Disabled People and Fuel Poverty

1 
Background

1.1
Inclusion Scotland is a consortium of organisations of disabled people and disabled individuals.   We have a membership across Scotland ranging from large, funded, staffed organisations down to local unfunded community groups.  All full member organisations are controlled by disabled people. Through a process of structured development Inclusion Scotland aims to draw attention to the physical, social, economic, cultural and attitudinal barriers that affect disabled people’s everyday lives.

1.2
In compiling our response to the Fuel Poverty Forum’s call for evidence Inclusion Scotland sought the views of member organisations & Contact 1001 members and convened a workshop where the issue of Fuel Poverty could be discussed.

2
Poverty and Disabled People

2.1
Poverty is both a cause and a symptom of disability -
· Research by the Disability Rights Commission highlights that one in three children growing up in poverty has a disabled parent.2 
· Three out of every ten disabled adults of working age are living in poverty in Britain – a higher proportion than a decade ago and double the rate amongst non-disabled adults. 

· Disabled adults are now more likely to live in poor households than either pensioners or children.

· There are 6.8 million disabled people of working age in Britain - 1 in 5 of the total working population. 

· But only 50% of disabled people of working age are in employment compared to 81% of non-disabled people. 

· The working age employment rate estimate for people with a disability in Scotland was 47.1% in 20073.
· The employment rate estimate for people with a disability living in the 15% most deprived areas was 26.2%.
· Disabled people who are mental health service users or who have learning difficulties have the lowest employment rates of all impairment categories, at only 20% (mental health service users) and 17% (learning difficulties).
· The average gross hourly pay of disabled employees is 10% less than that of non disabled employees (£9.36 per hour compared to £10.39 per hour).
2.2
Disabled people are thus more likely to be out of work and reliant on benefits or if in work more likely to be in low paid employment.  Many disabled people, and families caring for disabled children, therefore struggle to pay fuel bills because of their low or fixed incomes. 

2.3
For example although many disabled people do not pay council tax (or pay reduced rates), they continue to pay for water rates which rise year on year.  This has an impact on overall household bills and many are struggling to pay for heating. However the poverty experienced by disabled people is compounded by the extra fuel costs they incur because of their status (unemployed) or condition. 
2.4
Many unemployed people try and spend time in libraries and coffee shops in an effort to stay out of the house and thus to save money on heating.  However, for many disabled people this is not an option due to lower levels of mobility, the lack of suitable adaptations to their homes, making access and egress difficult, and the inaccessibility of public transport. 
2.5
Disabled people can consequently run up higher fuel bills because they are at home during the day when others can turn off  their heating because they are at work or engaged in leisure pursuits. 
2.6
Many households containing disabled people may also have their heating turned up to a higher level than that required by non-disabled people because they have poor circulation  - due to either the nature of their condition (e.g. spinal injury) and/or their restricted mobility – or it may be on throughout more of the year than for a non-disabled person.  Similarly disabled people with incontinence problems or skin conditions may use their washing machine and/or shower more often which will also cause an increase in bills. 

 
Responses from Contact 100 members on what Fuel Poverty means to them:
“Jean” -  “I have a long term health condition that means that I need constant heat at      floor level as I have poor feeling in my legs; this is constant summer and winter”.

“Caroline” – “It is not only for winter I've got a bar on in my living room now.  
Cold   summers can be just as bad as a mild winter!”
2.7
The Scottish Household Survey shows that local authority housing is more than twice as likely to suffer from dampness or condensation than owner occupied housing and much less likely to be adequately insulated . Such housing requires more fuel to raise the temperature to an adequate level, meaning that tenants have to spend more money to keep their home warm. 


1. 
Contact 100 are a group of disabled people convened by Inclusion Scotland who have volunteered to share their life experience and professional knowledge of disability issues and to participate in Government consultations etc. Names have been changed to preserve privacy.
2.
“The Disability Agenda – Creating an alternative future”, Disability Rights Commission, 2007
3.
 “Annual Population Survey 2007”, Scottish Executive, 2008.
2.8
According to Shelter Scotland disabled people and their families are twice as likely to live in the social rented sector than households overall and are half as likely to own their own home as households where no member has a disability. Because of these reasons households containing disabled people are more likely to use greater amounts of fuel than other households. 
2.9
The Westminster Government estimated that in 2004/5 forty per cent of households experiencing fuel poverty contained a disabled person4.  That would translate to over 200,000 households in Scotland at present (i.e. 40% of 543,000). 
2.10
This corresponds with the results of previous research5 carried out by Capability Scotland which found that 40% of disabled people responding to their survey spent more than 10% of their income on heating their home. Given that disabled people only make up one fifth of the population that means that they are roughly twice as likely to experience fuel poverty as non-disabled people.
2.11
Energy suppliers have a license obligation to provide help to customers who are of pensionable age, live with a disability or chronic sickness or have a visual or hearing impairment through the Priority Service Register (PSR).  However according to workshop participants  there was little evidence on the ground of suppliers actively seeking to identify such customers or to promote schemes offering lower tariffs to customers at risk od Fuel Poverty.
2.12
Workshop participants were very worried that the current programme of closures to local post offices will leave them nowhere where they can pay their fuel bills.  Due to the lack of accessible transport this may mean that they are forced to travel some distance, costing more, or take pre-payment meters as the only available means of paying their bills – even though they are aware that this method is more expensive.

2.13
Other workshop participants members pointed out that many people on low incomes chose this method of payment because they don’t have bank accounts and are therefore unable to pay by cheque or direct debit.  

2.14
 Fuel poverty is already causing profound distress to disabled people and their families. 
Workshop discussion: 
“Constantly live on a knife edge…  Digging yourself out of one debt hole but then finding that another’s been growing the whole time….We sit with the curtains open longer to save on lights but we know it’s hardly worth anything…
Politicians and officials say demeaning things like wear two jumpers to avoid getting cold...

Why are we all treated like criminals when we claim benefits?  It’s not likely to encourage you to pick up the phone for help when they treat you like dirt”.

4.  Ministerial reply by Malcolm Wicks MP to PQ put by Roger Berry MP. In 2005, there were around 1.5 million fuel-poor households in England, of which more than 600,000 contained a disabled person. Of these 100,000  households contained a disabled person aged under 60.
6. “One in Four Poll on Fuel Poverty”, Capability Scotland, carried out November 2005.
2.14 
Fuel poverty is known to cause illness and excess winter deaths.  A workshop participant who had been out of work for nearly 20 years following the loss of his employment after a heart attack reported that he had developed pneumonia.  He had to spend three nights in intensive care because of the severity of his illness. He cannot be sure if this was contributed to by the heating in his home being set too low, because of fear of debt, but he suspects it. 
2.15
Workshop participants were concerned that some disabled people, being more isolated and having less mobility, would lie unable to contact help if they became ill or had a fall. Such incidents might result in fatalities or prolonged hospital care with all the additional public expense that entailed.
2.16
A local authority Home Safety Officer also reported the widespread use of Calor Gas heating by people who were in debt or had been cut off by power companies.  This form of heating is inefficient and known to increase condensation and damp problems.  Such heaters are also unlikely to be regularly serviced making them dangerous to use

2.17 
Workshop participants were angered by the fact that disabled people had not been included in the Fuel Poverty Forum and were adamant that only organisations of, and not charities for, disabled people could truly represent their views and needs. 

3
Tackling Fuel Poverty


“Most work (on fuel poverty) so far has included disabled people as an afterthought, if at all, rather than a core group likely to be experiencing fuel poverty” – Capability Scotland.
3.1
Inclusion Scotland welcomes the action taken so far by the UK and Scottish Governments to tackle fuel poverty. In particular we applaud the decision by the previous Scottish administration to extend the Warm Deal Programme to families with disabled children. 
3.2
However given the disproportionate numbers of disabled people affected by Fuel Poverty we believe that some actions must be targeted towards disabled people and families with disabled children. To make a serious impact on alleviating and eradicating Fuel Poverty Fuel Poverty all three of its central causes must be attacked –

Low income

poor housing and 
high energy prices 

3.3
Although it is outwith the scope of the Fuel Poverty Forum and Scottish Government Inclusion Scotland believes that action must be taken at a UK as well as Scottish level. 
3.4
Action at a UK level: 
(i) Extend the Winter Fuel Payment – this currently assists the over 60s but at a cost of £320 million it could be extended to the poorest households with young children or where disability or long-term illness (i.e. recipients of middle or higher rate DLA) is a factor.  The likely cost of this is estimated as at least £320m7. 

(ii) Up-rate benefits properly - Ensure that the benefits up-rating system reflects the true increase in costs faced by low income households. NPower has already increased its customers bills by an average of £114 this year – this increase alone matches the total increase in the basic pension and prices are expected to rise again later in the year. In particular the DWP should assess the level of winter fuel payments annually so that they do not devalue over time. Payments should take into account rising fuel costs, and also other price rises for essential services such as council tax and water. 
(iii) Assist disabled people to find and retain well paid work - Properly funded efforts must be made to assist disabled people into and support them at work and to tackle low pay.  Work can increase disabled people’s incomes making them less vulnerable to Fuel Poverty but only if it is reasonably paid. 
One million disabled people of working age want to work. They are not in work because of discrimination, access barriers (transport, cost of adapting workplaces/personal support, etc.) and a lack of practical support from Government.
Inclusion Scotland would like to see an end to the stigmatisation of disabled people as work-shy fraudsters8  by Government Ministers and their advisers and the provision of practical assistance rather than lectures. 
(iv) Institute a windfall tax on energy companies - and use the proceeds to fund fuel poverty reduction measures. The market is patently not working and energy companies are making huge profits on the back of rising fuel prices. Low income families need extra assistance and a windfall tax could fund this.

For example a winter fuel voucher could be introduced to all pensioners on Pension Credit/Minimum Income Guarantee, and other vulnerable households i.e. low income households containing children or disabled people . 
(v) Make changes in the law to protect Low Income Households –Legislation needs  to be introduced requiring energy companies to develop discounted energy products for low income households and to abolish higher charges for people using pre-payment meters.

7. Written answer Westminster (10 July 2006) 2005/06 prices, the DWP estimated the cost at £300m assuming a £200 payment for all households. The cost will have risen since due to the increase in the Winter Fuel Allowance to £250.
8. David Freud, adviser to the DWP on benefit reform claimed, in a February interview with the Daily Telegraph, that up to two thirds of those claiming Incapacity Benefit were not entitled to it, dubbed the eligibility tests “ludicrous” and said that between five to seven per cent were working on the black market.
With regards to energy suppliers having an obligation at present  to provide help to disabled customers – this should be policed to ensure that it is adhered to and companies failing to live up to their responsibilities should lose their licenses.  A legal obligation should be placed on power companies to actively promote such schemes to disabled people.  
3.5
Action at a Scottish level:
· The Warm Deal Programme must be extended to the genuine fuel poor including children in low income families and those receiving disability benefits.  The initiative should also be made more flexible so that it can offer help to low income households in a variety of circumstances.
· Disabled people’s organisation must be involved in formulating policies on how to tackle fuel poverty.  The Fuel Poverty Forum should continue in its role of advising Ministers but must in future include organisations controlled by disabled people (such as Inclusion Scotland  and the Scottish Disability Equality Forum) which can genuinely represent disabled people’s views and needs.  
· There should be increased funding of specialist advice programmes (i.e. on welfare benefits & energy efficiency) to those whose disability or health condition put them at risk of fuel poverty.

· There should be greatly increased investment by national government in insulation and other energy efficiency measures for all new and existing social housing. 
· Grant schemes for energy efficiency improvements should be extended and concentrated on key target groups who are in need of assistance. This would particularly apply to disabled people, households with disabled children and people in remote areas.
4
Conclusion

4.1 
Disabled people in Scotland should be at the heart of formulating solutions to the increasing and serious problem of Fuel Poverty because they are more likely to be affected by it than non-disabled people. 
4.2
For far too long disabled people were shut out of the room whilst others discussed their needs.  That should not be allowed to continue in the 21st century.  Disabled people do not view a seat at the table as a privilege but a right. We look forward to working with others to evolve policies and strategies which will reduce the impact of fuel poverty on all those likely to be affected.
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