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1. ·the discovery of 'new' 
problems 
Need, like beauty, •is in the eye of the 
beholder, and Vhe definition of need is a 
function of the education and culture of 
eaoh professional, politician and member 
of the public. However, some things are 
essential to the maintenance of life-
food, pure water, warmth and human 
companionship, and these, which every-
one would agree as essenti-al, can be con-
sidered primary needs. Income, housing 
and education are secondary needs 
through which the primary needs can be 
attained. Social policy debates have 
focused on these seconda·ry needs. These 
have been Vhe s·oeial prdblem areas of the 
past decades. Health and personal social 
services have developed to enalble the 
indiV'idual to have the maximum oppo.r-
~uni-ty to ifulfi•l his needs. There is an 
implicit assumption in this country-very 
prosperous :by world standards- that the 
primary needs are satisfied. However, 
since the report 'Of the Royal College of 
Physicians on accidental hypothermia in 
1966 (Report of Committee on Accidental 
Hypothermia, Royal Coi!ege of 
Physicians of London, 1966) there has 
been a ·growing awareness that some 
people are unable •to achieve sufficient 
warmth ·in their environment to sustain 
life. Reports of this were printed with 
increasing frequency and professional and 
publi·c awareness was aroused. The winter 
of 1975/76 saw ·the culmination oif this 
when fuel problems of people of all ages 
were debated on TV, radio, and in news-
papers. HY'Pothermia provided the front 
p<tge story •in two popular tabloids on rhe 
s<tme day-surely the sign that a problem 
has " arrived "-and has become an idea 
of good currency (Donald Schonn, 
Beyond the Stable State). It is probable 
rhat the number of problems has 
increased in the last ten yea•rs, but n'Ot at 
the same rate as -the increase olf covera·ge 
in professional and lay press. The 
problems of hY'PoVhermia and disconnec-
tion have always been with us. They are 
not new problems. They are newly dis-
covered prdblems. 
Wihat has awakened the slumbering giant 
of :publ•ic conscience ? It seems that 
enlightened sel>f interest, that maj-or force 
of social change in this country, has 
again come to life. It has been the 

dramatic inorease in fuel prices initiated 
and sustained by the Organisarion of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 
that has set the scene for change. We are 
all feeling the chill now. llhe OPEC action 
has aggrawted the problems of low 
income households in the short term 1both 
by its inflationary effect and :because sucn 
households ah-eady spend a •high propor-
tion of their ·income on fuel (Peter 
Townsend, Inflation and Low Incomes, 
Fabian Society, 1975). In the long term 
it will improve the pro;blems of the low 
income 'households of Vhe future. Just as 
the cholera epidemics which swept 
through 19th century London unbent the 
springs of action which led to the Public 
Health Acts, and piped water and sewage, 
so will the energy crisis lead to legislation 
which will improve the supply of power 
to the :poor. Enlightened self interest rides 
again. 

Domestic energy problems have several 
presentations although the underlying 
cause is always the same. There IJTas been 
a tendency •to treat symptoms rather than 
diagnose and treat 'the underlying path· 
ology, but symptomatic 'treatment, where 
the underlying cause is curable, >is 
indefensible. 

hypothermia 
The problem of " hypothermia " has 
been widely discussed -recently. The body 
temperature fluctuates daily <tbove and 
below ~he average of 37"c hut the fluctua-
tion is small, and it is abnormal for ·the 
temperature to drop 'below 35 ' c. People 
wit'h temperatures :below 35'c are said to 
be "hypo~hermic." There ·is no special 
significance a•bou't 35 ' c but it has !been 
arbitrarily taken ·as the lower limit of 
normal, although some studies take 35.5°C 
a·s the lower limit. 

E-lderly people are especially at risk. 
Some do not sense a drop in environ-
mental •tempera'ture, the !temperature 
sense fa·iling just as does vision or hear-
ing. Others are unable to make the 
p'hysiol•ogica.J ·response t<>. cold !because the 
thermostat in their brain has !become 
ineffi-cient perha:ps !because lthe blood 
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suppl y is diminished by atherosclerosi~. 
Social and psycho-logical factors put them 
at risk. T'he life experience of that gen-
eration, rich with disi.Jlusion, has 'lowered 
their expectations : "W'lrat can you 
expect alt my ruge ? " " We must be grate-
ful fnr what we get." Times have been 
so hard that their present condition is 
bearable. " Sixty yea·rs ago today 1 was 
up ·to my waist ·in mud and water on the 
Somme " said an old man living in a 
damp bedroom he believed he could not 
afford tto heat. The workhouse has 
.imprinted a fear and shame of debt, and 
fuels used on credit are underused to 
avoid a bill which cannot 'be paid. Debt 
is feared much more 'than disconnection. 

Two of the three principal causes of 
death in this country-heart aVtacks and 
strokes-show a sigrrificant irrcrease 'if the 
temperature drops for two or three days. 
J1his effect is much more marked in old 
people (G. M. BuH and Joan Morton, 
Age and Ageing, 1975). It is this great 
excess of winter deaths that has led to 
estimates of death from h)'porhermia to 
be as high as 20,000 as opposed to the 
100 or so recorded on death oertifica>tes. 
However, it is prolbrubly 'inaccurate to 
ascribe these winter dealhs to hypo-
thermia, as t'he deaths are only .indirectly 
associated with ·low environmental tem-
peratures. The increase of winter deaths 
is caused by hea·rt attacks and strokes, but 
Vhe J.ink between them and low body 
temperature ·is not clear. 

The number of deaths from hypothermi•a 
is underestimated ·if the ·causes of dea th 
recorded ·on death certificates a-re taken as 
the total fa tality, !because 'h)'pothermia i ~ 
n'Ol always recorded on the certificate. 
Any attempt to place the true figure 
between 100 and 10,000 would be no more 
than a guess. Hypothermia is not neces-
sarily fa tal , and one estimate ·is that 'there 
were 9,000 hypothermia patients of all 
ages admitted to hospitals in February. 
March and April 1966 (Royal CoNege of 
Physicians of London, op cit). 

"Hyp·othermia" is not so much a diag-
nosis as a label which requires a profes-
sional to take the !body temperature with 
a low reading thermometer before ·it can 

be attacked . Many elcl·erly people pwb· 
ably have a temperature below 35•c 
temporari•ly without being seen by a 
doctor or district nurse, so remain 
unlabeHed because they are undetected . 
l'hey may die and be f·ound dead, or 
may warm up after the home help has 
come and lit a fire. 

The best study of the body temperatures 
of elderly people a't home (R. H . Fox et 
al, " Body Temperatures in t he Elderly " 
British Medical Journal, 1973) showed 
that 89 per cent of the sample had a 
Jiving room temperature at or beloiW 
19.8°C-whioh was 1.1 °C below the 
temperature recommended by the Depart-
ment of Health and Socia•! Security. 
(Regrettably, they have now discontinued 
this, or indeed any, recommendation.) In 
fact, 54 per cent of elderly people had a 
morning •living -room temperature at or 
below 16·c, ·t'he minimum temperature 
specified in rhe Offices, Shops, and Rail-
way Premises Act 1963 as permissible 
working conditions for young people. 
10 per cent CYf the sample had a body 
temperature below 35.5·c-they were 
" hypothermic" at home. J1his reveal'S 
how many people must have h)'pothermia 
being " cured " every morning lby the 
home help , or neighbour, •who comes in 
to 'light the fire. It is lamerrtalble thrut this 
excellent study has not had greater effect. 

One factor which correlated most closely 
with low body temperature, was the 
receip't of supplementary benefit. Supple-
mentary pens-ioners were more likely to 
be "at risk " of developing hypothermia. 
J1his might not 1be due only to their low 
income, which may have been a marker 
of complex problems. A study ·carried out 
by the Islington Task Force (Islington 
Task Force et al, Old and Cold in Isling-
ton, 1971) found that one in seven of 
t!he respondents cla·imed to be regularly 
cold both during the day and night, and 
one in three were always cold ta t night. 
Hundreds of thouStands of elderly people 
must spend their winters in physical dis· 
comifort, anxiety and danger. 

Babies are the o~her group at risk of 
hypothermia, having a -relatively large 
surface area and ·immature heat regulat -



ing mechanism. l1he number of deaths 
directly attributable to hypothermia is 
not known !but the incidence of hypo-
thermia Which prirrcipally affects neonates 
-that 'is 'babies in the first week of life-
is probably decreas·ing as an increasing 
percentage of births take place in hospital 
where the temperature is warm. However, 
as with adults, there ·is an excess of 
deaths of infant'S under the age of one 
year in the six months tfrom October to 
March inclusive. This winter excess •is not 
seen in Finland or Sweden and is much 
less marked in the Netherlands and 
Norway. I'f the pattern otf infant deaths 
in Britain was similar to that in Sweden. 
showing no seasonal variati·on, then one 
thousand fewer !babies would die. These 
winter deaths a-re presumably from re~pir
atory infections, bronchitis, !bronchiolitis 
and pneumonia. Neither temperature 
swings nor overcrowding can explain 
them alone and the probable cause or 
precipi~a'ting 'factor is low temperatures 
in VIle dwellings in which 'the ba'bies live 
and die (Margaret and Arthur Wynn, 
Must these Babies Die of Cold? Child 
Poverty Action Group, 1975). 

fuel deprivation 
The Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights 1948 does not explicitly ment·ion 
the right 'to keep warm and 'to avoid 
hypothermia. The right to fuel is not 
spelt out in the declaration. yet this right 
is implicit ·in it. 

Article 22, for instance, states that 
" Everyone, as a member of society, bas 
VIle right to s·ocial security and is entitled 
to the ·realisation, ·in accordance with the 
organisati·on and resources o'f each state. 
of the economic, social and cultural 
rights indispensable for his dignity and 
the free development of his personality." 

What dignity is left to a fami'ly whose 
electricity or gas -is cut off ? Are they 
likely to devel·op their personalities in a 
cold, candlelit 'home? Realistica.Jly this 
article links rights with resources. No 
one can seriously a•rgue that Britain does 
not possess the fuel resources to en·able 
everyone to 1ive in a warm, well tit home 
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and ' to enjoy our cultural heritage. 
This view is supported by the United 
Nati·ons Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights 1966 which goes a 
little further. Article 11 refers to " the 
r·ight of everyone to an adequate standard 
of living rfor himself and his family, 
including adequate •food, clothing and 
housing, and to the continuous improve-
ment of living ·conditions." This ·is a more 
dynamic definition than the rather static 
earlier ·one in the 1948 deolaration. It 
implies that the content of specific human 
righ'ts •in any ·country wiH 'be extended as 
its economy develops. 

It is impor·~ant to note that the declara -
tion does NOT anywhere smte that the 
rights it rprodaims should lbe unilateral-
that is, that rhey do not carry reciprocal 
duties. Indeed, the ·reverse is the case. 
Article 29 states that " everyone has 
duties to the community in which alone 
the !free and full development of his per-
sonality 'is possible." Likewise those 
pwple in Britain who propound a right 
to fuel fully recognise that it carries a 
corresponding duty 'to pay for supploies. 

Jt may sound preposter·ous to accuse 
British governments of 'both political per-
suasions, oif breaches of 'these covenants 
on human rights and to suggest ;that they 
could therefore be arraigned before the 
United Nations. But such is the case. In 
1975, for instance, 138,000 households had 
their electricity suppllies disconnected for 
nonpayment of outstanding 'biUs. Man y 
of these households were unable to do so. 
They were poor people and included one 
parent famil·ies. the unemployed and the 
handicapped. 



2. deficiencies in present 
policies 
This chapter examines the lack of an 
overall policy for warmth and the 
problem associated with home insulation, 
low incomes and the approach of the fuel 
boards towards debt and disconnection. 

housing 
Out of our current housing stock of 20.3 
million dwellings, 16.9 million were built 
betfore 1965, that is before any of the 
Parker Morris recommenda~ions were 
made mandatory-be/fore the issue of the 
building regulations and /before the 
National House Buiiding Council require-
ments for private house building. 

Not surpris-ingly, a ·recent parliamentary 
answer disclosed that 8 million homes, 
60 per cent of all those with an a'Ccessible 
ldft spa·ce, had no added thermal insula-
tion (Hansard, House of Lords, col 209, 
19 March 1976). 

But what of current requirements? 

Temperatures. The only mandatory 
requirements for heating instaUations in 
general public sector hous·ing (effective 
from January 1969) are that they should 
be " capable of mainvain'Ing kit'Chen and 
circulation spaces at 13 • c and the qiving 
and dining room areas at 18•c when the 
outside temperature is -1 °C" (Ministry of 
Housing and Local Government Circular 
36/37). By current thinking (see below) 
these temperatures are unrea!l'istically low 
and necessitate the provision of supple-
mentary heating by the tenant. No 
mention is made of bedrooms, though the 
1961 Pa•rker Morris report, on which 
these requirements are based, said that 
"where family requirements are clearly 
going to demand such use as a matter of 
course, a m'ore expensive installation 
capable of heating the /bedrooms to 18·c 
wilq represent the greater value for 
money." Nor is any mention made of 
requirements for ·central heating installa-
tions. 

For accommodation specially designed 
for old pe·op·le, the mandatory require-
ments are more realistic. These state that 
the minimum standard of ins~llation 

shall be capable of maintaining the living 
area, kitchen, one bedroom, bathroom. 
haH and any communal rooms at 21 •c 
(Ministry at Housing and Local Govern-
ment Circular 8Q./69). 

In the private sector, practically aH 
housebuild'ing is now controlled by the 
design requirements (Study Group on 
Domestic Engineering, Domestic Engin-
eering Services, Institution of Heating 
and Ventilating Engineers, 1974). These, 
updated 'in 1974, make installed heating 
equipment mandatory only in the living 
room. Iif central• heating is instaHed, it 
must meet the min·imum of one of the 
foHowing grades. 

MINIMUM TEMPERATURES 
living and 

dining room 21·c 11•c 13oc 
kitchen 18°C 13°C 1o·c 
bedrooms, hall, 

land'ing and we t6•c 1o·c lOoc 
bathroom 24°C lOoc to·c 

As a measure of the inadequacy of the 
government requirements and of any but 
grade 1 <Yf those of the Nationai House 
Building Council above, it should be 
remembered that the Offices, Shops and 
Ra-ilway Premises A·ct specifies a mini-
mum of l6°C within an hour of starting 
time, and that during the recent fuel 
emergency the temperature of uffices and 
shops was allowed to be as high as 20°C. 
An indepth study of desirable require-
ments has recently been made lby a study 
group of the Institute m Heating and 
Ventilating Engineers (IHVE). Its report 
recommended a 'heat·ing system capable 
of maintain'in·g a temperature of 22°C in 
living SlpaCes, bedrooms and kitchen and 
25°C in the bathro·om, aH with adequate 
thermostatic control (Registered House 
Builders Handbook, National House 
Building Council , 1974). 

Loft Insulation. The first generally speci· 
fied recommendation for thermal roof 
insulation was made in a ·government 
circubr of 1959 (Minister of Housing and 
Local Government Circular 63 I 59). This 
specified a "u" value of 1.4, equivalent 
to one ill'Ch of lagging. But this was not 



made mandatory until the ·issue of the 
bu'ilding regulations in 1965. In 1974, as 
part olf the "save it " campaign, the 
pll!blic were recommended to install at 
least a three inch layer. A report in 
Handyman Which? of August 1975 
showed that installing a tour inch layer 
would pay .for itselif in savings on fuel 
within twelve months ·if using electricity 
at 2p a unit. Using the cheapest f uel-gas 
-at 0.7p a useiful kwh, the capital cost 
would be covered in just over two years. 
Yet it was not until January 1975 that 
the Building Regulations required 
improved insulation specifying a " u " 
value of 0.6, the equivalent of only a 2 
inch layer of insulating material. 

LoH insulation •to this standard is now a 
requirement for aU new house building 
and rfor obtaining an 'improvement grant 
(Department oif the Environment Circula•r 
160 /74) where part of a lo·cal authority 
comprehensive improvement, or where a 
local authority feels it is necessary in the 
interests oif either an elderly or disabled 
tenant. In the last two cases it qua.J.ifies 
for an e~chequer subs'idy. Elderly or dis-
abled people of limited means can also 
apply for an improvement ·grant to cover 
loft insubtion alone. However, each 
application has to lbe submitted individ-
ually rfor Department of the Environment 
approvaL In the first year of ·operation, 
local author.jties did not subm'it any such 
applications. 

In 1975 the Department of Energy issued 
a circul•a•r drawing the attention ·of local 
authorities to the benefits of .jmproving 
the thermal insulation of ex·isting dwell-
ings and point·ing out that the new build-
ing regulations requirements are only a 
minimum. However, the ·circul•ar ·com-
placently says that lo-ca•l authorities 
should be able to assess what needs to be 
done "over a period Qlf years" {s'ic) and 
points out that higher standards than the 
minimum must be within the financial 
limits of the housing cost yardstiock. 

Tank insulation. There is still no 
mandatory requ'irement for puibli·c ·sector 
housing for the lagging of hot water tanks 
though at •least 3 inches · oif lagging 
has been recommended to the ·genem•l 
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public since 1974 in Department of 
Energy and Department olf the Environ-
ment press publicity. Lagging, though of 
an un&pecified amount, has been a 
requirement only since 1975 ·for privately 
built houses. A parl'iamenta.ry answer dis-
dosed that 3! milli·on homes-20 per cent 
of houses with suitaible tanks-had no 
tank lagging and another 10 million had 
less than the minimum of 3 inches 
recommended. Since the cost is only some 
£5 to £6 and the rfuel saving large, this is 
deplora:ble (Hansard, House of Lords 
op cit). 

income support 
Nearly a quarter of the population relies 
partly or wholly on the state to provide 
its incCJiffie and 4.5 miH·ion receive supple-
mentary benefit (Supplementary Benefit 
Commission Annual R eport 1975, HMSO, 
1976). In addition to the 1,679,000 supple-
menta·ry pensioners and those who fail 
through ·inadequate contritbutions to 
qualify for national ·insurance 'benefits 
and must daim supplementary allowance, 
there are the growing numtbers of unem-
pl•oyed whose families depend for months 
or even years on unemp-loyment benefit 
topped up by supplemen'tary benefit ; but 
many will never be enti.Ued to the higher 
" long term " scale rate for which other 
claimants qualify after 2 years. In 
Decemlber 1975, 47 per cent oif those on 
unemployment benefit were also receiving 
supplementary !benefit. It is 'important 
to recognise the discrepancy, increasingly 
made as a matter ·olf poli·cy, !between 
short and long term daimants, for two 
reasons. First1y, the annual review of 
benefits which became statutory in April 
1975 operates on two different 'bases of 
reference : for the long term lbenefits 
(invalidity, pensions) •the increase is 
determined 'by movement in earnings, or 
prices, whichever is higher, whereas for 
the short ·term (s•ickness, unemployment) 
i't is determined by the movement in 
prices. Secondly, the reta'il price index, 
on which upravings are :based, has been 
widely questioned as a reli a!ble source of 
information on the budgets of poor 
households, whose ·cost of. living rises 
more rapidly during inflation than that of 



6 

average households i.f the pr'ice of neces-
sities, on which the poor spend as much 
as 5 per cent more than average, rises 
faster than prices in •general. This can be 
shown by ·comparing expenditure on fuel 
as a percentage of weekly household 
income !between different income ·groups ; 
the lowest decile, with incomes under 
£20, spent 13 per cent on all fuel in 
1975-6, whereas those with incomes of 
£100 plus spent only 4 per cent (National 
Consumer Council, Paying for Fuel, 
HMSO, 1976). If we then look at the effect 
of parti·oular price rises that occur 
between the upratings o{ ·benefits, the 
effect on the poor household budget is 
consideraJbly wqorse; for a married couple 
on the short term scale rate, for instance, 
the third quarter of 1975 shows that 
income remained aJbout 20 per cent 
below the long term rate and <from 5-10 
per ·cent below the r'ise in aH prices 
(Department of Employment Gazette ; 
Social Security Statistics, 1974, NCC, op 
cit)-although the price of domestic gas 
went up by 20 per cent and the price 
of domestic e~ectri'City ·by 35t per cent 
be'tween July and October of that year 
(Fourth Report on the Select Committee 
on Nationalised Industries, House of 
Commons paper 353, HMSO, 1976). 

It has always been the practice of the 
Supplementary Benefits Comm'ission to 
provide what is known as " rotal income " 
rather than to itemise the scale rates-
exclusive, of course, of rent or mortgage 
interest aHowance. To aHow for the par-
ticular circumstances of tenants who pay 
a fiat rate rent the allowance is therelfore 
reduced to exclude services. The com-
mrssron concedes that there .js a 
" notional " sum within the scale rates for 
the householder claimant attrilbutable to 
fuel expenditure currently £2.80 toward 
heating (including water 'heating), £3.20 
inclusive of lighting and •cooking. When 
questioned as to how this notional figure 
was orig'ina.Jly eS'tabl'ished-since, like 
other aspects o1' the scale rates, it has 
been gradually increased ·over the years-
the commission refers to the Family 
Expenditure 'Survey •for pensioner house-
holds, and is resolutely opposed to any 
further breakdown according to either the 
type of fuel and appliances used , or the 

number in the household. It must there-
fw 'be assumed, for instance, that the 
current aHowance for a child under five, 
which amounts to 45p a day, includes a 
contr%ution towards the heating costs of 
the .family, regardles·s of the fact that a 
young baby will inevitably need extra 
warmth, extra hot water and will almost 
certainly mean that more time is spent in 
the home by the mother than would be 
the case for an older school age child. 

discretionary help 
The Commission has two ways of pro-
viding extra discretionary help towards 
the cost of ifuel ifor those cla·im'ing supple-
mentary !benefit. 11he first is a week:ly 
addition to benefit which may lbe given in 
any one or more of what are defined as 
" exceptional circumstances " (DHSS 
•leaflet oc2, 1976). The conditions of 
elig~bility relate to health and/ or to hous-
ing, and the heating aHowance (HAs) 
g'iven are normally at one of three ~evels 
-70p, £1.40 or £2.10 per •week. Since 
November 1975, there has been a further 
extension of s·pecial aHowances for those 
with central heating (cHAs), based on 
the num'ber of habitable rooms, 'but these 
are an alternative, not an addition, to 
HAS given on health or hous•ing grounds 
·and the maximum is still only £1.40. 
Claimants must normally apply 'for these 
additions, and a home visit is usuaNy a 
P'rerequisite to payment; but exceptional 
heating need may come to light during 
a routine visit. 

Since 1973, when the national survey of 
pensioners showed that three quarters of 
those asked were unaware of the existence 
of heating aUowances (aHhough some 
were unaware they already received ·one), 
the situati·on has improved to a point at 
which the Commission is rightly con-
cerned that " exceptional " is hardly the 
term to be applied to the estimated 
1,010,000 beneficiaries (33 per cent of all 
supplementary tbenefits claimant'S) who 
were 'in receipt of heating additions-at 
an estimated cost (June 1975) of £31 
million (Hansard, 29 June 1976). The 
figures have ·certainly increased ·consider-
ably since then, if only lby the number 



now ehigi:ble for CHAs. Forty seven per 
cent {December 1975) of all supplemen-
tary pensioners receive heating allow-
ances, which may be in response to the 
wide&pread <tdivities of local voluntary 
organi·sations in campaigns for the 
elderly, !but is ·in part due to the emphasis, 
in the stated conditions o{ eligibility, on 
" restricted mohihty due to general fraiity 
or -old age " and to the .fact that more old 
people are likely to live in homes which 
are poorly equipped or uninsulated. The 
leaflet oc2 available at local offices of the 
Department of Heahh and Social 
Security does not refer to the fact that 
the mother of a young child, /for instance, 
is necessarily more restricted to the home, 
and thus needs more heating hours. 

The second type of discr·etionary helrp 
towa•rds fuel costs rfor which supplemen-
tary beneficiaries may apply is a lump 
sum payment under Section 7 o:f the 
Supplementary Benefit Act 1966. Break-
down 'figures supplied show that 7 per 
cent (48,000) of exceptional needs pay-
ments (ENPs) were given to help with fuel 
bil'ls, as compared, :for example, with 56 
per cent (380,000) for clothing. It is cer-
tainly Commission policy to avoid the pay-
ment of fuel bills under Section 7 unless 
it ·can 1b'e dearly shown that a h·eating 
addition should have been given over the 
relevant period; that some emergency, 
such as severe illness, a particul·arly hard 
winter, or new heating installation leading 
to unexpectedly large biHs ; or else that an 
existing •heating <tppliance is totaUy 
inefficient or jnadequate and should be 
repla•ced-in which case an amount will 
be given to cover a suitable secondhand 
a!ppliance. The Commission do not con-
sider it part of their income providing 
funct-ion to give ENPS which might be seen 
as house improvements (for example, loft 
insulation, provision of alternative e·con-
omi·cal heating equipment) a-lthough ·small 
sums are occasionaUy ·given towards 
draughtrproofing materials, hotwater 
bottles or extra blankets. No ENP can be 
given to t'hose whose savings will exceed 
£200 'follorw"ing payment of the bill or 
item in question. 

On all rhese cla'ims, as throughout the 
supplementary benefits system, an appeals 
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procedure exists, and -it may be through 
an a!rppeal to the independent tribunai that 
individual claimants are saved from the 
hardship of having fuel supply discon-
nected .for nonpayment, or occasionally, 
given help to pay ifor a cheaper to run 
heater or waterhea.ter. But the appeal 
system is not based on the precedent rule 
of common law, and each case must 
therefore depend ·on the persistence and 
a•bil'ity of the claimant (or his representa-
tive) to present an effective case, and, af 
course, on the •individual memlbers of the 
trilbuna1, who must often reach a decision 
without very much information about the 
home, the heating equipment, or the 
hea-lth of the appellant. It is ·increasingly 
felt lby those who seek to press the claims 
of supplementa•ry 'beneficiaries that local 
office and tribunal decisions, inevitably 
based on conflicting opinions as to what is 
or is not " reasonable " fuel expenditure, 
must lbe arbitrary, since even the fuel 
boards are extremely hesitant in establish-
ing a norm to cover the heating needs of 
households simply lby size, and the kind 
of calcu~ations requ'ired to monitor 
possible fuel sa·vings are notoriously hard 
to reach. 

The p·roblem of big bills which the con-
sumer cannot pay has worsened not only 
because of the sudden sharp price rises, 
particularly in eleotrioity, and not only 
for those dependent on social security 
incomes. With the short sighted and ill 
coordinated planning policies already dis-
cussed, more and more low income 
households have been rehoused in accom-
modation where they have no choice of 
fuel or equipment. And because they lack 
Ct!ipital or mability, they a·re especially 
badly hit 'in trying to adjust to the fuel 
boards' recent policy of transferring 
customers onto quarterly lbiUs. The fuel 
boards argue, with some justification, that 
the old pay-as-you-burn arrangement-
the slot meter-is unsuited to large users, 
by whom are meant those with central 
heating •and other energy consuming 
appliances ; slot meters may not have the 
capacity for enough coins, and they are 
often a security risk. The Select Com-
mittee on Nationalised Industries (DHSS 
Annual Report, 1974, HMSO, 1975). Oakes 
Report (Review of Payments and Collec-
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tion Methods for Ga1· and Electricity 
Bills, Department of Energy Library, 
June 1976) and the Nationai Consumer 
Council report (op cit) are, however, 
united in stating that >the movement 
towards creating large fuel debts by the 
administrative •convenience of quarterly 
biHing of customers must be reversed, or 
at least halted, for those who wish to pay 
for their fuel as they use it. These are 
a·lmost invariably, for obvious reasons, 
those who depend on weekly incomes, 
overwhelmingly those on social security 
benefits, who are by definition least able 
to save towards big future 'bills. It is also 
worth noting that, among supplementary 
benefit claimants, those whose special fuel 
needs have been most satisifactoriiy met 
are precisely those who, because they pay 
an inolusive rental in which the fuel 
charge is high because they depend 
wholly on electricity, have been able to 
negotiate HAS which cover fuel costs over 
and above the notional £2.80 conta·ined 
in the scale rates. Tlhe best known of such 
arrangements has been achieved on the 
large, all elect·ric Hulme Estate in Man-
chester (1 ,250 housing units) where an 
automatic HA is now given, ranging up 
to £3.70 for a four bedroomed flat (Fuel 
Debts and the Poor, CPC6, 1976). It is 
some indication of wha,t fuel costs are 
now likely to to be for a family in 
centrally heated all-electric accommoda-
tion that such expendi'ture by the Com-
mission has lbeen accepted ; nevertheless, 
the anoma·ly whereby others, in s•imilar 
conditions but without landlord con-
trolled heating, are not considered to 
have exceptional heating circumstances 
requiring additions on this scale must 
inevitably ·lead the publ'ic, and the Com-
mision, to question the principle on 
whi·ch no distinction is made for type of 
fuel or appliance. 

Nor is this the only blunderland example 
of administration badly in need of cen-
tra-lly co-ordinated policy. In at least four 
'large uor1ban areas r(HuH, Nottingham, 
Sheffield, Leeds) outside London, council 
estates were built on the Larson-Nielson 
model used for Ronan Point, and after the 
gas conversion in 1968 these were all 
hastily converted for electricity. For the 
estimated 30,000 households in such dwell-

ings, there have been escalating electricity 
bills and many disconnections; the con-
sequence is that poorer households have 
begun using al'ternative fuels-bottled gas 
for cooking, paraffin for heating. It is 
hard to arrive at figures, partly because 
such use is often kept secret, but 10 out 
of 46 flats on one estate were known in 
June to be using bottled gas, which 
carries at least five times as much risk 
of Ieak and expl·osion as town or North 
Sea gas. It may, indeed, be suppl1ied as 
an emergency by the local authority to 
famiiies ·without electricity supply. Once 
again, it would seem that housing offers 
the Iong term key to sensilble energy use, 
and that, in the short term, we •i·gnore the 
effect of rapid energy price inflation on 
consumer behaviour at their peril·. 

debts and disconnection 
Since February 1976 people receiving 
Social Security can avoid disconnection 
of fuel supplies but, as wiH be shown 
later, only at the expense of other neces-
sities such as food and clothing. First 
however, it 'is important to be clear about 
the causes of disconnection. They may be 
class·ified under three headings : home 
and famiiy situations, local ·conditions 
and national policies_ 

Jt is usually an unexpected difficulty or 
even tragedy which can make it impos-
sible for a poor person to meet his fuel 
bill. A sudden unexpected fall in a 
family's income through sickness, unem-
ployment, redundancy, short time work-
ing or death of the wage earner, can leave 
no money to spare for quarterly biHs. 

Likewise an unforeseen or sudden rise in 
expenditure can deprive people on ·low 
incomes of the surplus to meet their fuel 
bills. Funeral expenses, motoring fines or 
the sudden need to make a lengthy 
journey are obvious examples. Moreover, 
many people have to live most of their 
l'ives on incomes very close to the poverty 
line. It is very difficult for them to 'budget 
over a period for a quarterly electricity 
or gas bill. They have no margin to help 
with the unexpected ·costs. Yet they often 
need more heat than households with 
higher income either because of their 



physical condition or because they are at 
home for longer periods than more 
affluent people. Furthermore, poor people 
mnre often live in older housing which 
is more difficult to heat. People at aH 
income levels have difficulty in managing 
their budget. To those on low incomes 
mismanagement means not a polite 
banker's letter <but disconnection. The 
fuel Boards themselves sometimes make 
mistakes. People who ar·e late payers 
sometimes find 'that they are cut off 
because the Boards have failed to com-
municate internally. Sometimes people 
pay well in advance and yet pay-
ment systems still go wrong. The grim 
public image of the Boards is such that 
many people a!'e nervous about seeking 
extra time to pay or ·going to discuss their 
financial difficulties. A person in receipt 
of social security benefit sometimes finds 
that the local Department of Health and 
Social Security office is s·low in paying 
weekly allowances or exceptional needs 
payments. Similarly, where a Social 
Service Department a<grees to make a 
grant under Section 1 of the Children's 
Act 1948 there may lbe a delay in paying 
it to the fuel board and the customer is 
cut off. Although fuel boards have the 
pnwer ro provi·de " pay as you burn 
schemes " many only operate monthly 
ones which are inadequately publicised. 

Moreover the fuel boards decide in each 
case at what point 'they wiU disconnect. 
Neither the oustomer, the local authority, 
nor central government depa!'tment con-
cerned •with the wel'fare of the customer 
has any say except where the customer 
is in receipt of social security benefit. So 
often powers are used unfairly and there 
is no aJppeal. In some areas there are 
special local factors such as expens'ive 
heating systems installed by ·locai authori-
ties, and accepted by council tenants as 
Hobson's Ohoice, where epidemics of 
disconnection often occur. However, the 
main causes of disconnection lie neither 
in the family, nor in local conditions, but 
in national policies. Families struggle 
with a system of Kafka-esque complexity. 
About 150,000 households were deprived 
of fuel 'in 1974/75 through disconnections , 
rep·resenting an increase over the previous 
year. 
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AH the ingredients seem to be available 
to solve these problems- public aware-
ness, all party agreement, and information 
in abundance, yet the problems grow. It 
is not that we have the wrong answers-
the right questions a!'e still unasked. The 
basic premises are wrong. 

false premises 
The first is that at one time we had 
"cheap energy." We never had cheap 
energy-only cheap miners. Miners have 
been paying an excessive price ever since 
coal mining began, as tihe taJble shows. 

MORTALITY RA 11ES 
\Standardised mortal'ity rates 

•men wives 
coal miners 

(face workers) 180 190 
surveyors and 

al'chitects 84 85 
doctors 8'9 73 
(the standardised mortality ratio ex-
presses the mortality rate of an occupa-
tional group as a percentage of the 
national average, allowing for differences 
in .the agestructures of the two groups). 

The infant mortality rate of miners' 
children was 115 per cent of the national 
average in 1921 and 124 per cent in 1968. 
Fuels have been underpriced and we are 
lffi:t with a legacy of inefficiently con-
structed housing 'and building regulations 
which perpetuate the cheap energy myth. 
The other false premise is that the 
problem is merely an imbalance 1betwe_en 
fuel prices and income. The question is 
much broader than this, <being one of fuel 
utilisation , primari·ly a housing problem. 
Even if these fal·se premises are refuted 
and policy is formed oan a sound founda-
tion ·the implementation of that policy 
must hreak through the barriers of 
departmentalism. 

departmentalism 
Government Departments are monuments 
to old problems and show this in their 
a1pproach to the new. The Department 
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of Health and Sociai Security paid out 
in 1975 £31 million as Supplementary 
Heating AHowances, hut much of this 
must have been lost through uninsulated 
lofts because it has never been their 
policy to make Exceptional Needs Pay-
ments for what they consider house 
improvement. That is the responsibility 
of the Department of the Environment, 
whose promotion of Improvement Grants 
for insulation was negligible. Neither were 
Councils aHowed to insul'ate houses, 
except as part of a comprehensive 
improvement of the dwelling which 
necessarily restricted the number of 
dwellings that could be insulated, 
especiaHy as the money aHocated for 
such "Section I 05 " programmes was cut. 

The special encouragement given to 
housing authorities, on 1 Ma•rch 1976, 
to insulate houses as part of the job 
creation programme, was welcome but 
belated. The penny pinching of the 
Department of the Environment created 
further problems for the Department of 

·Health and Social Security which now 
gives allowances to everyone on Supple-
mentary Benefit Iiving in a centrally 
heated dweH'ing, ostensibly because the 
heating is so expensive, although actually 
because the housing had been so cheaply 
built. 

The Department of Energy and the 
Deparbment orf the Environment publicity 
material recommends at -least three inches 
of loft space insulat ion , but the Depart-
ment of the Environment only specifies 
two inches in the 1JU'i-lding regulations. 
AnomaJiies abound and paradoxes pro-
liferate. The Department of Health and 
Social Security rused to recommend a 
temperature of 19.5°C for elderly people 
and tlle Department of the Environment 
codified this but some blocks of sheltered 
housing have no insulation, others one 
inch only and the most recently built still 
only two inches. It 'is quite imposs·ible 
for elderly tenants on Social Security to 
pay for •that level of heating, even with 
the standard central allowance, so they 
must be subsidised from the housing 
revenue account which limits the work 
the local authority can do for those 

elderly people who do not live ·in 
sheltered housing. 

The Department of Energy, child of the 
crisis, has only peripheral interest in 
actually helping people keep warm. It is 
ironic that the increase in t'he number of 
fuel problems of Iow income households 
should be paralleled by the growth of a 
bureaucracy said to be tackl'ing energy 
problems. The success of any Government 
policy must finally be judged lby its effect 
on the lives of the most vulnenible 
members of society. The Department's 
policy on Energy Conservation (Energy 
Conservation, Department of Energy, 
1975) concentrates on saving excess 
energy. Low income households bee the 
problem of dbtaining sufficient warmth 
and alt'hough energy conservation makes 
their money go further, nowhere is the 
provision of warmth discussed. 

Now the Department of Prices and Con-
sumer Protection has enttered the scene, 
having commissioned a study from the 
National Consumer Council on the effect 
of energy prices on low income house-
holds and to suggest means whereby hard-
ships can 'be al·leviated. This will amplify 
the1r earlier work (For Richer for Poorer, 
National Consumer Council). 
Does this mean th'at the Department of 
Prices is to 'initiate moves to cut the 
Gordian Knot of Whitehall ? Surely it is 
the Treasury that should be taking the 
initiative. H is the rfont of false economies 
which spring from t'he division of 
Exchequer resources on lines determined 
by past rather than present problems. 

Civil servants in each department cannot 
see that their savings are other depart-
ments' expenses-the classic economic 
problem of externalities. 
Constrained by the complex allocation 
procedures which deliver finance for 
housing through several separate 
channels, local authorities have limited 
powers of action. The springs of action 
are further weakened by the depart-
mentalism of local government and the 
professions which work in them. Profes-
s:onals have little scope for freedom to 



produce effi·cient dwellings and that free-
?om is sometimes limited by professional 
Jeaiou_sy. Architects, 'housing managers, 
qu~ntity su~veyors and heating and venti-
latmg engmeers all have their own 
influence and op-inion on the sort of heat· 
ing and insulation which dwellings should 
~ave. The resultant choice, further 
m_fluen_ced by the Housing Cost Yard-
stick, IS, not surpr·isingly, often ·a com-
promise designed by default. 

policy recommendations 
~osti~g of the following recommenda~ 
t10ns IS very difficult. The national cost-
bene~t analysis is based on resource costs 
and IS on a much longer time scale than 
~he consumers' cost-benefit analysis which 
JS based on market prices and take a 
much shorter view. It is possible to com-
pare savings with ~he return on capita! 
that would be obtamed by secure invest-
ment. The Treasury have suggested that 
a 10 per cent annual discount, in real 
terms, be taken as the standard the 
Treasury discount rate. However b~ause 
the savings will be a function of future 
fuel prices, which will proba!bly rise at 
·least as fast as the general rate of 
inflation, 10 per cent may be too low. 
This move by the Treasury is a welcome 
step encouraging decisi·on makers to con-
centr~te mo~e on ~he cost of not imple-
mentmg policy opt'lons. There is still too 
much short sighted focus on the immedi-
ate costs .of implementation. 

T~ere ar~ m_any facto·rs to explain why 
this practice IS prevalent. Polit•icians have 
to face the pressure of elections before 
the benefits of many of their policies will 
be evident. Tlhey are judged by incurred 
costs. Administrators are constrained to 
work witJhin strict budgetary limits. The 
effects that their ·decisions may make on 
other department 's budgets may be hid-
den or, if recognised, felt to be more 
accepta>ble than exceeding their own 
limits. The influence of corporate man-
agement on local government decision 
making Mld of central policy review on 
central government, does not appear to 
have reduced the false economies caused 
by this process. Recurrent costs were less 
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important when the rate of inflation 
paralleled the growth of national wealth. 

It may have been inefficient to insulate 
h?uses inadequately, but it did not have 
disastrous economic consequences. How-
ever, in t?e f~1ture it is 1ikely that the 
rate of mflatron will be lsrign·ifica.ntly 
greater than the growth of the national 
product, and recurrent costs therefore 
ao;;.sume much greater significance. 

This is most dramatically demonstrated 
i!l hous-ing " costs " . Housing has tradi-
tiOnally been costed in three dimensions 
the costs in the fourth dimensi•on being ~ 
much less important consideration 
because they fell on some other individual 
or agency. For years, loca·l government 
has complained nhat central economies 
merely moved expenses from taxes to 
rates. Housing authorities have had to 
accept, for example, cheaper window 
frames to get central approval for house 
building, although fully aware that tJhe 
need to start maintenance sooner, the 
shorter maintenance cycle and the earlier 
replacement of these frames would entail 
expenses many times greater than the 
short term savings. The bill for tihe sav-
ings made by cheap building is also 
picked up by the householder. This has 
been what has happened in •the case of 
domestic energy, where cost . cutting by 
private developers and central govern-
ment has been cost creating for indivi-
dua-ls: residents who have to pay tJhe 
higih fuel bills. l'he pa-inting of window 
frames has perhaps some minimal social 
benefit ·by creating employment, but 
waste of energy has n·one. Not only has 
it caused hardship , and in some cases. 
death, but it has contributed to many of 
our major problems. 

The most important costs are therefore 
the recurrent costs of not adopting ·policy 
recommendations. 'Dhe whole of sooial 
policy making must be regarded from a 
new perspective. 



3. policy possibilities under 
present legislation 
The major obstacle to the resolution of 
the problem of an adequate provision of 
power to low income households is the 
departmental straitjacket of central gov-
ernment. Three of the five relevant 
departments may be thought of as being 
primarily involved. llhe Department of 
EnePgy promotes " economy and effici-
ency in the use and consumption ·of 
energy" (Advisory Council on Energy 
Conservation, Energy Paper Number 3, 
HMSO, 1975). The Department of the 
Environment ·controls the dwellings to be 
heated and the Depar·tment of Health 
and Social Security ensures that indivi-
duals will have adequate income and the 
necessary physical, mental and social 
wellbeing to spend it efficiently. The 
Treasury, as the ~gent •of current cost 
control, ·is secondarily involved as is the 
Department of Prices and Consumer Pro-
tection which is concerned with tihe 
recurrent costs, the prices, set by the fuel 
boards who appear relatively free from 
departmental control. 

At present each department deals indivi-
dually with outside bodies who wish to 
make representat·ion or criticise policies. 

Assurances are given that there is ~de
quate "interdepartmental collaboration", 
but the development of policies which do 
not seem to be interrelated would ques-
t1on the efficiency of this closed system 
of administrati·on. 

There is urgently required a single con-
sultation paper, a policy for warmbh, with 
all five departments as common signa-
tories. This pa!per must examine the 
problem of the provision of power to 
households, discuss the individual policies 
o.f housing, income support and energy 
provision and pricing, outline uheir inter-
relati·onship and raise the difficult ques-
tion of Clllpital versus recurrent cosbs. It 
1s clearly politicaoJ!y difficult to accept 
current sacrifices for future gains, 
although less difficult than in the past as 
the acceptance of the principle a11d prac-
tice of income restra•int has shown. 11he 
Treasury, steeped for generations in con-
trol of current costs, and having the 
a:bility to take the long term view in 
monetary matters rather ~han in the com-

plexity of energy policy, is not the most 
~ppropriate body to initiate tJhis paper. It 
is precisely the type of task for which tihe 
Central Policy Review Staff, based in the 
CaJbinet Office, was created. They should 
initiate and edit the consultation paper. 

housing 
From borh a personal and a nationa·l 
viewpoint the key issue is to tackle the 
thermal inefficiency of housing. 

Following tl1e 1974 CPAG / RICA report 
Cold Comfort which highlighted the 
inadequate and expensive heating of low 
·income families, the Depar~ment of the 
Environment sponsored during the winter 
of 1975/76 a variety of Iow cost experi-
mental heating and / or insulation im-
provements in ten old people's dweHings 
in each of three regions-London, the 
Midlands and the noroth east coast. RICA 
has been commissioned by the Depart-
ment of the Environment to monitor the 
effect tJhese improvements are having on 
temperatures, fuel commmption, conveni-
ence and subjective conceptions of 
warmth. llhe social service departments 
concerned are being alerted to helping the 
householders to obtain heat additions 
when it arppears Vhey may be eligible and 
to transfer to a more economical gas 
tariff where their consumption suggests 
this possibility. 

In August 1976, the Department of 
Energy issued a circular to housing 
authorities encouraging them to use the 
Job Creation Programme, coupled with a 
Department of the Environment arranged 
40 per cent discount on material, to install 
loft insulation in council houses. 

Friends of the Earth (Durham) have 
pioneered such work-coupled with hot 
water tank insulation and general draught 
proofing-in privately owned housing. 

They have not only written to housing 
authorities giving details of installation 
metJhods and pwblems and of availruble 
grant aid, hut have also prepared a Home 
'Insulation Project Pack giving detailed 
guidance for ·other voluntary organisa-



tions interested in home thermal 
efficiency. 

To quote the final recommendation of 
the excellent report of the Building 
Research EstC~Jblishment: " using only 
well established technologies it should be 
possible to save about 6 per cent df the 
annual UK primary energy consumpti·on 
by action in the existing housing stock. 
The present value (mid 1975) of the 
resource cost of such action would be 
£3,300 million and the present value of 
the savings discounted at 10 per cent per 
annum would •be of the same order " 
(Building Research EstaJblishment Work-
ing Party Report, Energy Conservation, 
a study of energy consumption in build-
ings and possible means of saving energy 
in housing, 1975). 

There would ·be additional strategic and 
balance of payment gains. There are over 
20 miUion dwellings in the United King-
dom. Their estimated life expectancy is 
55 years, so the total number of useful 
years left ·in the housing stock is 110 
milli·on years. The potentia-l for future 
savings is enormous. 

Local authorities and housing associa-
tions. They should immediately review 
tJhe insulation of their stock and plan an 
improvement and rehaJbilitation policy 
which gives priority to increasing the 
thermal efficiency of the dweHings, giving 
top priority to all electric dwell-ings, that 
is, those wi•th eleotric central heating but 
without a gas supply or a flue. 11he 
housing management staff should take 
steps to see tlhat all tenants on supple-
mentary benefit, who will usually be 
known to the rent rebate officers, are 
aware of the finanoial benefits to which 
they are entitled, especially those tenants 
who live in centrally heated dwellings. 
A random sample should be made of 
centrally heated dwellings to assess 
•tenants' problems. They may be receiving 
la11ge bills or switching off the heating 
and turning to supplementary heating 
apparatus suoh as paraffin heaters-to 
avoid tihe bills. These problems are often 
unnecessary, arising frOtJTI inability to 
control the heating system. This is not 
caused by " low intelligence ", but because 
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the tenant has never been instructed 
properly in the use of the system. This 
is important when tenants first move in 
to a new development. The domest•ic 
advisers of the fuel boards should be 
seconded, as a condition of winning tihe 
contract, to advise tenants when they 
move ·in , and to review their heating bills 
for the first two winter quarters during 
which they have used the central heat·ing. 
The lack of review is a very important 
ca:use of households developing fuel, and 
sometimes consequently, rent problems. 
If the tenant·s complain to the housing 
department that tJhey are not satisfied, the 
depar~ment should arrange to meet the 
tenants with a representative of the fuel 
board and the relevant Consumer 
Council. 

Great uhough the problems are for new 
tenants, they are even greater for those 
who come in subsequently. They receive 
even less explanat·ion, and the instruc-
ti-ons, inadequate though they may be, are 
often mi·ssing havin•g been lost. Every 
tenant should receive an instruction book-
let wibh the keys and their first winter 
fuel ·bills should be investigated if they 
differ by more than 15 per cent from the 
average for that type of dweHing. 

Tenants who are particularly at risk are 
those in all electric dwellings, those wibh 
electric central heating, with or without 
supplementary electric radiant fires. Those 
in tJhi·s group sometimes switch off central 
heating they cannot afford, and switch on 
the least efficient heating Cllpparatus-a 
radiant fire--to pro·v·ide their warmth: 
out of the frying pan indeed. A!ll electric 
dwellings should be given priority in an 
insulation programme. 

Every effort should be made to offer 
tenants an alternative source of warmth 
such as a gas fire. Many would be glad 
to pay fo-r this fire themselves, and the 
Supplementary Benefits Commiss•ion have 
the power to make exceptional needs pay-
ments to replace inefficient forms of 
heating. 

There is some scope, within programmes 
carried out under the Clean Air Act, for 
environmenta•l health officers to give 
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advice on the total thermal efficiency 
while seeing the grant applicant. They 
must be alert to the pressures of salesmen 
who often capitalise on areas which are 
the subject of an order. These officers 
are not allowed to give advice on different 
types of fuel because they would appear 
to be partial, so the Department of 
Energy should issue leaflets of guidance 
to all inhabitants in designated areas. 

New Housing. Local Authorities should 
immediately review the briefs they cur-
rently use for new house building. Plans 
with aH electric heating should 'be immed-
iately altered to offer choice. The 
regional representatives of the Depart-
ment of the Environment should be 
involved at this stage, because of the 
cost implications of some suggestions-
the installation of a flue, or the supply of 
gas. The Housing Corporation should 
initiate ·this review in housing associations. 

Owner occupiers. The powers to help are 
limited, but there are still householders 
not claiming rate rebates and publicity 
on these benefits might increase uptake 
- especially if increased use was made 
of church groups and voluntary bodies. 
Any increase in income helps people buy 
more fuel, but of course does not increase 
the efficiency of their energy utilisation. 
Local authorities have the power to give 
improvement grants to elderly and dis-
abled people to insulate their houses. The 
authorities should immediately puhlicise 
this power. both directly to the public 
and through the professional and volun· 
tarv workers who meet the elderly. Local 
authorities should also use and publicise 
their power to grant maturity loans, both 
to meet the other half of an improvement 
grant and to cover the entire cost where 
the dwellings are not eligible for improve-
ment grants. Owner occupiers can also 
benefit under the Clean Air Act. 

The privately rented sector. The calcu-
lation of fair rents should take the ther· 
mal efficiency of the dwelling into greater 
con ideration than is done at present. 
Guidance should be is ued to Rent 
Officers and to Rent Assessment Com-
m i ttee~ . Th i ~ w~ ~ recommPnd nd 1-,y the 
1\ c.lvisory Cou:1.::1l on nergy Conserva-

tion. Some tenants pay too much for their 
fuel and alnhough they can be helped by 
the Office of Fair Trading who can 
check the amount they are being charged, 
many people are unaware of this . 

Every time an application is made for a 
rent allowance, a leaflet, explaining the 
tenant's rights and giving advice on this 
problem, should be given to the applicant 
(Advisory Council on Energy Conserva· 
tion, Report to the Secretary of State 
for Energy, HMSO, 1975). 

health authorities 
Health authorities shouJ.d ensure that all 
district nurses and general practitioners 
have low reading thermometers. The con-
vent·ional clinical t;hermometer is ina.de· 
quate because the lower limit of the 
markings is higher than the temperature 
with which many hypothermic people 
present. This is one reason that the 
diagnosis is missed and the incidence of 
hypothermia underestimated. They should 
also ensure that emergency and casualty 
departments should also have low reading 
thermometers and use them routinely on 
babies and old people, even if they pre-
sent with problems which do not 
<House clinical suspicion of hypothermia. 
Another cause of missed diagnosis is that 
the diagnosis is not considered. 

In addition health authorities should 
ensure that training programmes for 
staff who work in the community, that 
is district nurses, health visitors, mid-
wives, occupational therapists, general 
practitioners and chiropodists, should 
contain information on fuel problems. 
Many curricula now include sessions on 
hypothermia, but prevention must a! o 
be included. One of the problems of pro· 
fessionalism is that highly trained pro-
fessionals tend to practice only what they 
have been taught. Everything else is 
" someone el e's " re ponsibility. Often 
it turns out that such problems a the 
provision of warmth become no·one's 
responsibility. Every •professional should 
be taught the basic facts which enable 
" "1 -~ 'wlrl~ to hn w1 rm, such :~ ~ tho~c 
conta ined in H elp Y ourself lo JVarnllh 



(National Consumer Council and Age 
Concern, 1975). 

Health education officers workin•g witJh 
the environmenta-l healnh officers, who are 
responsi•ble for home safety, must take 
the initiative in public education, using 
the media of voluntary services and com-
munity workers. Close liaison with social 
services departments is very important 
Community Health Councils can take the 
initiative monitoring not only these 
activ•ities, but the results. The number of 
hospital admissions of elderly people in 
which hypothermia is present should be 
recorded. Allowing for the fact that this 
number will underestimate the extent of 
the problems, and that the environment 
may only be one of a number o'f causal 
factors, the hypothermia admission rate 
is one yardstick by which we can judge 
our services for elderly people. No elderly 
people develop hypothermia at home in 
Saskatchewan or Sweden. It usually 
indicates a breakdown of one (or more 
than one) of housing, health, socia•l or 
income support services, or the oom-
municat·ion betlween them. An attempt 
should be made to analyse each case, not 
to witch hunt individual social or health 
workers, although blame must be appor-
tioned if it is due, but to examine the 
failure of services and ·thereby improve 
them. The maternal mortaEty rate has 
fallen since the war because of this 
debriefing approach. Failures are at least 
as important as succeS<ses in the develop· 
ment of future poli·cies, as Karl Popper 
has so clearly shown. The Community 
Physician for EnV'ironmenta:l Health 
would be in the best posiHon to initiate 
this surveillance programme. 

The Department of Health and Social 
Security should stipulate all these points 
in a letter sent to heaHh authoPities in the 
autumn . 

sociai services departments 
Social services departments inevitably 
find tlhemselves trying to pick up the 
pieces from tJhe failures of housing and 
income ma.intenance policies. Even with 
limited resour::cs the following ac!ioi1 is 
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possible. Many authorities already do 
some of these things ; ideally they should 
all do aH o.f tlhem. 

Equipment in emergencies. Virtually all 
authorities issue heating equipment to 
famil•ies who have had their supply of 
gas and electricity cut \>ff. The best equip-
ment is catalytic butane gas heaters-
these are sa.fer than ordinary calor gas 
heaters, as they operate without a flame 
and at low temperatures. They c·ost 
around £82 each. 

Effective arrangements for stock-piling 
fuel for emergencies, and ensuring access 
to commercial stocks of coal, paraffin, 
and bott<led gas for those disadvantaged 
in the event of crisis shortages, need to 
be worked out well in advance and all 
staff should know about these arrange-
ments. One member of staff should be 
given special responsi•bility for fuel cris·is 
co-ordination. 

Equipment for the long term. A first 
priority is to combat hypothermia, and 
this is primarily a nioght time rpmblem. 
At risk cases should be provided with 
one of the extra low voltage electric 
underblankets now available !from com-
mercial manufacturers. These can be pro-
v·i·ded under the Ohronically Sick and 
Disrubled Persons Act, but the blankets 
a,re also commercially ava:ill!lble, and 
better off clients and relat•ives should be 
encouraged to buy them. Experience in 
Hillingdon social services department 
shOIWs that the demand for these is quite 
manageruble and does not become 
excessive and uncontrollable. 

An essential point is that house wiring is 
checked for safety. Good liaison with 
electricity tboards lis (needed for this, 
although elderly people are entitled to a 
safety check free of charge. Where n~es
sary, additional sockets may be reqmred 
in uhe bedroom for the safe use of the 
blanket. This can be paid for under the 
•act. For total rewiring the ·council have 
pOIWers to give maturity loans for such 
work. 

When• old people reject the idea of 
electri :; blankets, as sometimes happens, 
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alternatives may include continental quilts 
and additional blankets. For day time 
use, commercially availa~ble electric 
warmpans which are slipped under a 
cushion could be issued in the same way. 
Like the blankets, they cost next to noth-
ing to run. Insulation •in council houses is 
primarily a matter for housing depart-
ments, but social services departments 
should authorise social workers to spend 
up to, say, £5 out. of petty cash on insula-
ting tape and similar materials. With a 
field sooial worker costing over £40 a 
day, it is far cheaper to do this than 
have a battle of the bureaucratic dino-
saurs over who pays a few pounds for 
materials. Job creation schemes represent 
the best way of helping numbers of 
people with insulat·ion (see below). Unfor-
tunately, however, many social workers 
are reluctant to see this kind of pract·ical 
task as part of their i·ob. They are also 
not aJ,ways well informed on what is 
needed---fur.ther training is required. 

Stafj implications. The first essential is 
to have one person clearly responsvble 
for ensuring action on heating with 
sufficient ltuthority and working time to 
get this done. Some authorities have 
already done this ; all others should also 
do so. 

Staff need to be .tra·ined, especially field 
social workers and home helps. Many 
myths still a!bound, such as the idea thC!Jt 
it is cheruper to leave immersion heaters 
on all day, and these staff are ideai!y 
nlaced to try to alter Sllloh misconceptions. 
Home helps have often lbeen neglected 
in training in the past, and heating is one 
of the pri·or;ity areas for courses to cover. 
Since not a11 staff will be a~ble to attend 
training courses, ·widespread distribution 
of leaflets such as Help Yourself to 
Warmth (op cit) is needed. Such material 
also forms a good base for discussion in 
tra~ining sessions convened for this pur· 
pose. 

For social workers, it is important that all 
aspects of welfare rights, and partioularly 
the new procedures on improvement 
grants for vhe elderly and disabled, are 
fully understood. As is evident from the 
small number of claims made so far, 

very few social workers are aware of the 
possi·bil•ities of using improvement grant 
funds, which cost the local authority 
vir.tua!Jy nothing and the social services 
department nothing at all, to benefit 
their clients. 

This very complex area of bureaucratic 
procedure needs to be given full treatment 
in training sessions. Legal aspects of fuel 
debts require similar explanation. 

All these topics should be included in 
basic training and the Centra1 Council for 
Educa,tion and Training in Social Work 
should review all courses to ensure that 
social workers are trained to deal with 
fuel problems. 

Voluntary groups. These can lbe encour-
aged to help. When money is desperately 
short f·or equipment, suoh as insulation 
ma.terials or low voltage blankets, then 
it should be relatively easy for them to 
raise funds for such an attractive cause. 
Much better -than this is to use volun· 
teers systematically firstly to help in 
identifying house by house what needs to 
be done, particularly for insulation, and 
secondly to install the materials. Such 
campaigns will need professional help, to 
back the volunteers, but this can be 
organised. Friends of tihe Earth in 
Durham have pioneered action pro-
grammes of this kind. 



4. possibilities requiring 
legislative change 
The powers of local authorities are 
unfortunately constrained by central gov-
ernment control which is both financial, 
to control public expenditure, and teohni-
cal. " Guidance " is not only a tool for 
expenditure control but a means by 
which the centre believes it can promote 
"good practice " in the periphery. 

Unfortunately the technical control 
system embodies inefficient and outmoded 
practices. 

It is divisive to have a double standard 
for private and public building. The pro-
posed changes lllpply to both sectors. Fo-r 
too long different standards have been 
applied to public sector housing although 
~he people drawing up bhese standards are 
often owner occupiers. (This d course is 
a broad issue cover-ing many aspects of 
house design and landscaping.) 

At present the basic energy parameters 
for dwelling designs are desira~ble temper-
atures and insulation: values, "u values·". 

The concentration on temperature as a 
measurement has produced energy 
systems whioh are in fact heating systems 
- and bigger and more expensive heating 
systems have been installed to obtain 
higher temperatures. 

The standards should be expressed in 
terms of thermal efficiency, expressing 
temperatures as a function of the energy 
input required to attain them. Tihe stan-
dard should take into account humidity 
and the rate of air change. This is 
obviously much more complex than 
present standards and some architects 
may find it difficult to deal with work of 
such complexity with the pressure of the 
other considerations of dwelling design. 
Heating and ventilating engineers are 
key personnel but their numbers are 
limited and they are under strain to pro-
vide their services which have suddenly 
become in great demand. 

A manpower policy for heating and 
ventilating engineers must be clarified, 
and the necessary training opportunities 
created. The Royal Institute of British 
Architects should review the content of 

architects' training which relates to 
energy -in all architecture schools and 
make appropriate recommendations. 
There is likely to be less work for many 
architects because the cuts in public 
expenditure fall mainly on ca.pi.tal pro-
Jects. 

The Royal Institute of British Architects 
and the Institute of Heating and Ventila-
ting Engjneers should jointly run training 
courses for architects to develop special 
shlls in the design of energy systems, 
taking advantage of this slack period. 

The ty.pe of heating system should take 
into account futU!'e energy policy, which 
fuels are to be developed and future 
pricing policies. The energy system 
designed for individual dwellings should 
take into account nhe thermal efficiency 
in terms of secondary energy input, but 
the central policy should consider the 
thermal efficiency of the housing stock in 
terms of the amount of primary energy 
utilrised. Electricity is inefficient on both 
scores. However, rather than just con-
demn electrical central heat ing the effici-
ency of any central heating system must 
now be questi-oned. If a dwelling was 
constructed with six inches of loft spa.ce 
insulation, cavity filled walls and double 
glazing, and if it was orientated correctly 
and with certain landscaping features 
such as the sheltering of a north facing 
wall with trees, then perhaps full central 
heating would not be required to reach 
the desired temperatures. This requires 
further research . 

The cost of increasing the insulative com-
ponent of the energy system could be met 
by decreasing the cost of the heating 
component, at present (November 1976) 
about £150 per radiator. 

Surely there are more efficient ways of 
spending £1 ,000 on heating a semi-
detached house than our present design 
of energy system which spends a.bout 
£750 on heating and £250 on insulation. 
Efficiency must be the watchword. Only 
the expression of temperatures in terms 
of the energy input required .to attain 
them will a rational policy be 
developed . Not only will nhe thermal 
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efficiency be improved but the rate of air 
change and the humidity will also be 
controlled. This will benefit the health of 
the residents and solve housing problems 
especially the common misery of con-
densation. 

The need is for experiment and evalua-
tion of both traditional and new methods, 
such as timber framed housing. 

Private tenants should be protected by 
making landlor<d owned electricity meters 
subject to a set charge, with overcharging 
a criminal off·ence. 

fuel boards 
The 01bjectives and accounta~bility of the 
fuel boards should be reviewed. ~here 
are two main roles, which each board 
must reconcile. They must decide whether 
they are to serve the prubhc or make a 
pmfit because at the moment they are 
making a poor attempt at both although 
it is possible to combine efficiency and 
service. 

Perhaps the most distressing element is 
the lack of responsiveness to consumers 
and their complaints. The existence of 
consumers' councils is not widely known 
but their powers are so limited that they 
can but gnash their edentulous gums and 
in many areas they even do this quietly. 
The real voice of the consumer is 
expressed through elected representatives 
and there must be tighter parliamentary 
control over the boards' operations. 

The consumer' councils should be 
replaced by an appeals procedure similar 
to that of the Supplementary Benefits 
Commission. llhe Fuel Appeal Board 
should have the power to receive com-
plaints against the boards at local level, 
not only on cases of disconnection but 
where members of the public feel they 
have a grievance against the board 
because the board has caused them 
unnecessary expense, or because they feel 
the boards have failed in their duty of 
providing an adequate service. In the 
short term this need not be more expen-
sive if the consumer councils were dis-

banded and in the long term an open, 
error oriented monitoring procedure 
would stand a greater chance of improv-
ing efficiency than the present system 
which is closed to criticism. One minister 
should be nominated for each fuel board. 
The report by the National Economic 
Development Council on the nationalised 
industries proposed that the industries 
should be based on trust, continuity, and 
account<llbility, and outJ.ined a framework 
on which these could be built. The 
distinction between the policy councils, 
concerned with poJ,icy monitoring, and 
the corpor<lltion boards, concerned with 
management, is sound, and would 
improve accountability. The proposals in 
the report should be implemented. 

disconnections and debt 
The present policy is in a state of flux. 
In response to pressures from a number 
of directions a new code of pracllice has 
been issued covering the payment of gas 
and .electricity bills. Laud<~Jble though this 
attempt is, it embodies a number of 
policies and premises that make it likely 
that at best it will simply mitigate the 
problems instead of striking at their roots. 
It perpetuates the distinction of fuel debts 
from o~her debts leaV'ing the fuel boards 
powers gtven to no other creditor. 

It bases the handling of individual cases 
on criteria relating to the social condition 
of the debtor rather than on the legality 
of rhe debt. It perpetuates the concept of 
lesser eligibility. 

Elderly people receive preferential treat-
ment in comparison with other low 
income groups, accentuating the apartheid 
of old lllge. It is an ethical mistake to per-
petuate the concept that some of the poor 
are deserving. The code is s~ill crisis 
orieThtated. Prevention is possible and 
must be promoted. 

A much more equit<~Jble code would be 
one which concentrated on ·the debt 
rather than on th~ debtor. 

If a bill is not paid after four weeks, an 
advisory notice should be delivered by 



recorded delivery warning the recipient 
of the intended date of disconnection, 
which must be at least fourteen days from 
the date of recorded delivery. The notice 
should also advise the recipient to 
approach the department of Health and 
Social Security immedillltely if they are 
already in receipt of -benefit, or to 
·approach the social services department 
if they are not. This would allow ,vime for 
the various officers to work at the prob-
lem together before the disconnection . 
All too often the social worker in the 
duty room is faced with a family which 
has all'eady been disconnected, asking if 
they can heat their baby's milk in the 
social services department. 

If the officers are unable to break the 
deadlock by the end of the fourteen day 
warning period, then the social service 
department's decision to stand credit for 
an extra fourteen days, if ~hey decide to 
act as guarantor, must be accepted by the 
fuel board. This is not universal practice 
at present. This would be very helpful 
in those cases in which the debtor had 
not sought fior help until the time of dis-
connection. Regular meetings in the win-
ter months w.ould allow these officers to 
develop a preventive approach and pre-
clude crises. The point at issue is the 
justice af disconnection which is based on 
the principle that fuel debts are different 
from all other debts. In prinoiple fuel 
debts should be handled like all other 
debts with action through the courts an 
essential prerequisite to action by the 
creditor. It is now time for the 19th 
century to make way for the 20th. 

Central to the l•ong term support of 
households who have developed debts is 
the development df prepayment meters 
which use self-cancelling tokens. House-
holds in'CUrning debts should be offered 
1a prepayment meter using self-cancelling 
tokens set at a tariff which will repay the 
debt at a rate they can afford. If they 
refuse this then t:hey should be taken to 
court which could order the installation 
of a meter, the rate at which ·tlhat meter 
should 1be set to be decided by the 
board. Appeals against the level of pay-
ment woufd be made to an appeal board. 
If this sy&tem is not to compound the 
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problems of the households it is intended 
to help, the present tariff system for pre-
payment meters must be charged. The 
basic tariff fo,r the meter should be the 
'Same flat rate tariff as used by aU con-
'Sumers. The debate has been too narrow. 
Debts are legacies of past problems and 
augers Olf difficulties to come. To consider 
the de!bt in isolation is like the surgical 
remo·val of a tulber·culous lesion consider-
ing neither cause nor long term treatment 
-the problem is bound to spread in the 
commun·ity and recur in the individual. 
We are all stumbling in the dark about 
the causes of debt and disconnection. If 
the policy of this country is to provide 
fuel at a pl'ice whioh will be within the 
reaoh of all households then debts are 
important indicators of failures af our 
policies. There should be continuous 
monitoning of a random sample af fuel 
debts. 

Stratification would be important to 
include a range af dwellings with types 
of heabing representative of the nationa·l 
pattern. The survey should be mounted 
centrally and should visit each household 
in de!bt, analysing the inter-related fa·ctors, 
of hou&ing, heat·ing and income and the 
flllmilies' knowledge of and attitudes 
towards fuel consumption. 

Our learning systems lllre woefuHy 
inadequat·e. There is no flow of qnforma-
-tion between centre and periphery, whioh 
there must be if policy is to grow and 
adapt to a fast changing world. 

Thes·e measures should be implemented 
within three years and responsibility for 
their implementation should be given to 
the Secl'etary af State for Prices and 
Consumer Protection. 

Gov•emment initiatives in this area have 
shown a welcome, al1beit tardy, apprecia-
tion of the problem. The £25 million 
alloclllted to help people with their 
elect11icity •bills will undoubtedly help 
thos•e dependent on the most extravagant 
form of heating-electricity~but it is 
essentially a stopgap measure. The Code 
of Practice for fuel disconnections is 
also welcome, but it ~s obviously only the 
fi,rst step of a long process bo bring fuel 
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debts into the same legal context as all 
other debts. The code should not be 
regarded as defini-tive. 

The Secretary of State f.or Energy should 
review its operation in the summer of 
1977, and alter i·t where it was found 
wanting. The Code of Practice is only 
a tactic. The strategy has not been 
worked out, and this hould be the 
objective of the Secretary of State for 

nergy, who has so far shown a com-
mendably open style of government. 

income support 
Few government r-ep-or_t_s~h-av-e-----c.'b:--een so 
warmly greeted as t'he annual report of 
the Supplementary Benefits Commission 
for 1975. Usually reports present a rosy 
statement whtich although including a 
description of the problems the body is 
trying to solve, leave unmentioned 
problems inside that organisa'tion, the 
general impression being of calm con-
fidence. Under the ca,pable direction of 
Professor David Donnison, the new chair-
man, the problems of the present system 
are frankly laid bare. 

Well intentioned attempts to ta,ckle 
isolated issues, for example the rise in 
fuel price , 'have merely added to the 
number of discretionary allowances and 
compounded the complexity of the 
sy tern. What was a afety net to catch 
people when they fell has become a net 
which is thrown over them to fpustrate 
and confuse. No less confusing and frus-
trating has been the effect on the officers. 
They have had to operate under the 
weight of an evergrowing burden of new 
regulations and guideline and have had 
to use their di cretion more frequently, 
thu involving them in much more con-
flict with clients and social workers. 

It would be premature to make ugges-
tions until the review team which is look-
ing into the e problem has convened. 
However it i to be hoped that the team 
will develop its thought , by a senes of 
dialogue and meeting intere ted parties 
in different parts of the country, rather 
than by the alternating monologue of 

consultation papers and comments, 
emitted ,from and received by the centre. 
The centre and periphery must meet, n9t 
merely correspond. Certain principles 
must fearure in any new system. The 
basic scale rate and -its adjustment must 
be cl-osely linked wi~h fuel prices which 
consume such a lar.ge part of low 
incomes. The British Associa,tion of 
Social Workers (BASW) estimate that the 
overall cost to social services and social 
work departments ,in paying fuel bills is 
over one miNion pounds annually. 

In 1975 departments paid £250,000 
directly under Section I of the Children 
and Young Persons Act 1963, and Section 
12 of the Social Work (Scotland) Act, 
and BASW account for the remaining 
money by costing the time spent by social 
workers trying to find lump sums from 
charities to help elderly and disabled 
people. 

No case of fuel debt should be accepted 
by ·the social service and social work 
departments until all a:ppeal procedures 
have been exhausted and priority must 
be given to appea:l on fuel de'bts. 

tariffs 
The Department of Energy's paper 
Energy Tariffs and the Poor was well 
meaning but completely inadequate, 
narrow in approach and uncritical in 
method. It was torpedoed by the British 
Association of Settlements in their publi-
,cation What Price Fuel? (Chris Tinder 
and Steve Clark, 1976). The report of 
the National Consumer Council (Paying 
for Fuel, 1976) is 'by contrast, broad and 
critical. They propose that in the short 
term the fuel boards Should take the 
initiative in putting consumers on the 
right tariff. This applies especially to the 
gas board. 

In the long term, flat rate tariffs should 
be introduced for both gas and electricity 
with the abolition of standing charges. 

Consumer information. There is an 
urgent need for a great increase in the 
amount of authoritative and unbiased 



information for the general public about 
the suitability of various heating 
appliances and how much they cost to run . 
Apart from the annual comparative 
review of fuel prices published each 
September by the magazine Which ? and 
in such leaflets as Help Yourself to 
Warmth (op cit), most of the published 
information is produced by each of the 
fuel interests. This in the main is non 
comparative both be~ween different fuels 
and also between 'different types of heater 
using any one fuel. 

The best commercial 'information is the 
leaflet produced by each of the gas 
regions called Guide to fuel running 
costs. This gives comparative annual costs 
of gas, electricity, central heating oil and 
solid fuel separately rfor cooking, water 
heating, room heating and central heating 
of different sized houses. However this 
leaflet makes no mention of t'he running 
costs of paraffin or bottled gas heaters 
or of enclosed solid fuel room heaters. 
Nor, strangely, does it make specific com-
parison rbetween the three types of gas 
room heaters. 

The Electricity Council issue a leaflet 
called A Guide to running costs giving 
the number of hours obtained for one 
unit of electricity for a variety of elec-
trical equipment, including heaters. But 
no actual running costs are given. 

Apart from such leaflets. the situation 
would be greatly helped by some form 
cvf energy labeUing of heaters, both on 
display in showrooms and shops and 'in 
advertising. Taking gas room heaters, 
there is little or no labelling to show the 
difference between the three types-
namely conrvectors, radiant/ convectors. 
and radiant only ,fires. Yet these heaters, 
for an output of 2kw, will cost about 
17p ; 22p and 28{-p (at 14.lrp a therm) 
re&pectively for ten hours use. The com-
parative cost 'Of an electric heater on full 
price electricity is 60p (at 2.4p a unit). 
All heaters, whatever fuel they use, 
should 'be la'belled with the total output 
in kilowatts and the cost of running them 
at this output for ten hours. 

With electric storage heaters there is 
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added confusion as these are usually 
labelled with their "loading" in kw. 
This is grossly misleading ; a radiator 
la:belled 3.375kw has a maximum out-
put of only about 2kw and then only 
for about two to three hours a day. 
During the rest of rthe day its output is 
much less and averages only l.lkw over 
the 24 hours. Such a radiator should be 
label'led "average output l.lkw; maxi-
mum outrput (over two hours) 2kw; 
running cost per day 32p (at 1.2p a unit)." 

More unbiased advice and information is 
also required about the other advantages 
and disadvantages of heaters, in addition 
to their running costs. Thus while electric 
storage heaters giving oot some heat 
throughout the 24 hours have some virtue 
for elderly people at home most of the 
day, their low output ·in the evening 
makes them not the most suitable for 
people out at work all day. Yet advertise-
ments suggest the contrary. People 
should be -warned that electric heaters 
using !full price electricity should never 
be used fo-r more than an hour or two a 
day. However, their low purchase price 
and a:bsence of installation costs may 
make them the most economic form of 
heating !for such very limited use. Simil-
arly, cheap -to buy but expensive to run 
gas ndiant fires may rbe a better buy for 
very limited use compared wit'h the more 
expensive to buy but cheaper to run gas 
convectors. 

On the question of tariffs, the electricity 
and gas authorities should give simpler 
and better information . What could be 
more confusing than the description of 
the standing charge for electricity in 
London : "0.567p for each orf the first 
195 units suwlied, plus £1.18 plus 24p 
for each 200 sq ft over 800 sq ft " 
while for the use of off peak current the 
£1.18 is replaced by £2.63. In addition , 
the fuel cost adjustment (now 0.26p a 
unit) varies every three months and is 
not quoted at aH in the leaflet describing 
tariffs. The aim must be to advise not 
confuse. 

The Department of Energy 'is planning 
the production of information on com-
parative running and cap'ital costs, in 
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p~rtpership with the Department of 
Prices and Consumer Protection. Well 
intentioned though this is, and thorough 
though the work of preparation may be, 
recent eviden'Ce has not encouraged the 
belief that central government is the best 
source of advice to consumers. In fact .the 
evidence is to the contrary. The advice 
put forward is a vector of the conflicting 
forces of numerous vested interests. 
Consumer advice must be given by a 
body outside central government. 

The initiatives shown by central govern-
ment departments who nave opened up 
lines of communication with many out-
side organisations has been very welcome. 

Of particular importance has been the 
liaison developed with the Consumers 
Association in the field of public infor-
mation. The Consumers Association has 
developed the experience, expertise and 
commitmen't to distinguish myth from 
reality, and produce intelligible informa-
tion which <:onsumers expect and deserve . 

.. :' 



5 . conclusion 

The future holds many challenges. 
Perhaps the greatest challenge is to accept 
the reality of the fact that in our still 
very wealthy society many people are 
unable to meet their primary needs, being 
deprived of energy. The Gross National 
Product and the foreign exchange rates 
are of importance not in themsei'Ves but 
for their effect on the lives of our people. 

Similarly our energy policy, although it 
may become preoccupied with north sea 
oil, or the technicalities of the electric 
grid. and judged by its macro-effects, 
must also be judged by its micro-effects. 
ft matters little to a {amily whether OLlr 
oil comes from Venezuela, Saudi Arabia 
or the north sea if it cannot afford the 
fuel to heat the baby's milk. 

The problems at the periphery have their 
origin in the centre and fuel problems 
are similar to many other policy failures. 
"The besetting sins of WhitehaJII are 
inertia and possessiveness " (Lord 
Windlesham, Politics in Practice, Jona· 
than Cape, 1975). A political initiative is 
necessary to overcome the inertia and 
wrest the individual elements from the 
separate Departments and '~<veld them into 
a policy to bring warmth to the poor. 





fabian society 

The Fabian Society exists to further 
socialist education and research. It is 
affiliated to the Labour Party, both 
nationally and locally, and embraces all 
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