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Fuel Poverty  

A household is considered to be in fuel poverty if, in order to maintain a safe and healthy level of 
heating (21OC in the main living area and 18OC in other occupied rooms), it is required to spend in 
excess of 10 per cent of its household income on all fuel use.  

Fuel poverty assesses the ability to meet all domestic energy costs including space and water heating, 
cooking, lights and appliances (NIHE, 2013).   

Fuel poverty is primarily caused by three factors:  

 Living in a home that has poor quality insulation and heating systems 

 Living on a low income 

 The high cost of heating and electricity 

Fuel poverty is a Europe-wide problem. For example, it is estimated that 36 million EU households had 
experience of fuel poverty in 2007 (Thompson, 2012).   

Fuel Poverty in the UK 

Fuel poverty is a greater problem in the UK than in many of the core Member States of the EU. Each 
year, an average of around 25,000 more people in the UK die during winter than in summer. Most of 
these excess winter deaths are attributable to a combination of indoor and outdoor cold, with fewer 
excess winter deaths occurring in homes that are well heated and insulated (Wilkinson et al., 2011).  

Across the regions of the UK, the rate of fuel poverty is at its greatest by far in Northern Ireland (see 
Figure 1). Current estimates indicate that 42 per cent of households are affected (NIHE, 2013). 

Figure 1: UK 2011 Fuel Poverty Levels.   

Households in Fuel Poverty Northern Ireland England Scotland 

2011  42% 16% 28% 

(NIHE, 2013). 

 

This means that Northern Ireland has one of the highest rates of fuel poverty in the European Union. 

 

The main reason for this is a combination of lower incomes, higher fuel prices (particularly gas) and a 
high dependence on oil, electric and solid fuel for heating in Northern Ireland (NIHE, 2013).  In Northern 
Ireland oil is the most common home heating fuel.  67% of households use oil and it is most prevalent 
(76%) in the owner occupied sector (NIHE, 2013).  This over-dependence on one unregulated fuel means 
fuel poverty initiatives in Northern Ireland need to address a unique set of challenges which do not exist 
in other regions of the UK. 

Programme for Government  

Bryson Energy welcomes the Northern Ireland Executive outcome based draft Programme for 
Government (PfG). However, as part of reducing poverty, Bryson believe that eradicating fuel poverty 
should be a priority with an appropriate specific measurement to both guide and measure progress.   
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The Impacts of Fuel Poverty  

The consequences of fuel poverty include restricted use of heating, cold and damp homes, debts on 
utility bills and a reduction of household expenditure on other essential items. In addition, fuel poverty 
is not only associated with excess winter deaths, but with a wide range of physical and mental health 
illnesses, such as depression, asthma and heart disease (Marmot Review, 2011).  The anxiety caused by 
high energy bills are a constant burden to many, particularly older people and young families. Experts in 
both the medical and psychiatric professions have called for urgent action on fuel poverty because of 
the effects it has on human health and wellbeing (Liddell & Morris. 2010). 

Fuel Poverty policy in Northern Ireland  

The then Department for Social Development NI funded a programme to tackle fuel poverty from 2001 
to 2015, the Warm Homes Scheme.  This has assisted 120,000 households at a cost of £150m. But it has 
had a narrow focus, mainly concerned with improving the energy efficiency of dwellings. This is only one 
of the three causes of fuel poverty.  Despite this investment, fuel poverty has increased steadily since 
2001 (see figure 2).   

Figure 2: Northern Ireland Fuel Poverty Levels 2001-2011.  

Households in fuel poverty 2001 2004 2006 2009 2011 

2006 Method 27% 
167,000 

23% 
146,000 

34% 
226,000 

44% 
302,000 

42% 
294,000 

           (NIHE, 2013).  

While significant inroads have been made to improve the energy efficiency of dwellings, the rising cost 
of fuel, low incomes, dependence on oil heating and higher gas prices have all contributed to the rise.   

It is clear that a much wider intervention is needed. This needs to tackle the trio of causes of fuel 
poverty, in one ‘whole house’ solution, by:  

 improving the energy efficiency of dwellings,  

 addressing fuel costs and  

 boosting household income  

The then Department for Social Development (DSD) consultation (‘From Fuel Poverty to Achieving 
Affordable Warmth’) proposed a new model for tackling fuel poverty among low income households. 
The proposal outlined a restricted partnership approach to delivery involving DSD (now Department for 
Communities), the NIHE and the Councils. It did not test the market by allowing the private and the 
social sector an opportunity to bid for the work. Affordable Warmth was subsequently launched in 
September 2014.  

A key change is the targeting of areas where fuel poverty is most prevalent.  However, additional energy 
support services such as smart metering, brokering and fuel switching are absent from proposals. The 
new scheme failed to identify that targeting those most in need will require significant household 
support as well as financial investment, as these homes will have vulnerable adults and need higher cost 
measures and receive additional measures to those available under Warm Homes. Neither does it detail 
how to overcome the reluctance of some households to take up measures which many, especially the 
more vulnerable households will express.  

Although subject to a DfC review by the end of 2016 Affordable Warmth figures released for 2015 - 16 
are of concern as they detail 33% of funding spent on administration costs; 3,057 homes helped against 
a target of 9,000 and a budget under spend of some £4M.    
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The Bryson Energy Model 

Bryson’s proposed ‘whole house’ solution has been informed by many years experience of developing 
and implementing fuel poverty initiatives.  Bryson Charitable Group was set up as a charity in 1906 and 
during its long history it has become involved anywhere it felt there was need for an innovative 
approach. The charity’s interest in energy efficiency began in 1980 when it set up a project to help low 
income tenants apply for grants to insulate their lofts and organized a team to carry out the work. 
Bryson Energy, a wholly owned company of Bryson Charitable Group, was for six years one of two 
Scheme Managers for the Warm Homes Scheme. A successful model will include the following:   
 
Partnership Working  
 
A diverse and committed partnership is required; no one organisation holds the key and indeed this has 
already been accepted by DSD in its Warmer Healthier Homes Strategy of 2011 which placed significant 
emphasis on the partnership approach required to tackle fuel poverty and the cross departmental 
nature of the whole area of poverty (DSD, 2011).   
 
The Bryson Model is predicated on bringing together a wide group of partners in the delivery of a 
‘whole house’ solution who can make a much bigger impact and who have the tools to address distinct 
elements.       
 
Trusted Delivery  
 
The DSD Affordable Warmth Consultation acknowledges that pilots, operated by Councils, experienced 
“a certain degree of reluctance among those most in need, since those most in need are often least likely 
to accept help, or welcome change in their living arrangements” (DSD, 2014).  Bryson believes that it is 
important for uptake of any new scheme that households can trust those delivering the services to have 
their interest as paramount, particularly around sensitive issues such as household income.  Councils, 
Government agencies and Departments do not enjoy such trust, but charities do.  Bryson’s experience 
in working with marginalised communities and low income families gives it a unique perspective on 
their needs and how best to engage. 

Targeting 

Bryson is a pioneer in the deployment of area based approaches to target those in fuel poverty.  Our 
pilot of the Bryson Model in Omagh and Strabane illustrated this approach. Transforming NI’s Heating 
Systems: A Plan to Retrofit Dwellings by Chris Morris, University of Ulster highlighted that those living in 
rural areas are more likely to experience fuel poverty and our area based retrofit pilot prioritised rural 
dwellings in Omagh and Strabane.  Bryson is now keen to do an urban pilot. 

One stop shop 

A simple process which is easy to engage with will help more households experiencing fuel poverty.  
Those seeking assistance should have a trusted central point of contact that can provide impartial and 
independent advice. This could also significantly reduce marketing and administration costs. Affordable 
Warmth operates across 11 scheme areas targeted with 1,000 referrals each; is operated through 11 
separate Councils; each exercising discretion on referrals outside the targeted area and numerous grant 
offices, this may make creating a unified scheme more difficult and expensive.  
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Information Technology 

Significant savings can be achieved from introducing Energy Management Systems, several of which are 
currently available and others are still being developed.  Academic research shows that good energy 
information reduces energy costs by around 10%. If you use an Energy Management System to its full 
potential households could double that, so if the electricity and heating bills total £1,500 per year, there 
is potential to have a first-year saving of £300. Of course, this would also reduce the household’s carbon 
footprint. The paper Smart Meters Smart People, (UU Dec 2012) highlighted that smart technology was 
an effective means for fuel poor households to better budget for their energy costs.   

Switching Energy Supplier  

Research by the Consumer Council indicates that households can save up to £108 a year by switching 
energy supplier, however while there are high levels of awareness about switching a ‘switching culture’ 
has yet to develop in Northern Ireland (Consumer Council, 2013).    An important component to the 
Bryson Model is the integration of switching advice and support.  Supporting switching based on 
consumption patterns; payment options and pricing is not something Government, or its agencies can 
do but an independent trusted Charity can.  

Paying for Energy - Budgeting/Brokering 

Research  by the University of Ulster shows that almost all those in extreme fuel poverty (some 33,499 
households) rely on oil for their main heating system, but only 25 per cent of these households shopped 
around for the best price before purchase.  Research Bryson commissioned showed that efficient 
purchasing of home heating oil (large vends) could result in annual savings of circa 20% (Bryson Energy, 
2013).  Low income households are mostly excluded from this opportunity.  Bryson Energy Brokering 
Scheme Pilots carried out in Belfast showed that household’s bulk purchasing through Oil Buying Clubs 
made savings on average of £14.90 (in some cases over £28.00) on orders between 300 and 900 litres. 
Budgeting through Credit Unions or ‘smart’ saving stamp schemes can enable householders to lever 
significant savings. Again integrating budgeting and brokering into the Model will help to ensure that 
once households have an efficient heating system installed they are getting best value for money and 
making long term provision for fuel purchases. Bryson Energy, in partnership with NIHE has created 27 
oil clubs across Northern Ireland currently saving an average of 12% against the Consumer Council 
average cost per litre of oil based on a minimum order of 200 litres.   

Renewable Energy 

Renewable energy technologies are bringing jobs and energy savings to households across Northern 
Ireland thanks to Government incentives and a thriving supply chain.  There is a challenge however 
around how we bring the benefits of these technologies to low income households who won’t have the 
capital to invest.  In recent years Government incentives allowed private companies introduce free 
photovoltaics (PVs) schemes to more affluent households and in return for free electricity the 
companies drew down the Government incentive.  A non-Governmental programme manager as 
proposed in the Bryson Model can borrow to invest in these new technologies and share the benefits 
with those in fuel poverty.  Previous opportunities saw Bryson install 70 biomass boilers free to 
households with the capital cost offset by the Renewable Heat Incentives (RHI) payments. This 
demonstrated bringing the advantages of renewable technologies to those who can least afford them.   

Employment Opportunities 

Local partnerships are vital to achieving ‘whole house’ solutions to fuel poverty and the social enterprise 
model provides a level of flexibility that can allow other factors such as sustainable employment created 
as part of the delivery model to feature in any future programme.  It is ignored in the current provision 
but increasing income has a significant effect on experienced fuel poverty. Linking interventions with 
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training for employment programmes could bring significant gains in terms of moving people into 
employment which in turn can reduce the levels of fuel poverty.  The Bryson proposition suggests 
including both into the new Model.  

The Whole House Solution approach offers the opportunity to provide sustainable and quality 
employment opportunities for young people (16-18 and 19-24 year olds) who are long term 
unemployed, economically inactive, and furthest removed from the workplace. A Whole House Solution 
approach will help combat inactivity, whatever the underlying cause, improve employability and reduce 
personal barriers to work by offering entry level training and employment positions. 

The approach will also engage older unemployed people aged 25-59 and provide opportunities for 
qualifications, further education and provide enhanced employability skills. It will help overcome 
personal barriers to employment by: 

 Providing access to entry levels positions for young people and older LTU 

 Providing pre employment training, personal support, advice and mentoring 

 Engaging with the Whole House Solution Programme to provide training opportunities for 
young people aged 16-18 who are participating on DELs Training for Success and Apprenticeship 
Programmes 

 Providing opportunities through which unemployed people can improve employability skills 

 Providing access to industry qualifications 

 Providing Entry Level and Level 1 and 2 Essential Skills qualifications 

 Providing progression routes to higher level jobs by virtue of being employed in an entry level 
position 

 Providing a combined pre employment, skills development, qualification and work experience 
opportunity to young people and older LTU. 

The Whole House Solution has the potential to support the following target groups: 

 Young people aged 16-18 participating on Training for Success or Apprenticeship Programme 

 Unemployed young people aged 18-24 (NEET) 

 Unemployed adults aged 25-59 

 Economically inactive  

 LTU with low or no qualifications 

 Young / older people claiming JSA, ESA, IS, IB and PIPS 

We will work with people who face additional barriers to employment such as: 

 Caught in the benefit trap 

 Severe numeracy and literacy difficulties 

 Poor presentation skills 

 Discrimination (political, religious, ex prisoners, area, postcode) 

 Family history of unemployment 

 Housing difficulties 

 Debt management. 

Benefit Assessments & Income Maximisation  

Bryson Energy commissioned an independent evaluation of our benefits advice service.  ‘Benefit Checks 
– Advice and Outcomes among Northern Ireland Residents Report’ was published by the University of 
Ulster in 2011.  Between July 2009 and July 2010 Bryson Energy Benefits Team carried out some 6000 
benefits checks; this report was based on in depth support and follow up with 390 clients.  Results show 
that £1.47M was identified in unclaimed benefits in the first year. Increased income for successful 
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applicants averaged £2,448 in the first year, an increase of £47 per week in household income. A 
dedicated benefits assessment and support service would be integral to the Bryson Model. This single 
income boost removed almost all of these households from fuel poverty. 

Debt Management 

Households in debt will not be able to heat their homes regardless of the efficiency of their heating 
system.  The Bryson Model through its strategic partnership would provide sensitive professional 
support with debt management. 

Energy Efficiency Measures & Costs 

Targeting those households most in need will require ‘deep’ retrofit and studies have indicated that 
25% of UK properties will require retrofits costing over £6,500.  It is by targeting the least efficient, 
hardest to treat properties that will ultimately provide the greatest returns in terms of heating costs and 
increased comfort.  Alongside the existing measures i.e. cavity wall, loft and solid wall insulation, 
examples of additional measures could include energy efficient lighting, smart heating controls and 
appliances, renewable technologies and draught-proofing. A Whole House Solution will allow bespoke 
measures based on the household need and not on pre-set measures which may not be relevant for the 
specific property. Recent research commissioned by Bryson Energy (Morris, 2014) suggests that 
increasing the energy efficiency SAP rating of properties to 78 would result in fuel poverty proofing 
properties and offer protection to some of the most vulnerable households in NI.  

Conclusions  

A more effective “Whole House Solution” highlights the opportunity to bring into a single programme all 
current schemes such as Affordable Warmth; NISEP, Boiler Replacement; NIHE Impartial Energy Advice 
and to operate this with a range of partners from the public, private and voluntary sectors. 

Bryson Energy support the Fuel Poverty Coalition in its call to make energy efficiency an infrastructure 
priority to resource a well targeted energy efficiency programme, based on a Whole House Solution, to 
firstly reduce and then eliminate fuel poverty in Northern Ireland.   

The attraction of such a programme; commissioned to deliver fuel poverty reduction outcomes; 
flexible in delivery; focused on a ‘whole house’ approach, is that the opportunity arises in line with 
Government’s ambition, to finance through social and market investment secured on Government 
paying on outcomes delivered i.e. Social Impact Bonds.  

Further Information 

Please contact:  

Nigel Brady 
Director 
Bryson Energy 
Bryson Charitable Group 
Unit 1, Rivers Edge 
13 – 15 Ravenhill Road 
BELFAST   BT6 8DN 
 
Tel: 02890 734 282 
nbrady@brysonenergy.org 

 

Bryson Energy’s Whole House Solution work is possible thanks to the support of Oak Foundation. 
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