAP 2009) so

expansion of the nation’s housing stock, and that in the West Midlands, required to

meet the need for an extra 3 to 3.5 million affordable homes nationally by 2020 will

have consequences unless high energy efficiency becomes the norm.

Key Housing Policy Linkages

2.2 Housing policy is linked to issues associated with climate change and fuel poverty in

a number of ways.

● Housing Demand & Needs ~ The demand and need for more affordable housing

to cope with a growing population and an upwards trend in household formation

will require many more new homes, greater consumption of land, energy and

building materials, and an increase in the potential for higher levels of carbon

emissions from the new housing provided.

● Housing Supply ~ A lower rate of building new homes, especially affordable and

social rented homes, in the last decade, while the laudable policy concentration

has been on upgrading the existing social housing stock to reduce ‘indecency’

has contributed to a housing shortfall which will require accelerated investment

to tackle.

● New Homes & Eco-towns ~ Some of the additional new homes required will be

situated within the proposed eco-towns, only one of which may be located in the

West Midlands (although there is considerable doubt about this).

● Empty Homes ~ Approaching 1 million homes are vacant in the UK, the majority of

which are within the private sector and almost half of which have been vacant

for more than 6 months.

● Housing Quality & Energy Efficiency ~ The variable energy efficiency of the

existing housing stock - older, traditional housing has particularly poor energy
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efficiency ratings - means that more than one quarter of CO2 emissions in the UK

are from residential property.

The Housing Boom, Affordability & the Credit Crunch

2.3 An extended house market boom since 1993 has seen home ownership taken out of

the reach of most households on average and above average incomes. And, while

house price inflation has gone into reverse nationally and in the West Midlands, the

effect of the long-run trend has been effectively to price even those on above

average incomes out of the residential property market. To illustrate these trends,

house prices have almost doubled nationally and in the West Midlands over the last

decade while incomes have only increased slightly ahead of inflation. The ratio of

average house price to average earnings in England remains high (at 6.9) when

compared with 3.7 ten years ago, although down from 7.3 in 2007. Affordability in the

West Midlands has improved marginally (from 6.5 to 6.1 over the last two years) but

remains higher than the 3.4 recorded in 1998. There are considerable variations

across the region, with South Shropshire (at 11.3), Malvern Hills (at 10.0) and

Wychavon (at 9.5) being amongst the highest, and Stoke-on-Trent (at 4.1), Coventry

(at 5.0), and Wolverhampton (at 5.3) amongst the lowest (CLG Live Tables). Despite

slight improvements in affordability since 2007 due to falling house prices, many new

buyers cannot take advantage of marginally improvement market conditions (like

historically low interest rates) because of the scarcity of credit and the requirement

for large deposits by lending institutions.

2.4 This ‘social housing crunch’ has meant 1.7 million registered on waiting lists in 2008 - 1

in 12 of all households nationally - and further rises are expected unless new social

housing can be produced more speedily. Waiting lists in the West Midlands grew by

about one quarter over the last two years to stand at 150,000. In Birmingham alone

there are 19,000 on the list - up 30 percent since 2007. The largest increase was

recorded in Coventry at more than 200 percent. Waiting lists are also growing across

the Black Country and in most rural areas. Rising investment in social housing is

promised but the Government’s target of 45,000 new social homes annually will most

likely be missed with only 36,000 predicted (CLG Live Tables).

Affordable Housing Requirements in the West Midlands

2.5 A series of reviews since 1997 have pointed to the need for more affordable housing.

The most prominent, and upon which forecasts for the need for more affordable

housing have flowed, is the Barker Review (2005), which called for 240,000 net

additional homes per year nationally until 2016. In the West Midlands region it was

estimated that around 248,000 additional homes would be required in total by 2016.

The requirement by regional bodies to publish Housing and Regional Spatial

Strategies has sparked debate about how best to predict the required number of

new homes, where they should be located and of what type.
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Table (1) -

EMPTY HOMES IN THE WEST MIDLANDS:
BY CHARACTERISTICS & LOCAL AUTHORITY

Local
Authority

Total
Empty
Homes

%
of Total
Homes
Empty

%
Change
(2007-
2008)

Owned
by the
private
Sector

Private
Homes
Empty
more
than 6
Months

Empty
Homes
Owned
by LAs

Empty
Homes
Owned
by HAs

Empty
Homes
Owned

by
other
Public
Bodies

Birmingham 11,340 2.7 +2.4 9,296 6,086 839 1,114 91
Bridgnorth 763 3.4 +9.3 733 333 30 0 0
Bromsgrove 294 0.8 -16.9 276 205 0 18 0
Cannock Chase 1,077 2.6 +40.4 970 504 32 75 0
Coventry 4,221 3.2 -0.1 3,486 2,376 13 718 4
Dudley 3,801 2.9 +1.2 3,125 1,493 565 90 21
East Staffordshire 1,777 3.8 -1.3 1,709 530 0 68 0
Herefordshire 1,905 2.4 +3.4 1,751 858 0 112 42
Lichfield 1,187 2.8 +115.4 1,120 525 0 64 3
Malvern Hills 1,077 3.3 +15.7 1,045 348 0 32 0
Newcastle-under-Lyme 1,729 3.2 +62.5 1,639 766 0 90 0
North Shropshire 0 0.0 N/K 0 0 0 0 0
North Warwickshire 344 1.3 +62.3 326 326 11 7 0
Nuneaton & Beds 2,142 4.0 +26.5 1,615 941 511 16 0
Oswestry 193 1.1 -31.8 178 118 13 2 0
Redditch 497 1.4 -34.0 439 138 48 9 1
Rugby 604 1.4 -38.0 495 234 41 68 0
Sandwell 4,957 3.9 +15.0 4,534 1,724 335 88 0
Shrewsbury & Atcham 603 1.4 -23.4 522 307 0 81 0
Solihull 2,519 2.9 -12.3 2,278 1,360 214 11 16
South Shropshire 894 4.5 +27.0 862 605 0 32 0
South Staffordshire 618 1.4 -19.6 507 290 0 109 2
Stafford 1,758 3.2 +33.5 1,667 1,667 0 91 0
Staffs Moorlands 1,196 2.8 -4.3 1,141 843 0 55 0
Stoke-on-Trent 6,677 6.0 -10.7 6,134 3,941 400 143 0
Stratford-upon-Avon 1,575 3.0 -32.0 1,457 900 0 104 14
Tamworth 698 2.2 -3.7 609 237 80 9 0
Telford & Wrekin 1,767 2.6 +14.3 1,619 516 0 122 26
Walsall 4,447 4.1 -9.6 3,569 2,102 0 878 0
Warwick 2,641 4.5 +51.9 2,173 695 368 100 0
Wolverhampton 4,495 4.3 -13.5 3,761 1,843 624 107 3
Worcester 1,370 3.3 +5.5 1,294 520 0 66 10
Wychavon 1,106 2.2 -25.7 1,061 507 0 45 0
Wyre Forest 2,057 4.7 -0.8 1,968 655 0 89 0
WEST MIDLANDS 72,329 3.1 +0.3 63,359 34,511 4,124 4,613 233
ENGLAND 697,055 3.1 +3.6 613,270 303,285 36,944 42,039 4,802

Source: Empty Homes Agency (2009)
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2.6 Following reports in 2008 and 2009 by the National Housing and Planning Advice Unit

(NHPAU), which was set-up as a result of the Barker Review to advise Government on

housing supply and affordability issues, the Government Office for the West Midlands

(GOWM) commissioned a study by Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners (2008) to

consider a range of options against the Regional Spatial Strategy, Planning Policy

guidance and the Housing Green Paper.

2.7 The study concluded that the preferred option would require an additional 365,600

homes across the West Midlands between 2006 and 2026, although other options to

maximise economic growth, spreading economic growth and a focus on the

region’s south-east sub-region produced projections of additional homes across

arrange up to 445,600. The study further concluded that although much of the

additional housing could be developed within the region’s major urban areas,

Greenfield development will be required. Some of the new affordable housing

needed will be provided in new settlements, like eco-towns, some on greenfield and

some on brownfield sites. However, so-called ‘redfield’ sites - bringing back empty

homes into use - might form a greater part of a sustainable housing strategy

designed to combat climate change and fuel poverty.

2.8 There are significant levels of ‘empties’ in England (almost 700,000 in 2008),

representing over 3.1 percent of all homes and a 3.6 percent increase on 2007

[72,000 for the West Midlands and a 0.3 percent increase since 2007 - see table (1)

on the previous page]. Over 87 percent are private sector homes and 48 percent

have been empty for more than six months (higher than the national average of 43

percent). Variations can be seen between local authorities in the region.

Birmingham has the largest number of empty homes (at 11,340 this is almost 16

percent of the regional total). The largest increases have been registered in

Lichfield (at 115 percent), Newcastle-under-Lyme (at 63 percent), North

Warwickshire (at 62 percent), Warwick (at 52 percent), and Cannock Chase (at 40

percent), possibly reflecting new schemes left empty after the housing market

slowdown became more intense.

2.9 The EHA points out that a more robust assessment of the total house provision cycle

needs to developed to compare the environmental impact of housing provision on

green, brown or redfield sites. For instance, an EHA study (2008) demonstrated that

the process of refurbishing a derelict property generated less than one fifth of the

carbon emissions of building an equivalent property from scratch. Local authorities

have statutory powers, recently beefed-up by the Housing Minister, but bringing

empty homes back into use via these powers has seen little progress, although

Birmingham City Council has begun to increase its activity in this area.
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3.

The Politics of Climate Change

& Housing Consumers

3.1 Debates about the most appropriate ways to tackle climate change and fuel

poverty have often centred upon the dichotomy between public and private

action. However, recent polemics have recognised that private action by

consumers, while important, may be insufficient and too late to have adequate

effects. The ‘Giddens Paradox’ provides a prism though which the political system

and responses to climate change, the role of consumers, and how state responses

are being developed can be understood (Giddens 2009):

‘since the dangers posed by global warming aren’t tangible, immediate or visible in the

course of day-to-day life, however awesome they appear, many will sit on their hands

and do nothing of a concrete nature about them....yet waiting until they become visible

and acute before being stirred to serious action will, by definition, be too late....this

paradox affects every aspect of current reactions to climate change....attitude surveys

show that most of the public accept that global warming is a major threat; yet only a few

are willing to alter their lives in any significant way as a result....people find it hard to give

the same level of reality to the future as they do to the present...so the state will be an all-

important actor’.

3.2 It is clear from Giddens’ analysis that the interplay between the behaviour of

consumers and the state in its widest sense, including regional, city and local

government and agencies, and quasi-public agencies like housing associations,

will need to play a major role in developing strategies, policies and initiatives to

combat the effects of climate change and tackle fuel poverty. So where are we

now?

Consumer Attitudes to Climate Change

3.3 The behaviour of housing consumers is clearly of importance in tackling climate

change. This behaviour may be exhibited within the housing market for example, by

consumers choosing to purchase housing with high environmental standards. It may

be seen in choosing to upgrade their housing by investing in higher levels of energy

efficiency or thermal comfort. Behaviour in the use of energy or reductions in usage,

are also key indicators. Lastly, sub-sectors of the housing consumers may exhibit
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different types of behaviour that relates to their tenure, or relates to their position

within the housing market. This section of the report review evidence around these

general behaviours and focuses upon social housing tenants specifically.

3.4 A number of surveys of public attitudes towards climate change have been

undertaken in recent times which may impact of housing issues. Surveys by the

Department of Transport (2005, 2007) and Ipsos MORI (2008) lend some weight to the

efficacy of the ‘Giddens Paradox’. The 2005 survey reported that while many

people are well informed about some causes of climate change, and there is

evidence that knowledge may be improving, just over half of interviewees

recognise emissions from power stations and use of domestic fuel as major c auses.

The report revealed that many misconceptions still about; such as belief that the

hole in the ozone layer is a cause. There seems to be a disconnection between

recognition of primary contributors like burning fossil fuels and the use of these fuels in

the home. The report also showed that behaviours like use of domestic fuel which

are less likely to be identified in the public’s mind as linked to climate change are

those that the public are least prepared to address in their own lifestyles.

3.5 The 2007 survey reported little progress - the report concluded that, despite growth

in public awareness about climate change this has not resulted in greater

understanding of the key issues involved, or how these issues relate to personal

behaviour. Terminology used to describe environmental phenomena, such as

climate change and global warming, are broadly recognised by the public though

poorly understood, adding to public confusion and fostering cynicism which is

bolstered by the high profile of ‘climate change deniers’ in the media. Survey

respondents were also less aware of emissions terminology as reported in 2005, but

once these terms were explained, respondents tended to feel more personal

connections. Awareness of how carbon emissions are quantified and measured

was limited, and once explained was felt to be meaningless unless contextualised.

3.6 Both Department of Transport surveys show that although concern with climate

change is high (at 80 percent) it does not register as a ‘front-burner’ issue when

placed alongside others such as the economy, education, health and so forth.

Public concern appears to be tempered by uncertainty about the actual effects of

climate change upon them and by competition from other issues of concern.

Moreover, most of the public do not regard climate change as an immediate threat

to themselves, but as a threat either/or to future generations or other far-flung parts

of the planet. As highlighted in the ‘Giddens Paradox’, this ‘psychological distancing’

is a major barrier to getting the climate change message across and needs to be

taken into account when targeting state action on energy advice and availability

of grants for home improvements around thermal comfort. In spite of this, the Ipsos

MORI survey (2008) shows support for developing renewable energy (at 59 percent)

even if fuel bills increase as is expected under the Government’s recently

announced Low Carbon Transition Plan (July 2009) although it is debatable how firm
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such views would be if fuel bills actually rose to cover the costs of developing

renewable sources of energy.

3.7 The Ipsos MORI report confirms findings from the 2005 and 2007 surveys that

perceptions of behavioural change notwithstanding, there has been no cultural

revolution in relation to climate change Over three quarters of survey respondents

say they are pessimistic about the likelihood of others’ changing their behaviour and

agree that while many people say they are concerned, most are not prepared to

make the necessary sacrifices if required. Few considered action on climate change

‘normal’ for their neighbourhoods and only one quarter are convinced for the need

for significant behavioural change with personal responsibility involving only small

steps like recycling and turning of lights at home but little else.

3.8 Social stereotypes still picture the ‘green community’ as professional middle-class,

Guardian-reading, living in the suburbs and semi-rural environments. Defra’s

publication of a ‘Framework for Pro-environmental Behaviours’ (2008) provides a

useful way of understanding the survey findings. This framework has resulted from an

extensive review of research into the packages of behaviour choice that are most

likely to have an impact on carbon use. The research has also explored social

attitudes and behaviour, resulting in a definition of seven population ‘segments’ with

clearly different pre-dispositions towards making the changes needed to reduce their

personal environmental impact. The seven segments are, in summary:

▪ ‘Honestly disengaged’ - people that make no alterations to their life to help the

environment.

▪ ‘Stalled starters’ are broadly those who do not know too much about climate

change, may have done a few things but then ‘reverted’ to previous behaviours.

▪ ‘Cautious participants’ carry out some pro-environmental actions, for example

may still occasionally recycle.

▪ ‘Sideline supporters’ carry out pro environmental actions but can be unreliable,

e.g. tend to forget recycle sometimes.

▪ ‘Concern consumers’ feel they do more for the environment than others and try

their best, they recycle the staple recyclables such as newspapers.

▪ ‘Waste watchers’ are resource conscious and think about what they are doing

and using.

▪ ‘Positive greens’ do as much as they can to limit any impact on the environment.

3.9 Defra has not yet attempted to view this research through the prism of housing, and

doing so here is therefore essentially speculative. However there is an intuitively strong

case for linking the segments and behaviours to housing and associated lifestyle
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choice, and for social housing providers to use the Pro-Environmental Behaviours

Framework as a mechanism in targeting the actions that can help put tenants in the

forefront of low carbon lifestyles - by choice and not just through the by-product of

poverty and deprivation.

3.10 Despite the seemingly insurmountable scale of the problem of climate change in

the public’s eye and the survey findings on attitudes and behaviours, there is some

evidence that the ‘green’ message is getting through according to research by the

Co-operative Bank (2008), although it should be noted that the Bank’s customers

will most likely be of the more ‘ethical’ variety. The average UK household

expects to spend £551.75 in 2009 on environmentally friendly home improvements

according to the survey. That’s a national spend of more than £1.3bn in the year.

More than two-thirds claimed to have reduced their carbon footprint in the past year

including switching to energy-saving light bulbs (60 per cent of those questioned by

the bank's researchers), adding loft and cavity wall insulation (40 per cent), and

installing double glazing (25 per cent).The Bank’s research shows that a growing

number of households are planning initiatives that used to be deep-green but are now

edging into the mainstream, with one in ten of those surveyed intending to install

rainwater capture systems. Adding solar panels was an idea being considered by

7 per cent of those surveyed. Yet again, caution should be taken as these

customers may not be typical of the general public in the UK overall.

Social Housing Tenants as Low Carbon Consumers

3.11 Few have recognized that the UK’s lowest carbon-footprint households are often

social housing tenants. The case for championing social housing as the bedrock of

low carbon Britain is powerful. The people who live in social housing and the carbon

footprints they leave, in comparison to the population as a whole and other tenures,

is marked (although improvements in energy efficiency of the social housing stock

may be taken as increased thermal comfort rather than reduced carbon emissions

bringing this observation into question). A glance at the key household behaviours

amongst social housing tenants shows why:

▪ They are the most likely to use public transport and to walk to work, school or

shops.

▪ They spend least on high energy-consuming household appliances.

▪ They are least likely to take long haul airline flights.

▪ Fuel poverty restricts their household energy consumption.

▪ Financial poverty restricts their participation in the ‘throw-away society’.
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3.12 By circumstance if not by intention, low carbon lifestyles are already the norm across

the country’s social housing communities. The second pillar upon which the green

housing potential of the social rented sector is founded, lies in the opportunity to

pioneer environmentally sustainable neighbourhoods. The Government’s Green

Neighbourhood pioneers are being supported by CLG and a commitment to

strengthening the green neighbourhood model is featured in the recent July 2008

Empowerment White Paper ‘Real People - ‘Communities in Control’. Low carbon

neighbourhoods are marked by community lifestyles where people increasingly work,

shop and access leisure and education facilities locally, making journeys by walking

or cycling or car share in preference to single driver car use. This picture starts to look

very familiar to the social and demographic patterns prevalent in communities with a

strong social housing component, in contrast to the more affluent owner occupied

residential neighbourhoods which can be dormitory settlements, with their residents

working at distant sites, shopping in out-of-town hypermarkets and outlet centres,

and travelling distances to sport, leisure and recreational centres, usually by private

car.

3.13 Neighbourhoods featuring social housing have intrinsically more sustainable

community behaviours, and not all of this comes down simply to a lack of access to

the affluence of the wealthier areas. Firstly many social housing neighbourhoods

have been constructed with the infrastructure necessary for local sustainability – the

provision of the physical environment of shop units, local leisure facilities and in the

proximity of local employment. The historical legacy of construction contrasts with

many of the suburban owner-occupier deserts in our major cities, a monoculture of

housing that make it hard for local people to shop, work and play locally simply from

the absence of the respective facilities.

3.14 There is a second factor at work however, which might be described as a cultural

affinity for community, for the relationships of neighbourhood, which social housing

fosters and owner-occupation does not. This is not a stereotypical nostalgia for the

‘Coronation Street’ lifestyle where the neighbours pop in for bags of sugar - it is a

structural feature of social housing that enhances the concept of community

provision, as opposed to individualised private ownership. This sense of ‘common

ownership’ of the neighbourhood is something that a whole raft of government

initiatives has sought to engender for some time (ironically in parallel with a similarly

powerful commitment to the individualisation and personalisation of public services).

3.15 Puttman’s concept of both ‘bonding’ and ‘bridging’ social capital, attempts to

provide a social theory for the struggle to recreate a sense of ‘shared belonging’ to

the neighbourhood. Missing, however, is the structural analysis of the influence of

collectivised housing provision as a mechanism for providing the ‘glue’ that Puttman

argues has gone astray in the social development of western democracies in the

second half of the 20th century.
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3.16 Missing too has been an awareness of the ‘carbon impact’ of community

fragmentation. We are not just looking at the social problems and disengagement

arising from community breakdown and the erosion of neighbourhood - there is a

carbon impact that arises from the scattering of the use of space. Strengthened roles

for social housing offer a potential counterweight to this trend and the carbon

benefit of social housing should be measured and promoted. Which leads to the final

issue in this package of green issues related to social housing; many local authorities

and their strategic partners have opted to select local carbon footprint reduction as

one of the ’up to 35’ local indicators to be prioritised in the new Local Area

Agreement’. The relevant indicators from the National Indicator Set are:

▪ NI 185 - CO2 reduction from local authority operations (considering specifically

those with retained housing stock).

▪ NI 186 - Per capita CO2 emissions in the LA area.

▪ NI 187 - Tackling fuel poverty - people living in homes with a low energy efficiency

rating.

▪ NI 188 - Adapting to climate change

3.17 Where any of these have been included in the LAA indicators set, the role of social

housing in contributing to success is evident. As this section of our paper has shown,

this contribution is not just through the energy and resource efficiency measures

applicable to the stock. It is also in the low carbon lifestyles of many social housing

tenants. Too often, social housing communities have been stigmatised as

contributing negative associations for local authority performance - as areas where

crime, health and amenity are seen as ‘pulling the authorities down’ in the

performance indicators set. On carbon reduction however, our social housing

communities are for structural and behavioural reasons, providing ‘lift’ for local

authorities. The task is increasingly about getting more affluent neighbourhoods to

emulate the lower carbon lifestyles which - out of necessity and through design - are

often already prevalent in our social housing communities.

State Policies & Interventions

3.18 It is clear that tackling climate change and fuel poverty will require significant and

ongoing state intervention - from central government through regional bodies and

local government and via government agencies such as the Homes and

Communities Agency, and partnered by energy companies and community-based

social enterprise. State intervention, while appreciable over the last ten years or so,

in income and housing-based approaches to improve energy efficiency and tackle

fuel poverty as well as fuel poverty, has been incremental. Despite the

Government’s new Low Carbon Transition Plan, which introduces new measures
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and expands existing ones, is unlikely to be comprehensive enough, or timely

enough, to measure up to the challenges ahead. There seems to a growing

consensus that a comprehensive approach to improving energy efficiency and

thermal warmth in the UK’s housing stock is required that will require massive public

and private sector investment, possibly supported via reductions in indirect taxation

on home improvement activities, windfall taxes on energy companies, greater

targeting in subsidies to tackle fuel poverty, and a shift from universal income

support systems, like Winter fuel Payments for all pensioners, to investment in the

housing stock that will attain permanent energy efficiency gains.

3.19 Government and its agencies have developed a range of policies and interventions

over the last two decades to tackle climate change and more recently fuel poverty

in concert, which have centred upon three areas of policy:

● Supporting vulnerable households to meet their fuel bills by targeted income

and/or means tested approaches;

● Improving the energy efficiency of the existing housing stock through energy

efficiency improvement schemes for the private sector and Decent Homes for

social housing sector incorporating the council and housing association housing;

● Ensuring that all new housing eventually meets higher environmental and

sustainability standards.

3.20 The state has adopted a plethora of income support measures to enable

vulnerable and disadvantaged households to pay their fuel bills and to support the

fuel poverty reduction strategy amongst these groups as the first priority. Cold

Weather Payments and Winter Fuel Payments are the two main targeted

programmes. Cold Weather Payments, which are subject to means testing, help

cover extra heating costs in very cold weather. First introduced under the Major

Conservative administration, they have been extended in the last ten years and

are now are paid to those in receipt of certain welfare benefits, including means

tested Income Support, when average temperatures are at freezing point or

below over seven consecutive days. The payment is currently £25 costing more

than £200 million last Winter.

3.21 The Winter Fuel Payment was introduced in 1997 as a one off payment, then £20

per household, to help pensioners to pay fuel bills, but is not subject to means

testing since it is paid to all pensioners. The March 2008 budget benefited 9 million

pensioners increasing the Winter Fuel Payment for over 60 year olds from £200 to

£250 and for over 80 year olds from £300 to £400. This level was maintained in the

April 2009 Budget. In 2007 the Winter Fuel payment cost £2 billion, climbing to £2.7
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billion for 2008/09, dwarfing expenditure on Warm Front which has a budget of

£395 million for the same period. National Energy Action (2008) estimate that only

100,000 households are raised out of fuel poverty since the universal nature of the

payment means that millions of households, who are comparatively affluent an d

far removed from fuel poverty benefit from the payment. Many fuel poverty

campaigners contend that these resources would have been better allocated to

tackle the source of the problem which is low levels of energy efficiency in many

pensioners’ homes and those of other vulnerable groups outside the Winter Fuel

Payment age criteria.

3.22 The Select Committee on Environment, Food and Rural Affairs observed in its June 2009

report on energy efficiency and fuel poverty, argued for the extension of the scheme

to non-pensioner groups such as disabled people, people with a long-term illness,

households with young or disabled children, the terminally ill and some other household

types living in rural communities to compensate them for the use of more costly

alternative fuels. The Select Committee also considered direct payment to Energy

Companies payment against fuel bills and targeted solely at the fuel poor, taking

approximately 4 million households out of fuel poverty. If the scheme is targeted

at fuel poverty, then it must be directed to help with the fuel bills of the fuel poor

of all ages. In reality the greater part of expenditure is on Winter Fuel Payments, of

which only 12 percent reaches the fuel poor, and potentially only a proportion of

this is spent on meeting fuel bills.

3.23 In the long term, perhaps funding is best focused on energy efficiency programmes

because of the long-term benefits although in the medium term programmes run

by state agencies and social enterprise to encourage increased take-up of benefits

by providing information on eligibility and help with claims can effectively be run

alongside energy efficiency programmes. Combined energy efficiency and benefits

advice helps to deliver fuel poverty programmes more effectively but it is targeted

programmes are improving energy efficiency in homes that is most effective.

3.24 Social tariffs have been championed by the National Housing Federation (NHF) as one

of a range of ‘income’ based measures to tackle fuel poverty and help vulnerable

tenants meet their fuel bills (IPA Energy and Water Economics 2008). Social tariffs are

basically energy deals for vulnerable and fuel poor customers with a range of discount

schemes operated by major energy companies such as EDF Energy, npower, E.ON

Scottish Power, Scottish and Southern Energy and British Gas. These schemes offer cash

or percentage amounts off fuel bills (ranging from 15 to 20 percent) for vulnerable

customers defined under each scheme. Typically, those over 60, those with disabilities,

lone parent families, and those dependent upon means-tested benefits such as

Income Support (although there is considerable variation between schemes) are
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eligible (www.housing.org.uk). Other benefits under these schemes include advice on

energy efficiency, free or heavily discounted energy efficiency measures (e.g.

insulation, draught proofing and low energy light bulbs). Campaigning organisations

such as National Energy Action support the use of social tariffs to reduce the worst

effects of high energy prices, although the NEA points out that a comprehensive and

nationwide approach is desirable.

3.25 Energy companies are currently providing £225 million in additional funding for

their social programmes, on top of the £910 million announced in the Home Energy

Saving Programme (HESS) with 800,000 customer accounts benefited from a social or

discounted tariff. The Select Committee (2009) report highlights the energy

industry’s willingness to exceeds its statutory obligations, planning and that

companies are planning to allocate £375 million over the next three years on a

comprehensive package of measures including social tariffs, winter rebates, price

freezes, replacement appliances, free insulation, home visits, writing-off debt, debt

and finance measurement advice, and working with charities. However,

Energywatch (2007) argued that:

‘the lack of a blueprint or common point of reference in the development of these (socially-

oriented) products has led to confusion for those consumers who stand to benefit...the social

tariff model (recommended by Energywatch) built on but not limited by minimum standards

has the potential to deliver significant assistance to eligible households and to complement

and bolster existing fuel poverty initiatives....(however) social tariffs offered in isolation will not

eradicate fuel poverty....but form part of an Energy Assistance package’.

Warm Front

3.26 Warm Front is one of the main the Government schemes aimed at reducing and

finally eradicating fuel poverty in England in the private housing sector, with

equivalent with programmes in Scotland and Wales. Launched originally as the

Home Energy Efficiency Scheme in 2000, Warm Front supports the installation of

energy efficiency measures in the homes of ‘vulnerable’ households living in private

sector housing. Warm Front has seen a number of evolutions over the last nine years

but critics, especially fuel poverty campaigners, have highlighted under-funding,

inadequate targeting methodology, and inadequate levels of grants to individual

households to maximise its effects on either fuel poverty or carbon emissions.

3.27 Expenditure in 2008/11 is set to be 25 percent lower than in 2007-08, although the

Government’s recently announced UK Low Carbon Transition Plan promises more

resources and extensions to the programme until 2012. Additional funding of £74 million

and £100 million was announced in September and November 2008 which redressed

the shortfall for the years 2008/10. However, funding for 2010/11 is set to be some 40
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percent lower at £200 million, as the Select Committee the Environment, Food and

Rural Affairs reported in its report on energy efficiency and fuel poverty in April 2009.

3.28 The National Audit Office’s (NAO) report (2009) concluded that Warm Front has been

largely effective and offers value for money but that its design has reduced the

Scheme’s effectiveness. The use of benefit entitlement to determine who is eligible

for grants has resulted in inefficient targeting of resources, pointing out that 57 percent

of vulnerable households in fuel poverty do not claim the relevant benefits to qualify

and that 75 percent of qualifying households were not in fuel poverty. A further

issue with this proxy targeting approach has been the allocation of £34 million in

grants to households living in comparatively energy efficient housing. It is clear that

the grant maximum for Warm Front has historically been set too low which has

deterred a significant number of applicants from taking up the support available

under the scheme. Increase in the grant maximum from £2,700 to £3,500 per

household, with a grant maximum of £6,000 introduced for harder to treat

properties, were announced by the Government following the Budget in March. The

expansion of the scheme to include the installation of low carbon technologies,

such as solar thermal heating and air source heat pumps was also announced.

New Homes & Energy Efficiency

3.29 Building regulations were tightened in England and Wales in 2002 and again in

2005/06, raising energy efficiency standards for new homes by 40 percent over those

built before 2002 and by 70 percent for those built before 1990. The Government’s

Code for Sustainable Homes, which became mandatory from May 2008, uses a one

to six star rating system to grade the overall sustainability of new homes, including

minimum standards for energy and water. By 2010 all new homes will have to meet

a three-star rating in energy use, which according to the Select Committee report

(2009), is equivalent to a 25 percent reduction in carbon emissions from 2006 Building

Regulations levels. By 2013 a four-star rating (equating to a 44 percent cut), and

by 2016 a six-star rating (equating to the zero carbon standard). The introduction

of the Eco-Homes Standard has served to demonstrate the gulf that separates

housing associations and private sector builders when it comes to building

sustainable homes. While 92 per cent of homes built by associations in the pas t five

years meet the ‘very good’ standard or better, only 2 per cent of those built by

private sector builders in the same period reach the same level. And now the gulf is

set to widen further from April 2008 with the Code for Sustainable Homes requiring

housing associations to build to level 3, which is more demanding than the ‘very good’

standard of the old system. For private sector builders the CSH is voluntary until 2010,

and they are able to build homes that leak carbon and are expensive to heat and

waste water.
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4.

The Nature & Extent of Fuel Poverty

Defining, Measuring & Tackling Fuel Poverty

4.1 The Government and devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales published a

UK Fuel Poverty Strategy in 2001 (DEFRA & BERR) with the goal of ending fuel poverty

across the country and for vulnerable households by 2010. The shorter term intention

in England was to take 800,000 vulnerable households out of fuel poverty by 2004

through the Home Energy Efficiency Scheme (HEES), or the Warm Front Team as it is

now marketed. The Parliamentary Business and Enterprise Select Committee (2008)

has confirmed UK Fuel Poverty conclusions about those ‘vulnerable’ households most

likely to experience fuel poverty, and to be disproportionately and most seriously

affected by it - older people, households with dependent children, single people,

and those with long-term illness and disabilities.

4.2 Annual progress reports (2008 being the latest but referring to the 2006 situation) have

been published by the Government, with in-depth analyses of the extent and nature

of fuel poverty, geographical distribution, who are the most vulnerable Fuel poverty is

defined by the Government’s Fuel Poverty Strategy (2001) as more than 10 percent

of total household income spent on fuel. The chief causes of fuel poverty are

(Business and Enterprise Select Committee 2008) the level of household incomes,

extent of fuel costs and the quality of housing (especially in terms of energy efficiency

and occupancy rating).

Changes in the Extent of Fuel Poverty

4.3 Significant progress in reducing fuel poverty was achieved from 1996 onwards with

the number of households in fuel poverty falling from 6.5 million to 2 million, or by 70

percent. However, since 2003 the extent of fuel poverty has grown appreciably

reaching 3.5 million households in 2006, the last year for which figures are available.

This constitutes approximately 12 percent of all UK households [see chart 1) over the

page]. It is estimated that the extent of fuel poverty has grown further in the last two

years and was probably around 4.8 million households in 2008. Although still lower

than in 1996, an upwards trend has returned, due primarily to escalating fuel costs.
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[Source: DEFRA/BERR (2008) The UK Fuel Poverty Strategy]
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Fuel Poverty in the West Midlands

4.4 The West Midlands has particularly high levels of fuel poverty at about 14 percent of

all households in 2006 with a projected 19 percent of households in 2008. This equates

to around 1 in 5 of the 2.2 million West Midlands’ households - the third highest of any

English region [see chart (2)] on the previous page].

4.5 Looking at the neighbourhood level, Birmingham has by far the largest number of

neighbourhoods where fuel poverty exceeds 20 percent of all households (at 70

percent). This means that in seven in ten Birmingham neighbourhoods, more than

one in five households is fuel poor, based upon the projected rate of fuel poverty

from 2006 to 2008. Coventry has the second largest proportion of neighbourhoods (at

12 percent) with more than one fifth of fuel poor households, followed by

Wolverhampton (at 6 percent), Walsall (at 5 percent and Sandwell (at 5 percent

also).

4.6 Across the region, 8 percent of neighbourhoods have more than 25 percent of

households living in fuel poverty and a further 8 percent with 20 to 25 percent of fuel

poor households. Just over 50 percent have been 10 and 15 percent, and 37 percent

have between 6 and 10 percent. The following maps clearly identify the location of

the relative levels of fuel poverty by neighbourhood within the core areas of cities

and towns, where older housing and/or the most disadvantaged household live. This

is by no means an urban problem only, however, with significant pockets of

Shropshire, Herefordshire, Staffordshire and Warwickshire having relatively high levels

of fuel poverty.
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Table (2) -

FUEL POVERTY IN THE WEST MIDLANDS:
Characteristics of Most Fuel Poor Neighbourhoods - HOUSING

Neighbourhood
(LSOAs)

ID 2007
Housing

Rank

(*)

%
Home

Owners

%
Social

Renting

%
Private
Rented
Sector

%
Over-

crowded

%
Probability

of
Poor

Housing

%
No

Central
Heating

TEN MOST FUEL POOR NEIGHBOURHOODS IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

LSOA E01009328 6,062 75.4 8.3 13.1 22.9 56 31.6
LSOA E01009285 7,037 16.5 18.4 59.1 22.1 59 18.8
LSOA E01009373 5,150 48.4 34.2 12.4 26.6 59 32.5
LSOA E01009194 6,607 64.0 22.5 8.1 21.8 52 36.2
LSOA E01009287 9,555 14.7 11.1 70.9 12.0 51 18.4
LSOA E01009329 6,515 53.0 24.2 18.0 24.1 56 38.0
LSOA E01008902 6,068 66.9 14.2 12.7 25.4 55 34.3
LSOA E01009370 5,513 55.1 27.1 1.5 25.2 58 36.7
LSOA E01009061 6,246 59.8 23.3 12.0 20.1 56 30.9
LSOA E01009371 7,094 42.6 36.8 14.3 21.7 45 28.6

TEN LEAST FUEL POOR NEIGHBOURHOODS IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

LSOA E01031298 21,739 89.4 2.2 4.7 1.6 19 1.9
LSOA E01029847 19,615 94.8 1.4 2.3 0.0 17 2.5
LSOA E01009667 24,262 95.9 1.4 1.7 1.9 22 1.2
LSOA E01032147 27,317 80.0 15.5 2.1 1.5 23 2.3
LSOA E01032298 13,018 97.0 0.0 1.7 0.4 26 3.8
LSOA E01009438 7,817 94.6 1.0 3.5 2.5 10 3.3
LSOA E01010162 18,983 96.9 1.0 1.6 1.5 30 7.7
LSOA E01009563 28,940 96.5 1.0 1.8 1.9 23 1.9
LSOA E01031237 23,853 84.6 10.9 2.5 2.2 26 3.3
LSOA E01009853 26,740 97.3 0.5 0.9 0.5 24 2.3

(*) 1 = greatest deprivation associated with housing and housing services; 32,482 = least deprivation associated with housing
and housing services

Source: Office of National Statistics (2009)
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Table (3) -

FUEL POVERTY IN THE WEST MIDLANDS:
BY HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS BY LOCAL AUTHORITY

Local
Authority

%
H’holds
in Fuel
Poverty

(*)

%
Home

Owners

%
Social

Renting

%
Private
Rented
Sector

%
Over-

crowd-
ed

%
No

Central
Heat-

ing

%
Unfit

Hous-
ing

SAP
Rating

of
Private

Housing
(**)

Birmingham 13.6 59.6 27.7 7.8 9.6 20.5 3.7 52
Bridgnorth 11.3 70.9 13.4 9.3 2.7 11.4 3.2 48
Bromsgrove 8.8 83.0 10.6 3.7 2.7 4.4 2.2 53
Cannock Chase 10.5 73.0 19.3 4.5 4.6 5.2 1.8 54
Coventry 12.3 68.5 18.2 8.7 8.1 12.0 4.5 53
Dudley 10.7 70.8 21.8 3.5 4.6 14.7 3.9 53
East Staffordshire 11.8 75.2 14.0 6.9 4.0 15.3 4.4 47
Herefordshire 12.0 70.8 15.2 9.1 4.2 8.9 4.0 51
Lichfield 9.6 79.0 13.5 4.5 3.1 4.7 2.6 53
Malvern Hills 10.5 74.7 13.7 7.4 3.3 5.8 3.9 48
Newcastle-under-Lyme 10.4 74.7 16.9 5.1 4.0 6.9 2.7 49
North Shropshire 12.2 72.2 12.9 9.3 3.2 10.5 3.4 47
North Warwickshire 10.4 74.6 15.5 6.3 3.2 5.0 2.0 53
Nuneaton & Beds 10.7 76.7 15.4 5.0 4.6 6.9 5.6 54
Oswestry 12.0 71.2 15.6 8.4 3.6 9.5 N/K N/K
Redditch 10.1 70.6 22.6 3.8 6.2 4.4 2.1 53
Rugby 9.9 76.0 14.5 5.7 3.5 4.6 6.6 55
Sandwell 12.8 59.6 30.3 4.6 6.6 18.1 8.9 53
Shrewsbury & Atcham 10.5 73.4 14.2 8.4 4.1 7.2 4.1 55
Solihull 8.6 78.2 16.2 3.6 3.9 4.6 1.5 53
South Shropshire 12.7 71.8 11.5 11.1 2.9 11.0 2.1 45
South Staffordshire 9.5 79.2 13.9 4.1 3.3 4.8 2.0 55
Stafford 10.2 75.7 14.1 6.3 3.0 5.1 6.5 51
Staffs Moorlands 10.7 83.1 9.0 4.8 2.9 7.1 2.8 52
Stoke-on-Trent 12.6 64.1 24.4 6.7 5.1 9.3 9.7 53
Stratford-upon-Avon 9.9 75.2 12.5 7.8 3.1 4.6 1.3 51
Tamworth 10.2 73.7 21.5 3.5 4.5 5.0 0.8 55
Telford & Wrekin 11.3 68.1 22.0 5.9 4.5 4.9 2.2 59
Walsall 12.0 64.1 27.4 4.3 5.6 13.6 4.0 52
Warwick 8.9 72.5 14.2 9.4 5.5 4.5 1.6 55
Wolverhampton 12.5 60.0 29.1 6.6 6.8 13.4 3.3 52
Worcester 10.5 72.6 15.4 8.4 5.4 8.1 4.8 54
Wychavon 9.5 75.9 14.9 5.6 3.3 5.3 1.3 49
Wyre Forest 10.2 75.6 14.8 6.0 4.1 8.5 1.7 51
WEST MIDLANDS 11.5 68.9 20.6 6.4 5.6 11.3 3.9 N/K

(*) When 10 percent of total household income is spent on fuel - these percentages have been scaled-up from a
2006 base when the last figures were available to take account of changes in the last two years in fuel prices
(**) The major way of determining energy efficiency – the higher the rating the more energy efficient

Source: Office of National Statistics (2008)
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5.

Fuel Poverty & Disadvantage

5.1 Socio-economic disadvantage and fuel poverty are linked to housing needs and

climate change. Housing circumstances, as well as income levels, employment status

and benefit or tax credit eligibility, are key determinants of fuel poverty. Ambitions to

combat fuel poverty are part of the Government’s approach to tackling particular

forms of socio-economic inequality via targeted programmes. The UK Fuel Poverty

Strategy recognised that tackling fuel poverty should be linked to other important

policies and initiatives, including those related to housing, health, poverty and social

exclusion, as well as energy efficiency and addressing climate change. The Strategy

further identified ‘vulnerable’ households and that tackling fuel poverty experienced

by these household groupings should be the first priority.

5.2 Fuel poor households tend to be those on low incomes with 94 percent of those in

fuel poverty in the bottom quarter of the income distribution. Sickness, disability, age

and economic activity are all key factors; for instance 45 percent of fuel poor

households include someone with a long-term illness or disability and 49 percent

have a head aged over 60 years. Older housing with poor energy efficiency and

under-occupancy is more likely to accommodate a fuel poor household. Around

half of households with a SAP rating of 20 or less are assessed as living in fuel poverty.

More than one third of fuel poor households live in housing built before 1919. And

more than 44 percent live in under-occupied housing. Lack of central heating is also

a key factor.

5.3 Fuel poor households are often clustered in deprived neighbourhoods generally.

Looking at the West Midlands, all but two of the ten most fuel poor neighbourhoods

are within the 10 percent most deprived generally of 32,428 in England. Two of these

neighbourhoods are within the 1 percent most deprived. BME households tend to

live in neighbourhoods with high levels of fuel poverty in inner city areas which are

associated with older housing that lacks central heating and low incomes.

Fuel Poverty & Housing Conditions

5.4 Housing conditions are strongly associated with fuel poverty. Three key factors have

been identified by BERR (2008):
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● Under-Occupancy: More than 44 percent of fuel poor households live in under-

occupied housing, based upon a minimum floor area per occupant. Under -

occupancy is associated with lower incomes too since there is a tendency of people

living alone to heat only one or two rooms, often because of low income,

contributing to lower average temperatures for their homes overall.

● Housing Age: The age of housing has a major influence upon the extent of fuel

poverty. More than one third (34 percent) of fuel poor households live in housing built

before 1919, approaching one quarter (23 percent) in housing constructed between

the two World Wars, and one quarter (25 percent) in homes built between 1945 and

1964, when higher standards for insulation and thermal efficiency were introduced.

● Energy Efficiency: Around half of households with a SAP energy efficiency rating of 20

or less are assessed as living in fuel poverty. These homes have the highest space

heating costs which precipitate high spending on energy to achieve adequate

levels of thermal comfort. The extent of fuel poverty decreases for better SAP ratings

[see chart (9)]. Less than 3 percent of households with a SAP rating above 65 are fuel

poor.

5.5 Lower income households also tend to live in poorer quality housing. Low income

households are doubly disadvantaged since their energy bills are higher than

average because they tend to be housed in less energy-efficiency housing and are

less likely to have central heating.

5.6 Tenure is an equally important factor in determining levels of fuel poverty. The risk of

fuel poverty is highest amongst low income households who own their homes outright

(older households are a large segment of this group) and those renting from private

landlords. It is lowest amongst mortgagees. Social renters have a middling risk (Palmer

et al, 2008).

Fuel Poverty & Area Disadvantage

5.7 Palmer et al (2008) find a mixed picture about the interplay between fuel poverty

and general levels of area-based disadvantage and social exclusion, although they

found that more deprived areas tend to exhibit greater concentrations of fuel

poverty than the least deprived. This study has sought to explore the relationship

more closely for the West Midlands region. Tables on the following pages the

characteristics of the ten most fuel poor neighbourhoods have been compared with

those of the ten least fuel poor across the region revealing the linkage of wider

disadvantage, poor health, and the concentration of vulnerable households in fuel

poor neighbourhoods.
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Table (4) -

FUEL POVERTY IN THE WEST MIDLANDS:
Characteristics of Most Fuel Poor Neighbourhoods - SOCIO-ECONOMIC DEPRIVATION

Neighbourhood
(LSOAs)

%
H’holds
in Fuel
Poverty

(*)

ID 2007
National
Multiple
Depriv.
Rank

(**)

ID 2007
Employ-

ment
Rank

(***)

ID 2007
Environ
-ment
Rank

(****)

%
Income
Support

Claimants

%
Job

Seekers
Allowance
Claimants

%
Pension
Credit

Claimants

TEN MOST FUEL POOR NEIGHBOURHOODS IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

LSOA E01009328 32.1 1,160 4,338 295 6.1 4.1 6.3
LSOA E01009285 30.8 11,753 30,802 651 2.6 1.6 2.0
LSOA E01009373 29.7 703 3,769 358 6.6 5.0 5.6
LSOA E01009194 29.7 267 1,867 238 8.5 9.1 7.7
LSOA E01009287 29.4 16,193 32,212 2,884 1.5 0.7 0.7
LSOA E01009329 29.4 673 2,414 29 8.5 4.5 5.5
LSOA E01008902 29.1 1,064 5,682 300 5.4 3.9 6.3
LSOA E01009370 28.9 2,861 8,082 307 4.3 3.4 2.8
LSOA E01009061 28.5 1,124 4,167 94 6.0 5.4 6.8
LSOA E01009371 28.4 402 2,093 154 10.0 5.3 5.3

TEN LEAST FUEL POOR NEIGHBOURHOODS IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

LSOA E01031298 5.4 31,620 30,990 28,886 0.6 0.3 3.5
LSOA E01029847 5.7 27,894 29,188 30,667 0.7 0.7 3.6
LSOA E01009667 5.9 27,965 20,433 28,417 0.7 0.7 2.9
LSOA E01032147 5.9 26,429 18,282 30,735 1.3 0.9 6.4
LSOA E01032298 5.9 28,985 23,471 29,442 0.3 0.6 3.0
LSOA E01009438 6.0 26,970 25,882 24,043 0.7 1.0 1.3
LSOA E01010162 6.0 25,633 22,358 19,568 1.0 1.4 5.1
LSOA E01009563 6.0 30,573 22,904 27,941 0.0 0.6 2.2
LSOA E01031237 6.0 28,234 22,705 30,414 1.4 1.0 2.7
LSOA E01009853 6.0 29,843 22,087 27,057 0.3 0.7 2.6

(*) When 10 percent of total household income is spent on fuel - these percentages have been scaled-up from a 2006 base
when the last figures were available to take account of changes in the last two years in fuel prices
(**) 1 = greatest multiple deprivation; 32,482 = least multiple deprivation
(***) 1 = greatest employment deprivation; 32,482 = least employment deprivation
(****) 1 = greatest environmental deprivation; 32,482 = least environmental deprivation

Source: Office of National Statistics (2009)
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Table (5) -

FUEL POVERTY IN THE WEST MIDLANDS:
Characteristics of Most Fuel Poor Neighbourhoods - HEALTH

Neighbourhood
(LSOAs)

ID 2007
National
Health/

Disability
Rank

(*)

ID 2007
Comparative

Illness/
Disability
Indicator

(**)

%
With

Limiting
Long-
term

Illness

Lost
Years
of Life

Indicator

(***)

%
in Poor
Health

%
Disability

Allow-
ance

Claim-
ants

Distance
to GP

Surgery
(km)

TEN MOST FUEL POOR NEIGHBOURHOODS IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

LSOA E01009328 3,494 170.9 17.0 83.0 10.0 5.9 0.43
LSOA E01009285 6,866 178.7 8.5 102.9 4.5 1.6 0.32
LSOA E01009373 2,933 199.4 19.6 89.5 12.1 5.6 0.23
LSOA E01009194 1,849 209.7 17.4 123.1 10.5 7.2 0.51
LSOA E01009287 7,914 164.4 6.5 102.7 3.6 1.1 0.31
LSOA E01009329 1,961 203.6 18.3 100.6 11.1 6.3 0.43
LSOA E01008902 5,011 177.7 15.8 89.0 10.1 4.5 0.22
LSOA E01009370 4,979 180.5 14.9 85.1 8.4 3.4 0.44
LSOA E01009061 4,571 165.3 17.5 82.7 11.3 4.5 0.35
LSOA E01009371 2,291 229.3 17.5 93.1 10.7 6.9 0.42

TEN LEAST FUEL POOR NEIGHBOURHOODS IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

LSOA E01031298 31,240 56.0 16.8 57.2 7.4 1.6 0.54
LSOA E01029847 20,355 93.9 14.0 67.0 5.5 3.2 1.53
LSOA E01009667 19,900 86.6 21.9 79.0 9.8 2.9 0.42
LSOA E01032147 22,460 85.3 20.1 66.8 9.2 3.4 1.00
LSOA E01032298 23,547 78.0 20.0 64.8 8.1 2.5 1.28
LSOA E01009438 21,077 91.4 9.5 66.1 4.4 2.0 0.71
LSOA E01010162 24,357 86.4 17.3 61.1 8.2 4.1 0.94
LSOA E01009563 25,792 72.6 14.4 66.5 6.7 1.9 0.43
LSOA E01031237 24,933 67.5 16.0 60.0 6.4 3.0 0.90
LSOA E01009853 20,870 75.6 16.9 63.9 8.8 2.0 0.93

(*) 1 = greatest deprivation associated with health and disability; 32,482 = least deprivation associated with health and
disability
(**) based upon claimant rates for a range of health benefits - the higher the score the greater the benefit take-up rate
(***) this is an age-adjusted rate of lost years of life per 1,000 population - a high score shows that life expectancy is lower in
the neighbourhood concerned

Source: Office of National Statistics (2008)
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Table (6) -

FUEL POVERTY IN THE WEST MIDLANDS:
Characteristics of Most Fuel Poor Neighbourhoods - HOUSEHOLDS

Neighbourhood
(LSOAs)

%
BME

House
-holds

%
Asian

House-
holds

%
Muslim
House-
holds

%
Lone

Parent
House-
holds

%
Single
People

%
Aged
Under

16

%
Aged
60+

Average
(Mean)

Age

TEN MOST FUEL POOR NEIGHBOURHOODS IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

LSOA E01009328 93.1 86.7 81.6 4.4 11.4 36.1 10.8 27.2
LSOA E01009285 22.1 11.6 5.3 6.0 13.1 6.6 5.2 25.2
LSOA E01009373 89.7 83.3 75.3 7.3 16.8 40.0 9.1 26.2
LSOA E01009194 89.0 83.0 81.0 6.4 19.7 35.3 11.4 27.7
LSOA E01009287 12.4 3.9 2.5 4.3 15.6 3.8 3.9 24.5
LSOA E01009329 89.8 81.0 77.0 7.4 21.5 34.5 10.8 27.6
LSOA E01008902 89.4 81.7 73.9 5.7 12.4 37.0 12.0 27.5
LSOA E01009370 91.0 83.6 83.1 6.1 14.4 40.7 6.7 24.6
LSOA E01009061 92.0 81.2 74.3 6.8 18.5 34.7 11.4 27.5
LSOA E01009371 87.7 77.1 73.8 12.6 15.5 38.4 8.9 26.0

TEN LEAST FUEL POOR NEIGHBOURHOODS IN THE WEST MIDLANDS

LSOA E01031298 2.7 0.4 0.4 2.2 35.8 16.6 30.0 44.0
LSOA E01029847 1.6 0.6 0.4 1.8 16.0 18.6 18.3 39.9
LSOA E01009667 21.1 20.0 1.5 1.2 24.7 13.2 38.5 48.8
LSOA E01032147 2.2 1.0 0.0 1.9 29.4 13.5 38.5 48.3
LSOA E01032298 0.8 0.0 0.0 0.8 25.6 17.2 32.6 45.6
LSOA E01009438 4.8 3.3 1.3 1.3 24.5 21.3 10.6 36.3
LSOA E01010162 6.4 4.5 1.6 1.9 25.0 18.0 29.9 43.4
LSOA E01009563 14.5 12.6 1.1 1.4 20.3 19.1 27.3 42.8
LSOA E01031237 1.4 0.2 0.2 2.0 20.9 16.8 24.0 41.7
LSOA E01009853 1.5 0.4 0.2 0.5 19.3 13.5 35.2 47.1

Source: Office of National Statistics (2009)
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6.

Responses from the West Midlands

6.1 The West Midlands has been one of the most innovative regions in formulating

strategies, policies and approaches to tackling climate change and fuel poverty.

Regional bodies have developed in partnership a range of objectives and tools to

address key climate change issues generally and, alongside local social housing

organisations, housing-related approaches specifically. The Sustainable Housing

Action Partnership (formerly Programme) (SHAP - 2007 to 2009) has undertaken

research into sustainable housing solutions from 2005. A range of reports, including

those from SHAP, have suggested how the region’s housing can be ‘future proofed’

in terms of sustainable new development to meet emerging housing needs and to

improve the energy efficiency of the existing housing stock so that housing-centred

carbon emission can be reduced within the context of the West Midlands higher than

average emission levels from residential housing. Support by regional and local

government and agencies for community finance approaches to funding home

improvements, via ‘Kickstart’ for example, are also ahead of other regions.

6.2 The review of a number of social housing providers - mainly from the housing

association sector but not exclusively so - reveals that the West Midlands has some of

the most innovative and forward looking organisations in terms of developing and

implementing corporate environmental policies and specific measures around the

provision of new housing that is low carbon or carbon neutral.

West Midlands Policy Context

6.3 The West Midlands Climate Change Action Plan (2007), set six priorities for action to

move the region towards a well-adapted, low carbon future by 2010, of which one

relates directly to the development of low-carbon housing and sustainable

communities. Forum for the Future (2009) envisioned a low carbon future by 2020,

using its virtual time machine to look back on a decade and more or achievement in

how the region is housing from a 2020 perspective - all new homes meeting ‘zero

carbon’ standards from 2016, two carbon neutral neighbourhoods developed, and

most importantly from the standpoint of this report, comprehensive green retrofitting

of the region’s housing stock. To move closer to this vision of how the region will look

ten years on, SHAP has undertaken a range of research adding to the visions on the

housing front. A report in 2008 predicted that the 30 percent carbon emissions
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originating from housing would be reduced to 23 percent by 2016. It also

recommended that refurbishment of existing housing ought to rise from 20,000 per

year to 140,000 in 2020. A second report (2008) provided detailed case studies of low

carbon housing across the region (an in other regions) developed by both social

housing providers and private developers in terms of urban renaissance, primarily in

city centres, and housing market renewal.

The Contributions of Social Housing Providers

6.4 Nationally, social housing providers are making major contributions to tackling

climate change and fuel poverty. As the NHF demonstrates (2008) 1,472

environmental services were provided to around 1,7 million households in 2006/07 by

investing £79 million and employing 690 staff. Promoting and implementing measure

to improve energy efficiency benefitted 227,000 households. Many social housing

providers in the West Midlands have set out to improve their ‘green’ profile by

introducing corporate policies and stand alone initiatives, as well as tackling energy

efficiency in existing housing and developing low carbon new housing.

6.5 For example, in 2007/08 Accord began a campaign to become the 'greenest'

Housing Association in the country. In April 2008 Accord became one of the first

Housing Associations in the country to obtain the ISO14001 Environmental

Management Standard. The Association has now achieved the much higher

European Eco Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) standard - the first HA to do

so. Accord’s Development Director Alan Yates is a nationally recognised ‘green

expert’ in the social housing sector. Housing Corporation funding enabled Accord to

carry out an energy efficiency survey of its housing well in advance to the 2008

deadline and the Association is now able to target homes with lower ratings.

Accord’s Acre and Support schemes have been installing water saving hippos,

energy saving light bulbs and installing recycling bins. Accord is committed

to reducing waste, saving energy and cutting the amount of carbon generated by

our staff, organisation, and the homes that the Association owns. Some 600 residents

are also receiving training in ‘green’ skills.

6.6 Family Housing Association has developed an eco-neighbourhood project and

Innovative environmental sustainability projects are now a priority for Family Housing

and Summerfield in North West Birmingham has seen a number of improvements over

the last few years, following our £11m regeneration programme undertaken with

Birmingham City Council. Now private home owners are starting to benefit from a

£2.3m eco neighbourhood project, the largest renewable energy project of its kind in

the UK. The idea for the eco project evolved after local residents raised concerns to

Family Housing on energy efficiency and the negative impact of rising fuel bills.

Family then identified opportunities for accessing new renewable technologies and

decided to convert one of their properties into their very first Eco Home, to promote

and demonstrate to local residents the energy saving systems available.
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6.7 Black Country Housing Group was an early pioneer of environmentalism in the West

Midlands, focusing development on sustainable homes since 1995, and has built a

range of schemes with high environmental standards. The Association has also

pioneered the social and environmental audit approach in the social housing sector,

undertaking its first audit in 2001. These audits demonstrate the Association’s total

impact on the environment and describe the key features of the Black Country

approach. Audits have found that the majority of the Association’s homes are

economical to heat and are well-insulated and that in partnership with energy

companies cheaper fuel deals have been made on behalf of residents,

6.8 The Trident Group and the South Birmingham Independent Commissioners (health)

piloted a Winter Support Service in 2008/09, which is the first of its kind in the region, to

help reduce the number of avoidable winter deaths. The approach includes

identifying elderly patients and families who are at risk of illness due to fuel poverty,

and are more likely to suffer poor health because of inadequately heated homes. Of

the 17,000 or so patients registered with the various surgeries making up SBIC, it is

estimated that around 3,400 are at risk this winter. These patients can access the

Winter Support Service by attending a SBIC surgery or we can arrange a home visit

by a dedicated nurse and social worker. Advice is being given on managing fuel bills

and how best to keep warm.

6.9 The Sandwell Decent Homes Partnership also set out to tackle fuel poverty by working

with Rider Levett Bucknall to develop a smart and cost-effective computer-based

model to determine SAP energy efficiency ratings across Sandwell rather than

leaving individual social landlords to report on their own stock. The computer model

predicts SAP ratings for individual properties before and after Decent Homes

programme work has been undertaken. The model then highlights where ‘quick win’

solutions can be carried out quickly to improve energy efficiency of the targeted

homes. The key benefits of the model are that fewer tenants’ lives are disrupted with

initial property inspections and homes’ thermal efficiency is improved far more

speedily than for traditional inspection approaches, aiding lower energy costs and

bills for tenants at a far earlier stage in the Decent Homes Programme. The Sandwell

Decent Homes Partnership is currently refurbishing 30,000 homes with additional

improvements aimed at addressing fuel poverty in one of the most disadvantaged

local authorities in the country.

6.10 Bromford Housing Association is one of the region’s largest housing associations

managing more than 20,000 homes. The Association has developed a series of

housing schemes with high environmental standards that seek to provide warm

homes and reduce running costs for residents by around 70 percent. Of particular

note is the energy efficiency prize-winning scheme at Cross Street in Wolverhampton

which transformed a patch of derelict land into 30 low-carbon homes which the

Association predicts will halve energy running costs. The scheme, which was

commended by the Homes and Communities Agency’s Academy Awards within the
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‘Low Carbon Development’ category, deployed a range of features, including a

superstructure which minimises the amount of heat lost through the exterior walls and

a sedum, or grass, roof, which absorbs rainwater, reducing run-off and the likelihood

of flooding. The scheme also includes provision of recycling points, allotments and

cycle parking.

6.11 Bishop’s Castle in Shropshire has long been a beacon of sustainable living and is the

UK downshifters’ capital. South Shropshire Housing Association (SSHA) has added to

this tradition through the provision of twenty two and three bedroomed houses and

bungalows at Drews Leasow. The development incorporates a solarium which helps

circulate air warmed by the sun around each house, which is finished off with a lime

render requiring low manufacturing energy inputs. The Association has added to its

growing ‘green’ reputation by creating a major new development on the outskirts of

Ludlow, also in Shropshire. Some 91 new homes at Rocks Green all receive their

heating and water from a wood burning biomass boiler, which is carbon neutral and

fuelled by wood chips from Shropshire-sourced timber via saw mills and local forests.

The eco-friendly heating system is a major contributor to the aim of these new homes

achieving an ‘excellent’ environmental rating under the Eco-Homes scale. They also

have under floor heating which along with the hot water supply tenant control

according to their changing needs. The development has been supported by AWM’s

Rural regeneration Zone funding.

6.12 Birmingham City Council is leading the way in tackling climate change and fuel

poverty, and targeting disadvantaged faith and ethnic groups in the process,

through its Affordable Warmth Capital Programme which aims to invest £60 million in

thermal comfort measures between 2008 and 2010. The Programme is predicted to

reduce carbon emission from the City Council housing stock while keeping

vulnerable households warmer. Birmingham has the largest solar power station on a

public building - Alexander Stadium Indoor Training centre at Perry Barr - in Europe

and combined heat and power networks that achieve 90 percent fuel efficiency are

being installed in Birmingham city centre.

6.13 The Community Finance sector, working alongside regional bodies and local

authorities has also made a contribution to improving residential energy efficiency

(Groves 2008). The West Midlands Kick Start Partnership was created as part of the

allocation of central Government funds to seven local authorities in the Black

Country, Birmingham, Coventry and Stoke via the West Midlands Regional Housing

Board to improve private housing and develop financial products available for home

improvements to low income households. In partnership with a community bank -

Aston Reinvestment Trust (ART) - the Partnership completed 400 customer-focused

loans worth £6.4 million in 2007, in its three year pilot phase from 2004, to vulnerable

households for the purpose of home improvements and tackling disrepair. The

Partnership sought to evaluate the use of loan-based housing assistance following

introduction of the Regulatory Reform Order 2002, which gave local authorities the
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discretion to develop their own approaches to improving private sector housing. The

Partnership has been nationally recognised as being the most advanced in its field

with more service interventions and loans granted in similar schemes elsewhere, and

has won two awards via the Chartered Institute of Housing (CIH).
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7.

A Green New Deal:

Conclusions & Recommendations

7.1 The main issue in national and West Midlands’ housing policy is increasing the supply

of affordable homes at a time of international economic uncertainty because of the

credit crunch and within the context of meeting climate change targets while

tackling escalating fuel poverty in the wake of ongoing fuel price hikes . The housing

provided should meet the highest international standards for energy efficiency and

environmental sustainability where feasible - whether in larger eco-towns, or smaller

neighbourhood newbuild developments, or through improvement of the existing

stock, or bringing empty homes back to life. The construction industry - badly

depressed following the credit crunch and a stalling home ownership market -

would benefit greatly and employ tens of thousands of currently redundant

construction workers, thereby providing much needed multiplier effects on the

national and West Midlands’ economy.

7.2 It is clear from the international approach to tackling climate change that large -

scale public investment is the order of the day for the foreseeable future, although

all political parties are committed to reducing public debt over time, although in

different ways and within varied timescales. The same approach is vital to tackle

climate change and fuel poverty. Left to their own devices, consumers, and housing

consumers especially, either won’t or can’t meet the level of investment required to

improve the energy efficiency of the totality of the housing stock to the extent

required to reduce carbon emissions and fuel poverty required by state national

and regional policy imperatives. Only the state, and its agencies, can coordinate

the effort and provide the necessary funding.

Scoping the Green New Deal

7.3 A ‘Green New Deal’ is recommended based around investment in housing to

improve energy efficiency thereby tackling carbon emissions while stimulating the

economy, creating jobs and reducing fuel poverty. The investment for this is

considerable and the Government’s Warm Front programme will need to be

massively increased aiming at ‘comprehensivity’ approaching a total ‘green’ retrofit

of all UK homes. At the same time, social housing providers need to be enabled,

against the backdrop of credit unavailability, to improve their housing beyond the

current Decent Homes standard via a ‘green’ retrofit. The much promised Social
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Investment Bank and Government putting pressure on lending institutions to start

lending again will create greater access to resources. However, social housing

providers face considerable challenges in stretching their rent rolls as zero inflation

pushes rent increases down and may result in rent decreases, reducing the

investment potential of housing associations in particular.

7.4 To meet housing investment priorities, it is recommended that the restoration of VAT

in 2010 to the previous 17.5 percent level provides opportunities for some

imaginative investment approaches. If one fifth of the 2.5 uplift is hypothecated for

housing investment, at least £2 billion per annum could be invested over at least a

five year period to support investment in new ‘green’ housing, higher energy

efficiency via home owners, private landlords and social housing providers. In

tandem, a levy might be imposed on the profits of the energy companies, or

investment incentives could be strengthened, to help pay for carbon reductions in the

housing stock via upgrading energy efficiency and thermal comfort.

7.5 The National Housing Federation (NHF) has campaigned hard on obtaining VAT

reductions to zero on energy efficiency improvements (either labour or materials).

This would bolster the wider investment under the Green New Deal proposed above.

While current European regulations preclude such VAT changes on specific sectors,

there is a growing consensus among housing organisations across Europe, led by

David Orr, Chief Executive of the NHF, that a special dispensation should be made

for improvements to the energy efficiency of existing homes as an incentive to

owners and landlords to play an important role in combating climate change and

improving thermal comfort of residents.

7.6 Coupled to a reduction in VAT on housing refurbishment a ‘green stimulus’ will be

provided to the economy overall and the construction industry in particular so

reducing unemployment. Stimulation of the green economy to develop new

building materials and sustainable energy will support the programme. Recycling of

construction materials, local sourcing of building products wherever possible will also

reduce the carbon cost of newbuild housing and retrofitting.

7.7 Final areas of policy to be tackled are income support measures to combat winter

cold and Excess Winter Deaths. The Winter Fuel Scheme might be extended to

include other vulnerable groups outside of elderly people. Vulnerable singles, lone

parents and disabled people are three groups who would benefit from developing

a wider programme to help cover heating costs. Within social housing a pos sible

approach might be to allow rent uplifts to cover investment costs in energy

efficiency and thermal comfort so that the housing benefit bill takes the strain rather

than the Winter Fuel Allowance.
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Climate change and social justice lobbies now acknowledge that unrestrained
climate change will affect the poor disproportionately and that policies to tackle
global warming and poverty should be developed in concert. ‘GREEN HOUSES’
adds to a growing body of evidence that places the challenges of climate
change within the context of wider housing policy debates; the report shows that
tackling the 27 percent of UK carbon emissions originating from residential property
and how re-emergent fuel poverty is affecting the most vulnerable households
are related issues. The report reviews these issues nationally but focuses on
the West Midlands. It describes the strategic responses by regional agencies
and depicts the best practice of social housing providers in the region through
case studies.

‘GREEN HOUSES’ argues that much needed new housing should meet the highest
energy efficiency standards – whether in larger eco-towns or neighbourhood
developments. But the report points out that it is upgrading of energy efficiency
in the existing housing stock, or breathing new life into empty homes, that will
most effectively tackle global warming and reduce fuel poverty while providing
more and better quality housing without an excessive call on the greenbelt.
The construction industry – badly depressed following the credit crunch and
a stalling housing market – could consequently employ tens of thousands of
currently redundant construction workers.

The report recommends that development of the environmental economy,
investment in the UK’s housing fabric, reducing fuel poverty and tackling
unemployment in the construction sector in the wake of the credit crunch amount
effectively to a ‘Green New Deal’ that could aid economic recovery while keeping
a weather eye on the future of the planet.
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