Introduction 

National Energy Action (NEA), the fuel poverty charity, campaigns so everyone can afford to live in a warm, safe and healthy home. This is something currently denied to millions because of poor housing, low incomes, and high energy bills. In this context, NEA expresses its concern at the lack of targeted action to reduce the direct impact of higher energy bills in last year’s Autumn Statement. Two years into the energy crisis, energy bills remain hundreds of pounds a year higher than at the start of the crisis and despite a small likely decrease in April this year, this winter 6.5 million UK households are experiencing the devastating impact of living in fuel poverty. Energy bills are also likely to stay high until the end of the decade. 

Households who cannot afford to heat their homes to a reasonable standard of warmth, are having their health badly impacted by living in cold, damp homes. Beyond the money needed to afford heating, people are not able to cook a hot meal or use hot water for washing. Households are routinely turning to unsafe practices to stay warm at home. Households underheating their homes can be dangerous to their physical and mental health, or even fatal. People can’t afford to refrigerate their food or medicines. Others who are prioritising their heating and other energy use are falling further into energy debt, which is now at record levels. This situation will get worse unless three key steps are taken to keep the most vulnerable people warm, safe and healthy at home. 

1. Vulnerable households urgently need more support to pay unaffordable energy bills. In this Budget Submission, NEA repeats our calls from the Autumn Statement for the Chancellor to meet the clear commitment for the UK government to consult on deeper support for vulnerable energy consumers beyond April this year.  Along with well over a hundred other organisations, NEA wants the UK government to consider the introduction of an energy social tariff, providing lower bills or deeper discounts for the most vulnerable households.

2. Record levels of energy debt are crushing households, putting up prices and reducing economic activity. Again, NEA repeats our calls from the Autumn Statement, alongside debt charities, for the new government to introduce a new ‘help to repay’ scheme to accelerate the repayment of energy debt to put extra money back into people’s pockets and support local economies.

3. Improving energy efficiency cuts bills, carbon and improves lives. Early progress next parliament to improve the energy efficiency of fuel poor homes is essential if statutory fuel poverty and carbon targets are to be met. We highlight new analysis on why further investment to reduce fuel poverty is needed; and how, alongside new regulatory drivers in the Private Rented Sector, this will generate the greatest societal, economic, and environmental benefits.

While not part of our costed proposals, NEA also supports the continuation of the Household Support Fund (HSF). While we stress that this mechanism isn’t an effective way to directly offset the impact of higher energy bills for the poorest households, it has provided local authorities with the means to support struggling households with the cost of a range of essentials, including energy. This, however, should not be seen as a replacement for any of our other proposals. 


Further detail on our key proposals
1. Deliver on the commitment to consult on a new mandated social tariff from April 2024 
In the Autumn Statement 2022, HMT stated that “The government will also develop a new approach to consumer protection in energy markets, which will apply from April 2024 onwards.” And that “It will work with consumer groups and industry to consider the best approach, including options such as social tariffs, as part of wider retail market reforms”. Such a consultation has not been presented, and it is now apparent that the original timescale of an April 2024 introduction is very unlikely to be met. 
NEA repeats our calls from the Autumn Statement for the Chancellor to meet his clear commitment to  consult on deeper support for vulnerable consumers beyond April this year.  Along with well over a hundred other organisations, NEA wants the UK government to consider the introduction of an energy social tariff, providing lower bills or deeper discounts for the most vulnerable households.
2. Address a growing mountain of debt in the energy sector through a ‘help to repay’ scheme.
This winter over 6.5 million households are struggling with their energy bills, and energy debts are at record highs. The response by Ofgem to increase energy bills to pay for this bad debt via the price cap, has negative and counterproductive outcomes. 
NEA supports the proposals from Money Advice Trust to implement a targeted ‘Help to Repay’[footnoteRef:1] debt repayment scheme, to provide debt relief and repayment matching. Such a scheme has strong public support. Nationally representative polling of 2,000 UK adults found that three quarters of UK adults (73%) think people who have fallen into energy debt due to high prices should be given help to reduce what they owe. The costs of such a scheme could be flexible and would not need to be enough to cover all of the debt in the market. [1:  Help to Repay Scheme Proposal, Money Advice Trust, 2023] 



3. Provide additional funding to upgrade the homes of fuel poor households, alongside effective regulations in the PRS
On 18 December, UK government announced the details of £6bn in funding for decarbonising homes between 2025 and 2028, first announced in autumn 2022. Among other elements, there will be additional funding for the Social Housing Decarbonisation Fund and a successor to the Home Upgrade Grant scheme.  The government stated this will help 200,000 low-income households across different tenures, predominantly in social housing (the tenure with highest levels of energy efficiency anyway). However, due to poor targeting, we estimate the newly announced funding is only likely to contribute c.£480m to upgrades in fuel poor homes specifically and this will not be sufficient to meet the legal fuel poverty commitment. 
There is also doubt as to how much of this is new money, and how much is underspend from current programmes. There is also uncertainty about how the successor local authority retrofit scheme and new energy efficiency grant will operate from 2025 onwards. The upcoming general election will also impact the extent to which these plans are able to be delivered. It is clear much more ambition is needed if we are to meet the statutory fuel poverty target for England, that all low-income homes reach EPC C by 2030.
NEA has recently commissioned new independent analysis which suggests the UK government is on course to miss a legal requirement on fuel poverty by a staggering margin, leaving 3 million households trapped in fuel poverty by 2030, paying on average £480 more a year to meet their energy needs. The new analysis also quantifies a startling and widening funding gap to meet this legal requirement in England and one of a kind analysis of the benefits of meeting the goal in England and adopting similar targets in each of the UK nations. 
The analysis quantifies a £18bn gap in funding to meet the legal requirement to ensure all fuel poor homes in England are brought up to reasonable standard of energy efficiency by the end of this decade, once current and recently announced policies are netted off. 
While this is a considerable sum, last year the UK government spent over £40bn in one winter alone, supporting all households, regardless of whether they needed support, to reduce their energy bills. This demonstrates that investment of this level is achievable where there is the political will to protect people from the devastating impacts cold homes create. It can also be raised from existing sources of revenue such as carbon taxes, VAT revenues or planned windfall taxes, without the need for tax increases. Our analysis shows this investment pays for itself, with the key monetised benefits almost being double the investment required. Crucially, earlier action to meet these legal requirements will generate the greatest benefits. 
If effective regulations on private and social landlords were introduced, the investment gap drops to  £10.8bn of central investment required, as more private funding is leveraged from landlords. This could remove almost two fifths of all households from fuel poverty in England by 2030 and add over £3bn of capital value to PRS properties, that are inhabited by these fuel poor tenants. The enhanced capital value, enhances loan to value ration of PRS properties, meaning landlords could recover the cost of their investment in energy efficiency measures through lower overall borrowing costs. We hope the analysis will prompt the UK government to rethink the impact of their announcement last year that private landlords will not currently be expected to reach extended Minimum Energy Efficiency Standards in the private rented sector.
Our findings also highlight the remaining benefits of meeting the 2030 fuel poverty target in England are vast, spanning household financial savings, savings for the health sector, benefits to landlords, positive environmental impacts and benefits to the broader economy. 
The key benefits for England are as follows:
1. Total cumulative energy bill savings for households 2022-2030: £5bn 
1. Average yearly household energy bill savings: £480 per year
1. Value of increases to thermal comfort to the benefit of the health sector cumulative, 2022-2030: £0.8 bn
1. Increased capital value of private rented properties: £3bn  
1. Employment impact:    22,000 full-time jobs 
1. Reduced Imports - cumulative, 2022-2030: 24  TWh
1. Primary Energy Saved - cumulative, 2022-2030:  43  TWh
1. Reduced Carbon Emissions - cumulative, 2022-2030:  8,200  tCO2e
1. Improved Outdoor Air Quality - cumulative, 2022-2030:  16,500  tNOx
As well as the benefits in England, the report also models the significant benefits that could be captured across the whole of the UK, if there were such targets elsewhere. Alongside the new modelling, we underline that wider research also shows that reducing heating costs can extend the life chances for children and be transformative for householders' health, well-being and can increase social capital. 
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	Assessment Against UK Government Priorities

	Recommendation
	Halve Inflation
	Grow the Economy
	Reduce National Debt Ceiling
	Address NHS Waiting Lists

	Targeted Support
	Targeted support to directly reduce energy bills can reduce inflation by reducing energy bills for vulnerable households. Doing so through the EPG has previously had a direct impact on ONS inflation figures.  
	Money towards low-income households has been shown to have positive impacts on local economies, with more money being spent on local goods/services compared to if money was transferred to high/middle earners. 

	While none of these measures will directly reduce the debt ceiling, the scale of funding needed for our proposed package of measures will not be large enough to have a negative impact on the debt ceiling.

Our proposals are also well within an envelope of spending  that is confined to the savings previously made through the delivery of schemes which spent far less than expected. 
	Addressing the affordability of energy for fuel poor households has a direct benefit to the NHS, and to reducing NHS waiting lists. 

Every year ~10,000 people across the UK die because they live in a cold home, and countless more suffer the impacts of morbidity due to excess cold at home. Our package is designed to keep households warm at home this winter and beyond. Doing so, would reduce the strain placed on the NHS by cold homes, reducing the need for NHS resource, and in turn reducing waiting lists.  

	Help to Repay Scheme

	Reducing energy debts will reduce the need for all energy bills to rise within the price cap. This will therefore directly reduce inflation. 
	
	
	

	Increase energy efficiency 
	Increasing energy efficiency funding should directly lead to reductions in consumption of energy, and therefore reductions in inflation.
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