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Running a fuel poverty project 

A fuel poverty project is a local initiative to support people struggling to afford energy or living in a cold home. Depending on the needs of your community and available resources, there are many ways you can help to raise awareness of fuel poverty or offer practical advice. This guide will help you consider what approach is best.

What is fuel poverty? 

Before starting your project, it’s worth getting up to speed with some background information on fuel poverty, its causes, and practical ways to address it. 
Fuel poverty is when people must spend a high proportion of their income to keep their home warm. It is caused by a combination of housing with poor energy efficiency, high energy costs, and low income. It affects millions of people in the UK and the number of people in fuel poverty continues to rise as energy prices increase but insulation programmes and income levels fail to keep up.
CSE have a set of ‘Coping with Cold’ videos on our YouTube channel: talking fuel poverty, spotting the signs of fuel poverty and understanding fuel poverty. These videos will help to give you a better understanding of the issues and these are a really good starting point for working in this area.
Fuel poverty affects both physical and mental health. NICE - which provides evidence-based guidance for NHS and social care professionals - recognises that living in a cold home will make most health conditions worse, from childhood asthma to heart disease.
There is a downloadable fuel poverty calculator tool and a more detailed explanation of the fuel poverty definition here. 
Setting up your project in your community

You might already have an idea of the sort of project you want to run – whether that’s installing home improvements – like draught-proofing or insulation – to improve energy efficiency, providing advice locally, running workshops, organising giveaways, or something different. Whatever you decide to do, understanding your community will make your plans more effective. 

Here are some areas you should think about when planning your fuel poverty project.

· People
Who are you trying to help, and who are the people in your community? What do they need? Are there a lot of young families? Older people? Do many people own their homes? Are there a lot of people finding it hard to manage on their present incomes? Are you well connected in your local area? Being able to answer these questions will allow you to find solutions to common problems and provide a valuable service.

· Housing
What sort of homes do people live in? Do you have lots of high-rise flats? Old houses? Council homes built in the 60s? Are you in an urban or rural area? Are most people connected to the gas network? Do many people have oil deliveries or use electric heating systems? Are the homes generally well insulated? What improvements would make the biggest difference?

· Location
What about the local infrastructure? Do you have shops, a doctors surgery, a community centre, a library, a cafe? Are there clubs and community groups? Services you can signpost to, places you can use, and ways to get messages out?

Plan an approach
What you’re able to do of course depends a lot on what resources you have. You may be a couple of volunteers with a few hours a week to spare, an established organisation with paid staff and a decent income stream, or somewhere in between. 
Generally, support you offer can address fuel poverty directly and find solutions to affording warmth, and/or address the additional impacts of fuel poverty such as if someone’s illness is exasperated because of living in a cold home.

Addressing fuel poverty

This type of support will help people have more money to spend on their energy, by reducing their energy demand, increasing their income or reducing their fuel costs.

· Maximising income
You can help people check their benefit entitlement to see if they’re missing out on additional support, or you can help them to access fuel vouchers which can go towards the cost of energy. 
· Reducing fuel costs
Sometimes different tariffs have better deals so switching to a new energy provider might help someone manage their fuel costs more effectively. They might also be eligible for certain grants or discounts on their energy bills.
· Improving energy efficiency 
Homes in the UK aren’t very energy efficient. By making improvements to properties and offering advice on behaviour change around energy use – such as when to use energy, how to use heating controls effectively, and what appliances cost the most to use – can help someone reduce the amount of energy they use and save money.

To give valuable advice and support in any of these areas, you’ll need to have some knowledge and/or access to up to date information. There are some links in the section below. Additionally, you could get in touch with your closest energy advice agency, your local authority, or look at the household energy section in the gov.uk website. 

Mitigating the impacts of fuel poverty

People in fuel poverty might be socially isolated, have a poor diet, live with physical and mental health issues, all of which can make people’s lives miserable. 

To help those struggling in these areas you could use a community space to set up social events and clubs to watch films, hold knitting circles, make friends and host meetups for different interests. You could also host warm hubs, food banks, talks to raise awareness about issues such as damp and mould and organise giveaways of blankets and hot water bottles, which can help alleviate the pain of a cold home. Experiment with what people respond to in your community – usually the more creative approaches are sometimes the easiest way to engage people.

Fuel poverty and energy advice training

If you are looking for some training for your staff or volunteers, there are formal and informal options to explore. For example, there’s the NEA City and Guilds energy advice qualification, the Gas Safe Charity runs one-hour webinars about carbon monoxide, and CSE has online training and videos on topics ranging retrofit basics, draughtproofing, how to read your gas meter and many more.

Whether you’re planning 1:1 support, information sharing, putting on events or running workshops, you’ll need to be a trusted voice in your community, and/or work with local people and organisations who are already in that role. Build relationships with these organisations and find out how you can meet local needs or complement existing services. 
And bear in mind that unfortunately there are a lot of taboos around poverty and many people will already have done everything they can think of to keep their bills down (and won’t thank you for suggesting they turn the thermostat down by one degree). A sensitive, friendly and compassionate approach is really important.

Information and resources

Phew, so now you’ve taken stock, here are links to some resources and ideas to help you get going.

	Give advice in your community – for example: set up an energy café for drop-in advice on bills, PSR sign ups, and understanding your heating controls; share information through newsletters or websites; have a presence at a regular market or meet up.

	Set up a community energy advice service – this guidance can help with this. 

CSE’s advice leaflets have more information about managing bills, keeping warm in winter, specific home energy saving improvements, and ways to reduce home energy use. They are free to download if you want printed versions to share.
https://www.cse.org.uk/my-home/advice/ 

This resource is useful to print out and share or to use as a checklist if you’re supporting individuals: https://www.cse.org.uk/advice/stay-warm-at-home-for-cheap/


	Run events, talks or demonstrations (e.g. DIY draughtproofing workshops, slow cooker cooking, pipe lagging, secondary glazing, thick curtains, when to use the microwave or the oven, types of room heaters).


	Here are three event guidance documents that can get you started on your energy-related events.

How to run a draught proofing workshop, these workshops are fun and great for kids too. Often good to combine with ‘repair cafes’ or similar community crafting projects.

How to run a slow cooker workshop, these workshops are great to combine with other community events on food, you can share recipes, top food tips and other ways to save money in the kitchen. 

Guidance on running energy events, this gives an overview and guidance on running events in general, things to think about and how to plan and run your events. 


	Secure funding to pay for fuel vouchers, hot water bottles, blankets and gloves – or apply for larger grants to cover staffing and advice provision for more ambitious projects, say for home visits and more in depth support.

	Funding opportunities for charities and community groups 

Sign up to CSE’s E-newsletter where you will receive regular updates and links to funding opportunities when possible. 



	Share information about grant schemes and signpost to organisations who can provide fuel vouchers, benefits checks etc.

	National subsidies, schemes and grants  (e.g. Fuel vouchers, the Priority Services Register, Warmer Homes Discount, Winter Fuel Payment, Water discounts) www.gov.uk/browse/housing-local-services

Look at what local services and support that are available in you area and can signpost people to get in touch with them (e.g. benefits checks, debt advice, council support, Care and Repair)

	Use a simple checklist to find out about the best suggestions for more efficient home energy use, low cost home improvements, grant scheme eligibility, and ways to get the best out of existing technologies (e.g. heating controls, solar panels). 
	You could design a simple home energy survey checklist runs through the key things to check in an energy survey of someone’s home. It should be clear and straightforward and a resource for anyone planning home visits or making recommendations for home energy improvements.

Many people in rented accommodation have solar panels but don’t necessarily know how to get the best from them. This page can help with this. 

	Explain how to understand bills, pre-payment meters and tariff switching, and helping people who are digitally excluded or not confident with contacting or changing their supplier

	At the moment there are not many good tariff switching deals but these resources help with explaining bills and options.

https://www.cse.org.uk/advice/understanding-your-gas-or-electricity-bill/ 

https://www.cse.org.uk/advice/prepayment-meters/ 

	Recruit more volunteers to help run your project, think about how to engage your community, and check out examples of other good projects for inspiration.
	More resources to help with your planning:
· Working with volunteers
· Tips for community engagement
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