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NEA is the national energy action charity working in Northern Ireland to develop and promote policy and practice to tackle fuel poverty in low-income households. Working in partnership with a variety of organisations including housing providers, fuel suppliers, consumer groups, health trusts, voluntary agencies and others, NEA Northern Ireland aims to ensure that all householders in Northern Ireland have access to affordable warmth.

In some areas of energy policy there have been tensions between social and environmental objectives. The primary objective of those concerned with the social agenda is that fuel should be affordable whilst elements of the environmental lobby have advocated pricing mechanisms to bring about behavioural change in consumer attitudes to energy consumption.

However there is consensus on the merits of domestic energy efficiency. Fuel poverty campaigners see heating and insulation improvements as the most rational and sustainable solution to fuel poverty whilst environmental groups see energy efficiency as a crucial factor in efforts to address the harmful consequences of polluting energy consumption. As a result, NEA Northern Ireland welcomes publication of ‘Energy Efficiency: The Most Best Option’ and the opportunity to comment on an issue of concern to every household in Northern Ireland. 

NEA’s response to this consultation will follow the areas of discussion as they are set out in the paper.
Electricity generation and CO2 emissions

NEA Northern Ireland has no strong position on macro-generation other than as it affects the final price of the product. It is disappointing that there is little discussion of how smaller-scale generation based on communities could be developed. Limited access to mains gas supply in Northern Ireland requires that more innovative approaches be adopted and this presents an opportunity for promotion of CHP to generate electricity and to provide community heating systems. Whilst accepting that CCGT represents a less-polluting option for electricity generation we would have liked to have seen greater discussion of the case for extending domestic access to mains gas supply in order to maximise the benefits of what is, and is likely to remain, a premium fuel.

Energy Efficiency 

NEA Northern Ireland is fully supportive of the Regulator’s description of energy efficiency as the best opportunity to meet both economic and environmental objectives. It is also recognised that the operation of the Energy Efficiency Levy has brought considerable social benefit through its close association with the Warm Homes Scheme – the statutory programme focusing on vulnerable and other low-income households. However it must be recognised that the combination of high energy prices and comparatively low household income in Northern Ireland makes any additional consumer levy extremely sensitive.

NEA is mindful of the fact that levies on energy consumers have sometimes been construed as forms of taxation and criticised on this basis. Rather than finding this concept objectionable NEA sees the use of direct taxation in pursuit of Government policy as eminently sensible and the least regressive means of funding a domestic energy efficiency programme. It has been noted that the only barrier to zero-rating of domestic fuel for VAT is a European Union Directive on taxation and that, had this not been the case, the Government would have eliminated VAT on domestic gas and electricity completely.

Given the importance of energy efficiency in pursuit of Government social and environmental policy objectives NEA would recommend that revenues from VAT on domestic fuel be hypothecated to fund a national domestic energy efficiency programme. It must also be noted that fuel price increases over the past two years or so have resulted in a considerable windfall for the Treasury without any corresponding concession to fuel-poor households.

A change of focus  

NEA Northern Ireland fully endorses the idea that resources should be allocated to meet need rather than that a budget should be set with a view to amelioration of a problem rather than a permanent solution. To a large extent the ‘drivers’ already exist for this approach. Both the UK Fuel Poverty Strategy and the Energy White Paper set specific objectives. In the case of fuel poverty the Government is committed to ending fuel poverty for vulnerable households in Northern Ireland by 2010 and for all remaining fuel-poor households by 2016. The Energy White Paper has as one of its primary goals a commitment to: ‘ensure that every home is adequately and affordably heated.’ In England, the Housing Act 2004 requires the Government to take ‘reasonable steps’ to ensure that by 2010 the general level of energy efficiency of residential accommodation has increased by at least 20% compared with the general level of such energy efficiency in 2000.

Whilst not all legislation relates to Northern Ireland it can be assumed that targets for England are replicated in Northern Ireland. The Thermal Comfort element of the Decent Homes Standard for housing in England was simply adopted as the equivalent standard for Northern Ireland housing, as were fuel poverty targets despite the fact that the provisions of the Warm Homes and Energy Conservation Act do not apply in Northern Ireland. The domestic energy efficiency strategy is further supported by the Home Energy Conservation Act 1995 which set a target of 30% improvement in energy efficiency in the domestic sector over a ten to fifteen year period. This target was later revised upwards to 34% for Northern Ireland in recognition of the advent of natural gas as a developing source of fuel for the domestic market. 

The problem is not a shortage of valid targets; the problem is one of the political will and financial resources to meet them.

What to aim for?

It appears perverse that energy efficiency standards for new buildings, primarily in the form of Building Regulations, should regularly improve by modest increments rather than by adopting best practice in building form and heating system. In the longer term, of course, the Government has signed up in principle to the recommendation of the Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution that the UK should put itself on a path towards a reduction in CO2 emissions of some 60% of current levels by about 2050. 

Whilst such targets for household efficiency may seem unrealistic and visionary now it should be noted that the past thirty or so years have seen the energy efficiency of the housing stock in England improve from a SAP rating of around 14 to a rating of some 53 in 2003 and it can be assumed that housing in Northern Ireland has made similar progress.

A recent publication
 from the Environmental Change Institute at the University of Oxford indicated some of the measures that would be needed to achieve such a target. The basic premise is that all properties should be brought up to a standard equivalent to that of the current (2005) Building Regulations. This would require a commitment to reach a SAP rating for all existing housing of around SAP 80.

The discussion document touches on behavioural aspects of energy use. Whilst superficially this seems a peripheral issue this is not the case. This concerns much more than prudent energy consumption in the home via switching off unused lights and not leaving appliances on standby. Rather it requires householders to become aware of the consequences of their actions and to become engaged in efforts to minimise any negative effects resulting from their energy use. Effective advice and information are prerequisites of an educated energy consumer population that may eventually come to perceive the mundane realities of effective insulation and efficient heating as something directly related to the quality of their lifestyle.  NEA Northern Ireland are attempting to make inroads into the advice sector to ensure that energy efficiency advice is available and the value is recognised as important as Debt advice.  As the cost of our energy increases so too will the value of our advice and hence the savings made as a consequence of that advice.
Certainly it seems likely that an informed and motivated population will respond better to encouragement and exhortation if they can make economic and environmental connections with energy efficiency rather seeing the subject as dull, worthy and something for others to be worried about.

Halfway there in five years

NEA Northern Ireland welcomes the sense of urgency demonstrated in the consultation paper and the proposal to set an interim target of a 10% improvement in energy efficiency within a five-year period. However, given the nature of energy efficiency, it might be expected that more could be achieved in the first phase than in the second phase. This is because the most basic and cost-effective work will be undertaken in the first phase with the law of diminishing returns subsequently taking effect as improvements become harder to achieve.

This need not be a problem as long as the resources are made available to address more intractable problems with the housing stock e.g. funding of measures to insulate properties with solid walls and dwellings that are unable to benefit from connection to a mains gas supply.

Funding Energy Efficiency 

The NEA view of the ESCo concept is that it has little relevance to low-income consumers since they can neither afford investment in energy saving measures nor repay the cost of any capital investment made on their behalf. It must be recognised that most of the benefits accruing to low-income householders from improved energy efficiency will be taken in the form of warmer homes and increased comfort and, consequently, actual energy savings may be minimal.

NEA Northern Ireland advocates a single national domestic energy efficiency programme accessible by all householders in all tenure groups. The extent of assistance available through such a programme will range from advice and guidance to comprehensive heating and insulation improvements. Funding assistance should be based on ability to pay and a sliding scale used to determine what, if any, should be the household contribution. The Warm Zones model, tested in a number of different locations in England, provides an example of schemes that have aimed to assist all households in a given locality.

Funding for the programme should come from central Government. The elimination of fuel poverty and the setting of carbon emission reduction targets are formal policy objectives and should be funded accordingly. The current disparate energy efficiency programmes encourage duplication and wasted resources and are a source of confusion to those most in need of assistance.

Remedying the Past: Facing the Future

The consultation paper indicates that market liberalisation and competition will prepare the ground for development of the ESCo concept. NEA Northern Ireland is not convinced of the potential for competitive markets, given the comparatively small customer base, and if this is a prerequisite for the ESCo approach then the consultation may be unduly optimistic about the prospects. Energy markets in Great Britain have failed to deliver energy service companies despite a lengthy period of competition and a total customer base of around 24 million households.

NEA Northern Ireland welcomes and endorses much of the general comment in this section and the awareness that a combination of conventional and innovative energy efficiency options will be needed to address the diverse problems encountered across Northern Ireland.

The need for boldness in energy efficiency programmes  

NEA will not comment on case for a sustainability connection charge other than to wonder what agency might levy such a charge and how the proposal would sit with the building industry and prospective house purchasers.

NEA agrees with the recommendation that further investment in new technologies should be a priority. The economics can only improve as take-up and production increase and bring about economies of scale.

The idea of a climate change fighting fund is similar to the concept of a single national energy efficiency programme advanced by NEA for a number of years. The main difference being that NEA views fuel poverty, rather than environmental concern, as the primary target of such a fund.

Provided that ‘smart’ metering is universally available and the implications of variable electricity tariffs is communicated in a clear and straightforward manner then cost-reflective pricing is both rational and potentially beneficial.

Local authorities are key agencies in domestic energy efficiency. IN NEA’s view all councils, urban or rural, should have formal policies covering domestic energy efficiency, affordable warmth and wider issues of sustainability.

NEA Northern Ireland is also supportive of the additional fiscal instruments detailed in this section of the consultation paper: a revolving loan fund; support for green mortgages; and interest free loans for small-scale CHP.

Can we influence behaviour?

The consultation paper is right in suggesting that modifying the consumer approach to energy use is difficult to achieve through market mechanisms. Advice, information and publicity campaigns are of limited value in a context where perceived benefits are minimal and the consumer is not motivated by fiscal savings or by environmental concern.

The paper is clearly also right to emphasise the case for high quality impartial advice on energy efficiency whether provided through the Energy Efficiency Advice Network or through advice provision by energy suppliers. However it may be that behavioural change cannot be achieved within the timescale covered by this paper. Ingrained adult behaviour may be impervious to any degree of advice and information. A fundamental plank in ensuring a nation of energy and environment conscious consumers must lie with the education system where receptive younger minds can be taught the value of energy efficiency and conservation as part of the educational process. 
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