Fuel Poverty – A Growing Concern for Older People in Wales?

SUMMARY

This report details the findings of research conducted by Care & Repair Cymru, during spring 2008, into the effects of fuel price increases on older people in Wales. The research specifically highlights clients accessing Care & Repair Agencies, during this time. The research found that Care & Repair Agencies were increasingly concerned about their clients experiencing fuel poverty or living in fear of fuel poverty, due to recent and anticipated forthcoming price rises of both fuel and other essentials, such as food. The research also found that older people were engaging in behaviours to lower their fuel consumption, sometimes placing themselves at risk. The majority of those accessing Care & Repair Agencies however seem currently to be coping, through help to maximise their income and through careful management of their finances. 
INTRODUCTION
With recent energy price rises and the increased cost of living in Wales Care & Repair Cymru were concerned about how this is affecting older people in Wales. This research therefore investigates if; 

· Older homeowners are finding it difficult to cope with the rising cost of living – particularly energy costs

· The fear of fuel poverty is causing older homeowners to behave in ways which are placing them at risk. 

· Older homeowners are fearful of the future – with reports of rising costs. 

The government definition of fuel poverty is having to spend at least 10% of disposable income on heating and lighting. The 2004 Living in Wales Survey 
indicated that there were 134,000 households in fuel poverty in Wales. With considerable price rises these figures have almost certainly increased and are set to increase even further. Older people are particularly vulnerable as the cost of fuel rises as they have very little means to increase their household income to help combat the effects of such price rises. 
There are currently initiatives to help combat fuel poverty for older people at UK level, such as Winter fuel payments which are awarded to those over 60 on an annual basis to help with the added cost of winter fuel bills. Very recently in recognition of some of the problems people are facing the UK government also announced measures which included offering free insulation for pensioners and poor households and an increase in cold weather payments if there is a severe winter. At National level the Home Energy Efficiency Scheme (HEES) is the Welsh Assembly Government funded initiative aimed at making homes in Wales warmer, healthier and more energy efficient. The grant is aimed at the most vulnerable – including those over 60, but is only available to those claiming benefits. In addition to these initiatives Keep Well This Winter is the campaign in Wales which aims to provide information and advice about keeping well, keeping warm and keeping safe over the winter months. 
Care & Repair Agencies play a very important role in combating poverty (including fuel poverty) for older people in Wales, particularly those who are most vulnerable. Care & Repair Agencies provide advice and practical support to vulnerable older homeowners who wish to undertake repairs, improvements or adaptations to their homes, so as to enable them to remain there in independence and security. There is a Care & Repair Agency in every county in Wales and Agencies are funded by the Welsh Assembly Government. Helping older people to combat poverty, including fuel poverty is achieved through listening to the needs of clients and developing with the client a package of support to manage these needs. In terms of fuel poverty this may include; 
· Helping people to undertake repairs to their homes such as leaking roofs which may affect energy use and efficiency of their home
· Accessing grants to provide the funds for such repairs and for other energy saving improvements, such as double glazing and insulation. 
· Providing energy efficiency advice 
· Making referrals to HEES to provide central heating and/or insulation. 
· Income maximisation
Every Care & Repair client is assessed for their individual needs and each case is managed according to these needs, as demonstrated later in the report. The Agencies may work very briefly with a client or for a number of years depending on the needs. Often however a client will return to the Agency as their needs change throughout the course of their later years. 
This report highlights the issues found to be facing older people in Wales, specifically Care & Repair clients with regard to fuel poverty according to the findings of research carried out by Care & Repair Cymru during spring 2008. Care & Repair Cymru are the national body who support, monitor and facilitate the development of the work of Care & Repair Agencies in Wales. 
METHODOLOGY
A questionnaire was completed by Care & Repair Chief Officers across Wales regarding the experiences of their clients within their local area. In order to investigate further, in depth interviews were also completed with five Care & Repair clients in various areas in Wales. 
RESULTS and DISCUSSION 
The responses to both the questionnaire and the interviews highlighted some key themes; 

· The extent of fuel poverty in Wales 
· The role of Care & Repair Agencies 

· Fear of rising fuel costs and subsequent behaviours 

· Rural issues 

· The differences between older age groups

These issues are discussed further below. 
The extent of Fuel Poverty in Wales 
94% of Care & Repair Agencies have noticed their clients experiencing problems with fuel costs, for example having difficulty paying their bills with most (88%) believing the numbers of people experiencing such problems has increased in recent months (during winter 2007). 

Two Agency Chief Officers told us;

‘It is noticeable that more clients are relaying their difficulties in being able to pay their fuel bills’
‘A client had the worry of having to look for alternative private rented accommodation because she was unable to afford the upkeep of the heating and hot water system.’
The role of Care & Repair Agencies 
One of the ways in which Care & Repair Agencies make a difference for older people is through benefits checks to ensure their clients are receiving all benefits they are entitled to. This can make a huge difference to clients – particularly with rising energy costs. 
One Care & Repair Agency told us; 
‘Every client visited by the caseworker is offered a benefits check and we will help with the claim if the client is eligible. Technical Officers also talk to the clients about how to efficiently heat their homes’ 

In order to demonstrate the many ways Care & Repair Agencies can make a difference Care & Repair Cymru interviewed five clients across Wales regarding their situation, including Mr Thomas.  He told us about how he has been helped by Care & Repair and other Agencies. 
Mr Thomas

Mr Thomas lives with his wife in a small town in the county of Blaenau Gwent in a three bedroomed house, which is still mortgaged. Mr Thomas was referred to Care & Repair as his roof and chimney was leaking. He is a 62 year old man with poor health. He has a form of leukaemia, which he is currently having chemotherapy for. He also has emphysema. He told us; 

“There are days when I can do nothing”

Mr Thomas was forced to give up work due to ill health over 15 years ago. Mr and Mrs Thomas live on less than £1000 per month from pension and benefits, which has to pay for the mortgage and all of their living costs. They are living with fuel poverty. 
Mr Thomas has recently had central heating fitted through the HEES grant and is pleased with the efficiency of his new system. He has also changed from a pre-payment meter to paying quarterly bills. He has noticed a big difference in the cost of both electricity and gas by paying using this method. To save on the cost of heating Mr Thomas was using his log burning fire and a local farmer was supplying him with logs. The fire recently however caused smoke damage so he is unable to use this. His Care & Repair Agency have been looking into ways to repair this damage but are struggling to access grants due to Mr Thomas being under the age of 65. Mr Thomas also prefers to use the fire as the central heating effects his breathing due to the emphysema. He also has difficulty showering and bathing due to the steam affecting his breath and his lack of strength to get in and out of the bath. His Care & Repair Agency has fitted a seat in the bath, which enables him to bathe much easier. They have also fitted hand rails in order for Mr Thomas to move around the house safely and without difficulty. 

Six months ago their adult son was taken into hospital after having a stroke. He is currently in a hospital in Cardiff and is expected to remain there for rehabilitation for at least another six months. Mr and Mrs Thomas visit their son on a daily basis, which involves the cost of driving over 40 miles per day and hospital car parking charges. Fortunately they applied for a social fund grant and received some help toward paying for this.  

Mr Thomas manages to live on their small income and is very grateful for the help he has received from Care and Repair. 

Mrs Harris was referred to her local Care & Repair Agency two years ago. She is a further example of how the input of Care & Repair has vastly improved her situation. 
Ms Harris

Ms Harris is 86 and lives in a four bed roomed house in Merthyr Tydfil. She lives alone as she has never been married. She was referred to Care & Repair after she had fallen in her garden. Ms Harris has no central heating - she currently uses three electric storage heaters. She also has a Raeburn stove in her kitchen which is fuelled by coal. The coal alone for this stove costs £11 per week. She also pays for someone to come to her house daily (through social services) to change the coal and ensure that the stove remains lit. Her electricity she pays for by quarterly bills. 

Her local Care & Repair Agency have helped Ms Harris to maximise her income by helping her to claim benefits. Care & Repair also contacted a charitable organisation, Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen and Families Association (SSAFA) to help pay for her leaking roof. Not only did they pay for the leaking roof but Mrs Harris now receives an extra £25 per week from their charitable funds. They also helped Ms Harris switch to a social tariff for her energy bills. Ms Harris is extremely happy with her increased income and lower energy bills - but the increased fuel bills continue to concern her. She told us that she saves money during the summer to pay for the winter months and has found the winter fuel payment also helps. Prior to Care & Repair intervention Ms Harris was living in fuel poverty. She told us;

“I don’t know what I’d do without it [Care & Repair] - it has helped a tremendous amount”

Mrs Harris does not want central heating put in her home as like many older people she feels it would be too much of a disturbance for her to handle. She has had problems with sciatica and with pain in her leg since she fell. The sciatica can get worse during the winter and is affected by the cold meaning Mrs Harris needs to ensure her house is adequately heated. Care & Repair also provided advice on energy efficiency and keeping safe within the home. 
Maximising benefits however may not always be enough to help ensure older people do not end up in financial crisis due to the rising fuel costs. One Agency told us; 
‘When clients are living on the bread line, and often in receipt of their full entitlement for benefit, one unforeseen financial problem can send people back into poverty’
‘A client was referred to the local Care & Repair Agency three days before Christmas by the district nurse. She suffered with a heart condition, diabetes and severe leg ulcers and was living in a fairly new property and in receipt of full entitlements to benefits. The property had insulation. She had no heating or hot water for several months as she was unable to afford to buy liquid petroleum gas. 
This client had a history of late payments with the gas company due to budgeting problems. The company insisted on an advanced payment before they would deliver any gas. She had also been trying to maintain her old car, vital in a rural area, and had paid out hundreds over the past year for repairs. She had spent her winter fuel allowance on a huge vet bill when her dog was accidentally poisoned.  

The Care & Repair Agency supplied temporary electric heaters. They raised charitable funds to purchase six months supply of gas and arranged direct payment to the gas company bank account to ensure delivery before Christmas. The Agency also gave advice on how to achieve the best use of the system and around energy efficiency but also feel that the situation could easily reoccur due to her low income.’
Fear of Rising Fuel Costs 
Most Agencies (94%) have noticed clients feeling anxious due to the publicity and media attention that rising costs has received. Most (88%) also felt that this fear had risen in recent months (since Winter 2007). 
Some Care & Repair Agencies told us; 
‘Many clients have expressed their concern regarding possible increases due to the media coverage regarding the credit crunch etc.’
‘Many clients are afraid of rising fuel costs- they tend to be older and disabled and at home for most of the day so their houses need to be warmer.’
‘The number of clients that are worried about the increase in the price of things such as fuel has increased dramatically.’
Although many clients have benefited through the HEES grant, some Agencies reported that their clients had refused help. Some clients, particularly those who are older, do not want the upheaval of having central heating installed. Clients without central heating have also been concerned that if central heating was installed they may not be able to afford the bills and maintenance required. 

One Agency told us;

‘One client chose to retain her coal fire in one room of the house despite being eligible for a HEES grant to provide full central heating. She was worried about being able to afford the fuel bills.’ 
The threat of fuel poverty has undoubtedly affected the behaviour of Care & Repair clients in Wales – with some indulging in very concerning behaviours to reduce costs. The following graph details the types of behaviours older people are engaging in to reduce energy costs. Whilst some of these behaviours may appear to be very sensible measures to save energy and therefore reduce costs, they could be very dangerous behaviours for people who are older. Turning lights down, for example by using lamps or dimmer switches may increase the likelihood of a fall in the home. Switching off or turning down the heating may also lead to health concerns for an older person, particularly as older people have less ability to thermo regulate (the body’s ability to maintain body temperature).  
Graph to show the types of behaviour observed due to the fear of the cost of energy
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Some of the other responses are as follows; 

“An increase in requests for insulation measures to lower fuel consumption” 

“Clients are putting money away and asking for benevolence advice” 
Mr Davies is an example of how clients are modifying their behaviour in very concerning ways order to save energy and reduce costs; 
Mr Davies

Mr Davies is 84 and lives in Cardiff in a three bed roomed house. He has lived alone since his wife died a year ago. The house is owned and was their family home. 

Mr Davies has recently been referred to Cardiff Care & Repair by Age Concern due to concerns with his financial situation, particularly the cost of his fuel bills. He currently earns only state pension. He uses only electricity and pays a direct debit of £80 per month. He was paying £65 per month last year but this left him with arrears of over £300 at the end of the year. He paid the arrears in full and his regular payment has increased. He has three electric storage heaters on the downstairs level only. Mr Davies recognises that it is probably the inefficiency of the storage heaters which are the cause of his expensive electricity bills. He has been referred to HEES who apparently refused to help him as they considered him to have an adequate heating system. Mr Davies at the time of assessment by Care & Repair was living in fuel poverty with more than 10% of his income taken by fuel costs. 
Mr Davies is a very articulate man. He pays all his bills by direct debit and understands the current issues regarding energy efficiency. He realises that his heating is inefficient and can’t understand why he has been refused help. He told us; 
“They are on about saving the environment and then they refused me” “What about my carbon footprint?”

Mr Davies has health issues such as diabetes, which has caused nerve damage to his foot meaning he struggles to get around. He is also blind in one eye and suffers with arthritis. He told us that his diabetes affects his energy use as he gets very cold - “I shiver from head to toe”. 
Mr Davies’ usage of electricity does not seem excessive. He is trying to modify his behaviour to save energy - in order to keep the cost of his bills down, for example he only uses the emersion heater to heat his water once per week for his daughter to be able to clean the house. He has recently had a water meter fitted in the hope of reducing his water bills. He also confines himself to the lounge in order to only heat one room. In the winter months he sleeps in the lounge in a chair wrapped in a blanket as the upstairs rooms are not heated. He told us; 
“I am living, sleeping and eating in this room because I can’t afford to heat any other part of the house”.

Agencies also told us that some older people do not necessarily reduce their energy usage as a result of rising fuel costs – feeling that their need for heating was essential. They instead cut down on other essentials such as food, which is also very concerning. One Agency told us; 

“They are all worried that come the winter they will have to prioritise their money, and deprive themselves of necessities such as food in order to pay for their heating.”

Rural Issues

Care & Repair Agencies based in more rural areas told us that the numbers of people experiencing problems due to a rise in oil prices has increased. They told us; 
‘We have noticed that our clients frequently mention the increase in fuel costs, mainly oil, as oil central heating is the form widely used in rural areas as there is no central gas supply.  This means having to pay £800 a time to fill the oil tank.  People are also more receptive now to the idea of insulation etc as a means to reduce the cost of heating.’  
‘Clients within rural areas of the county have commented that they have switched from oil central heating to portable electric heaters as the cost of oil has increased significantly and the clients feel that electric heaters are working out cheaper to use.’
Mr and Mrs Johnson are an example of this; 

Mr and Mrs Johnson

Mr and Mrs Johnson live in a rural village in Powys. They were referred to their local Care & Repair Agency through social services. Mrs Johnson was suffering with arthritis and therefore needed to be assessed for alterations to the house. Their income includes both state pension and Mr Johnson’s work pension. Recently Care & Repair have helped Mrs Johnson to claim carers allowance as she is currently caring for her husband who is suffering from severe depression and anxiety disorder. 

Mr and Mrs Johnson currently use oil central heating and a propane gas stove. They manage only by saving what they can during the summer months in order to pay for the winter bills. In the previous winter due to the oil price rises they used almost £800 worth of oil and the price of oil continues to rise. They have also noticed other bills rising such as their council tax and water bills. They receive annual winter fuel payments but these are not enough to pay their high winter fuel bills. They told us that they were hoping that the Welsh Assembly Government would provide some extra support for the coming winter as they were concerned about how they would manage to pay for their heating if the prices continue to rise.

Mr and Mrs Johnson try not to use too much oil during the winter. They use an electric fire in the lounge to avoid putting on the central heating and stay in one room. They also have electric blankets - which warm up their beds before they get into them. During the previous winter they decided not to use these however, in order to save money. They told us;  

“We wore socks and dressing gowns in bed”

Due to Mr Johnson’s condition the couple rarely leave the house, which leads to more energy use. They told us how they try to manage without heating as long as they can stand it;

“We push ourselves to the limit to try to save money”

Mr and Mrs Johnson are very happy with the service they have received from Care & Repair for both the alterations of their home and their increase in income. She told us; 

“They’ve been marvellous - we couldn’t believe how lucky we were”.
Mr and Mrs Johnson were living in fuel poverty before the intervention of Care & Repair. 
Agencies based in rural Wales felt that these issues were compounded by other factors affecting their clients due to living in rural areas. One Agency told us; 
‘A number of clients are wearing more clothes in order to keep warm.  People are not travelling as much because of the cost of petrol and diesel, and in rural areas one must remember that public transport is poor and in short supply.’

Payment schemes are available for people who buy oil in order to spread the cost throughout the year; most people do not opt for this option however as they are then tied into using one company and not able to ‘shop around’ with different companies to get the best price. 
Differences between Age Groups 
The majority of Care & Repair Agencies (63%) felt that all their clients were concerned about fuel costs and there were no differences between clients who were at the younger age of the spectrum (60-80) or at the older end of the spectrum (80+). Some felt however that those aged over 80 behaved differently to people younger, although opinions differed as to how. Some Agency Chief Officers told us; 

‘The over 80s have not been used to central heating and all the electrical gadgets that younger people have so they have always practiced fuel economy and worn thick clothes etc, but the younger clients appear to be changing their habits by turning down heating etc.’ 
‘The older clients do not seem to worry as much as they do not think far ahead to the future whereas the younger ones have to think 10 years ahead, for example as they have to use their savings early on in their retirement’ 

‘Many people in the 80+ age group are generally less mobile, frail and in poor health. This group of people are particularly vulnerable and their homes need to be kept warm all year round to prevent the risk of hypothermia.’ 
Since the fuel poverty interviews have taken place during summer 2008 there have been more considerable energy price rises, with yet more predicted. Both Care & Repair Cymru and Care & Repair Agencies are considerably concerned about the effect of these price increases given that the findings of this report suggest that older homeowners are already engaging in risky behaviours in order to manage their finances. 
CONCLUSION 
This report has highlighted a number of issues regarding the situation for older people in Wales regarding fuel poverty. Older people who have received a service from Care & Repair appear to be managing through the fuel crisis, at the present time. This is largely due to income maximisation through ensuring all relevant benefits are received and also through careful management of their income throughout the year in order to pay for the higher costs in winter. All of the clients interviewed however were modifying their behaviours in order to save energy and therefore reduce costs leading to both discomfort and putting themselves at risk. One Agency concluded; 
‘At present people can afford their fuel bills, but if there are more increases then I am sure that the anxiety will become a reality. The reason that they can afford at present is that they are cutting down in other areas, or they have to pay out of their savings because they are on a stable income despite the rising costs.’ 
RECOMMENDATIONS
· Care & Repair Cymru are aware that an Energy Efficiency and Saving Plan is currently being drafted by the Welsh Assembly Government. It is recommended that the results of this research be taken into account in this and any future policy plans 

· Small repairs grants funded through Local Authority should be made available for repairs which affect the energy efficiency of a home for example to repair leaking roofs as a better maintained home is a more efficient home. 
· Older people are anxious of switching energy companies or do not have adequate information to make an informed choice regarding switching companies. It is therefore proposed that there should be a simpler mechanism for allowing older people to understand the system and compare energy prices. 
· Grants such as HEES are helping to alleviate the situation for older people but are only dealing with straightforward and easily solvable issues such as providing insulation. There are issues with older houses which are more difficult to remedy, such as those with solid walls. These issues also need to be addressed for older people in Wales. 

· Grants should be made available for people, including older people, to fund renewable energy sources which would help to reduce costs and benefit the environment. 
· Fund an energy efficiency advisor/handyperson to work within Care & Repair Cymru whose expertise would guide Care & Repair Caseworkers and Technical Officers in the provision of support to older people regarding these issues. 

· The Winter Fuel Payment should be means tested in order for larger payments to be made to those in most need. Whilst recognising that this would require greater public resources it would ensure fairer distribution of funding. We recognise that this is not within the remit of the Welsh Assembly Government. The concept could however be promoted by the Welsh politicians to the UK Government. 
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