Vulnerable Rural Communities and Sustainability

1. Main Causes of rural fuel poverty:

i) Low income: People living on low incomes, or reliant on a basic state pension are more than likely to be living in fuel poverty. A household is said to be in fuel poverty when they spend more than 10% of their income on fuel. 

The Government’s definition of income includes housing benefit and income support for mortgage interest. National Energy Action and other organisations feel that this misses out a lot of people and income should be defined based on disposable income post housing costs. 

Approximately 3.5 million people across England are currently living in fuel poverty and with more jobs being lost daily that figure is set to rise this winter (1.1million of these are rural households).
The Government in July  produced a discussion paper “Working together for older  
people in rural areas” It acknowledged that a higher number of older people in the most rural areas live in poor housing and experience much higher levels of fuel poverty” than other areas. 

ii) Rising fuel costs: Fuel Costs since 2003 have risen by 133% for gas and 77% for electricity respectively. The main problem for people living in rural areas and who are off the gas network is that they end up paying more for their fuel if they have to rely on oil or electricity to heat their home. Oil heating bills are approximately £1700 per year compared to the average gas bill of £1000. Low income families struggle to pay for 500 litres of oil at any given time as the cost is around £225.
iii) Energy efficiency: In England there are currently 9.2 million dwellings that are considered ‘hard to treat’.  Nearly 84% of these are in the private sector and 50% in the private rented sector. In its current state these hard to treat dwellings emit 62 million tonnes of CO per annum. They are therefore responsible for emitting slightly over half of domestic notional CO2, despite representing only 43% of the dwelling stock.
Research from the English Housing Condition Survey 2006 reported that the average SAP (Standard Assessment Procedure) rating in rural areas was only 32 compared to the national average of 51. This in the main is due to older homes, solid walled properties being less energy efficient and therefore, more costly to heat. 50% of homes in sparse rural areas and 25% in village centres have a SAP rating below 30 compared to 8% of homes in urban areas. A SAP rating of below 35 represents a significant health hazard under the Housing Health and Safety Rating System. 
2. Main effects of rural fuel poverty:

i. Health: There is a clear link between poor health and people living in cold, damp and poorly ventilated houses and this has an impact on the NHS. Asthma UK recently reported that in the North East hospital admissions for Asthma is 15% over the national average. Interestingly, the data also showed that the majority of admissions came from deprived areas in the North East. 
A two day stay to treat hypothermia in an average NHS hospital costs approximately £1400. The average length of stay for people admitted with hypothermia is 18.9 days this amounts to a cost of £13,230 per person. In 2006 1759 people across the UK between the age of 60-80 years of age were admitted to A&E with pneumonia which represented 34,777 bed days – the cost to the NHS a staggering £243,439 pounds.
ii. Debt: In 2008, over 2 million consumers were in debt because of their fuel bills. People have been known to take out loans to buy Oil because they have to pay out a lump sum to top up their tanks.

iii. Lack of disposable income: The cost of fuel forces many people to make choices between in some cases heating or eating – this is especially true of families on low income and older people living on their own. By default this will also affect the money available to support the local business economy.

iv. Social deprivation: Many families who are living in fuel poverty, will be unable to afford the usual social activities that other people and their children take for granted.  Going to local clubs, swimming, school trips and other types of community activity. 
3. Solutions to rural fuel poverty:
i) Improving data capture and sharing: National data on rural fuel poverty currently is patchy and out of date. Need better data to inform Government, the energy industry and relevant partners of the scale and problems pertaining to rural fuel poverty. Need for better reporting at regional level and the setting up of a centralised database. 
ii) Need to improve funding at local level to support rural areas: By providing better and more accurate data Government and policy makers will have to listen to what support and extra funding is needed to tackle fuel poverty in rural areas. 

iii) Need to break down the barriers: in relation to education consumer behaviour/better funding allocation.
iv) A more strategic framework from Government to LA’s/energy suppliers. 
v) Regulation of Oil/Innovative Schemes to purchase smaller amounts

The workshop was then due to consider these and additional solutions, but the discussion became focused on the disadvantages of research as opposed to action, with one participant voicing the opinion that enough research to define the problem and effects of rural fuel poverty had already been done and what was needed now was action. 
