[image: image1.jpg]Department for

Social
Development




POLICY REVIEW

OF

THE WARM HOMES SCHEME 

Public Consultation

October 2008
Contents

Part 1
Introduction





   

Part 2
Background to the Review and Rationale for Change
Part 3
How does the Warm Homes Scheme work at present?
Part 4
What are the main changes to the Scheme?
Part 5
What does the Department want from this Consultation?



   

Part 6
Questions for Consideration

Part 7         What happens next?
Part 8
Equality Considerations


Annex A 
Consultee List
1.
Introduction

Purpose
This consultation document seeks comments on proposed changes to the Warm Homes Scheme.


Historic Context

The Warm Homes Scheme was established in 2001 and is funded by the Department for Social Development. Its purpose is to improve domestic energy efficiency and, therefore, reduce energy consumption in eligible private housing. Since its launch in 2001, the Scheme has provided energy efficiency measures to over 60,000 homes and its budget has increased from £5 million in 2001/02 to over £20 million in 2008/2009.

Strategic Links

In 2004 the Department for Social Development launched its Fuel Poverty 
Strategy entitled “Ending Fuel Poverty: A Strategy for Northern Ireland”. In this strategy the Department set out its vision for a society in which people live in a warm, comfortable home and need not worry about the effect of cold on their health. The Warm Homes Scheme became a key element in this strategy.  The strategy set ambitious targets to eliminate fuel poverty in vulnerable households by 2010 and in non-vulnerable households by 2016. The strategy set out a range of actions and delivery mechanisms that would be used to eliminate fuel poverty and the Warm Homes Scheme continues to be the Department’s primary tool in attempting to do this.  
Responses

Comments on any aspect of the proposed changes to the Warm Homes Scheme discussed in this paper would be welcome. They should reach the Department by 19 December 2008.  You may provide comments by letter, email, telephone or fax.  Please reply to:
Oliver McHugh


Fuel Poverty Strategy
Department for Social Development

Level 2, James House

2/4 Cromac Avenue

Gasworks Business Park

Ormeau Road

Belfast  

BT7 2JA

Tel: (028) 90819504 or 90819505
Fax:(028) 90819561
Email: housing.policy@dsdni.gov.uk
If this document is not in a format that suits your needs, please contact us and we can discuss alternative arrangements that may better suit your specific requirements.


Additional Copies


Additional copies of this document are available free of charge on request and at “Consultations” on the Department’s website, www.dsdni.gov.uk
2.
Background to the Review and Rationale for Change
Northern Ireland Audit Office Report

In 2008 the Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO) published a value for money study on the Warm Homes Scheme. The report broadly recognised the value of the Scheme but recommended a number of improvements to make it a more effective tool in alleviating fuel poverty. In particular the NIAO highlighted the following areas for change:

· Performance monitoring – the NIAO contended that targets should be related more fully to the Warm Homes Scheme’s contribution to alleviating fuel poverty and improving energy efficiency.  The current target for the Scheme is to assist 9,000 households in 2008/2009.  To introduce an energy efficiency element to the current target provides a fundamental challenge to the design of the Warm Homes Scheme and identifies the need to re-evaluate who receives assistance and what kind of assistance they receive.

· Eligibility criteria – at present families with children and householders aged under 60 years of age in receipt of a means-tested benefit or disability related benefit only qualify for the Warm Homes element for the Scheme which provides insulation and basic energy efficiency measures.  Householders over 60 years of age and in receipt of a qualifying means-tested or disability related benefit qualify for Warm Homes Plus which also offers heating measures.  Data shows that households on means-tested benefits are likely to be in fuel poverty.  This is not always the case for those on non-means tested disability benefits and the NIAO contend that these benefits are not reliable indicators of fuel poverty.  

· Energy efficiency – The NIAO found that while many of the energy efficiency measures undertaken within the Scheme are cost-effective, others are not and that assistance is being provided in some homes where, while the household qualifies for the Scheme, the energy efficiency of the dwelling is already good.  At present repairs and upgrades to existing heating systems accounts for a large proportion of the current spend within the Warm Homes Scheme.  The NIAO questioned the cost effectiveness of these in terms of energy efficiency.  Removing repairs and upgrades from the Scheme would free up a considerable resource which could be used to extend the eligibility for heating measures to poorer families with children, particularly lone parents, and to tackle more expensive hard–to–treat homes, especially prevalent in rural areas.  
Research
Three major pieces of research have been completed which also have implications for the Scheme.
(i) Research published in November 2007 by Dr Chris Morris, a Department for Social Development statistician, highlighted the need for the Scheme to more actively target older home owners in isolated rural areas as their heath was more susceptible to the effects of fuel poverty.
(ii) Research conducted by Professor Christine Liddell from the University of Ulster, has shown the impact of fuel poverty on families with children and the health and educational benefits of alleviating fuel poverty among such families.  Currently poorer families with children are eligible for insulation measures under the Scheme but not heating and this research would indicate a need to reconsider extending the Scheme for such families.  
(iii) The 2006 House Condition Survey, a major research project carried out by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive every five years, provides further evidence to support the findings of the academic research and the Northern Ireland Audit Office report. The 2006 House Condition Survey offers specific data to support re-focusing the Scheme in terms of both the type of assistance offered and those who should be targeted. 
3.
How does the Warm Homes Scheme work at present? 

In its current format the Warm Homes Scheme has 2 elements:

· Warm Homes offers insulation and basic energy efficiency measures and is available to households where the applicant is under 60 years of age and is in receipt of a qualifying benefit.  The maximum grant available for insulation measures is £850.
· Warm Homes Plus offers insulation and additional heating measures and is available to households where the applicant is 60 years of age or over and is in receipt of a qualifying benefit.  The maximum grant available for insulation and heating measures is £4,300.  

The Warm Homes Scheme has been extremely popular since its introduction in 2001.  The Department for Social Development has spent over £98 million in making over 60,000 homes warmer.  In
some ways the Scheme has become the victim of its own success with waiting lists emerging in recent years.

The current Warm Homes Scheme contract ended in June 2008.  However, in order to allow the Department time to consider and implement the NIAO’s recommendations an interim contract has been put in place which will run until the end of March 2009.  The interim contract enables the Department to maintain delivery of the Scheme while drafting and consulting on proposed changes.

4.
What are the main changes to the Scheme?  


The Department wishes to make some key changes to the Warm Homes Scheme.  
The main changes which we are consulting on are:

(i) Maintaining the division of the Scheme between insulation (Warm Homes) and heating (Warm Homes Plus) but removing the restriction of Warm Homes Plus to over 60s only.   
(ii) Opening the Scheme, including the Warm Homes Plus heating element, to the working fuel poor who are receiving Working Tax Credit, with Warm Homes offering insulation measures as the single entry point for all applicants.

(iii) All applicants to the Scheme will receive a Benefit Entitlement Check to ensure that they are claiming their full benefit entitlement.

(iv) Applicants in receipt of a disability benefit only will qualify for the heating element of the scheme if the Benefit Entitlement Check results in a successful claim to a means tested benefit.

(v) These changes will be funded by focusing the heating element of the Scheme on those fuel poor households with no central heating, solid fuel systems, Economy 7 or Liquid Petroleum Gas.

(vi) Removing some measures which NIAO deemed not particularly effective, such as draught-proofing, energy saving light bulbs and repairs and upgrades to existing heating systems.  

(vii) The Department would like to makes changes to the grant limit to allow flexibility for work on ‘hard to treat’ properties, particularly in isolated rural areas, where fuel poverty has been shown to be more acute.  Any changes to grant limits will be subject to Department of Finance and Personnel approval.
(viii) The Department would like to include some renewable technologies for hard to treat homes where there is currently no alternative to oil heating.   The Department is currently piloting a number of renewable technologies such as Wood Pellet Boilers, Solar Panels, Solar Photovoltaics which it hopes will provide a body of evidence to support their introduction to the new Warm Homes Scheme

(ix) All applicants will receive energy advice. Advice will cover the following areas:

· additional energy efficiency measures which could be taken, such as better use of current appliances;

· how to better manage current heating systems;

· how to budget for fuel; and

· signpost applicants to services which can provide further support and information


The Department feels that many of the changes outlined above would help make the Warm Homes Scheme more flexible and better equipped to target available resources at those people most in need of help.

The removal of the over 60 age restriction will open the heating element of the Scheme to families with children and lone parents.  Academic research has shown the substantial impact that alleviating fuel poverty has on families with young children, particularly in term of heath and educational 
well-being.  


Given the limited resources available to the Department some restrictions 
need to be incorporated. Furthermore given the findings from the NIAO in terms of the cost effectiveness of repairs and upgrades the Department feel that this is an obvious element of the Scheme which is no longer sustainable.  Directing resources at applicants on an income-related benefit or Working Tax Credit will ensure that assistance is being targeted at those most in need.  

5. 
What do we want from this Consultation?


This consultation aims to review the operation and administration of the Warm 
Homes Scheme to ensure a sound basis for and the effectiveness of the scheme. 
DSD Housing Division would appreciate that having read through the proposed 
changes to the Warm Homes Scheme that you take time to consider the following 
questions. The Department welcomes responses from all interested parties on the 
issues raised and proposals presented in this document.
6.
Questions for Consideration


1.
Do you agree with the continuation of the division of the scheme 



between insulation and heating measures?


2.
Do you agree that the removal of the age restriction on the heating 



element of the Scheme will better help target families with 




children and lone parents?


3.
Do you agree that opening the heating element of the scheme to the 


working fuel poor targets the scheme better at those in most need?


4.
Do you agree that it is more cost effective to remove those measures 


from the scheme as indicated so as to make better use of resources?


5.
Do you agree that there should be particular attention paid to “hard to 


treat” properties particularly those in rural areas?


6.
Do you agree that the Department should investigate renewable 



technologies 
where appropriate?
7.
Do you agree that it is fair to target resources at applicants who are in receipt of an income-related benefit or Working Tax Credit?

7.
What happens next?


This consultation will end on 19 December 2008 after an 8 week public consultation 
and all responses will be considered accordingly.

We will handle appropriately any personal data you provide in accordance with the 
Data Protection Act 1998 and the Freedom of Information Act 2000 with respect to 
confidentiality of consultations.
8.
 Equality Considerations

Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 requires the Department in carrying out 
its functions to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity:
· between persons of different religious belief, political opinion, racial group, age, marital status or sexual orientation;

· between men and women generally;

· between persons with a disability and persons without; and

· between persons with dependants and persons without.


Without prejudice to the obligations set out above, the Department is also required, 
in carrying out its functions relating to Northern Ireland, to have due regard to the 
desirability of promoting good relations between persons of different religious 
belief, political opinion or racial group.

Initial screening has been carried out on this consultation to identify any equality 
impacts. No significant impacts were found and therefore it has been decided that 
this review should not be subject to an Equality Impact Assessment. Respondents 
are asked to comment on any potential equality implications arising from the 
issues/proposals discussed in this consultation. The decision not to carry out an 
equality impact assessment will be reassessed following the analysis of the 
consultation responses.
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All MPs and MEPs

All Northern Ireland Political Parties

All MLAs

All Northern Ireland Departments

Social Development Committee

Speaker of the Assembly

Northern Ireland Office

Citizens Advice Bureaux

Housing Rights Service

Northern Ireland Housing Executive

Northern Ireland Housing Council

Chartered Institute of Housing

The Executive Council of the Inn of Court of Northern Ireland

Belfast Solicitors Association 

The Law Society of Northern Ireland

School of Law University of Ulster

Laganside Courts

Institute of Professional Legal Studies (Queens University Belfast)                   

Law Centre (Northern Ireland)

Secretary, Her Majesty’s Council of County Court Judges                             

Northern Ireland Court Service

Northern Ireland Law Commission

Civil Law Reform Division

Civic Forum

North/South Ministerial Council
Northern Ireland Resident Magistrates' Association

Human Rights Commission 

Northern Ireland Ombudsman

Equality Commission for Northern Ireland

The General Consumer Council for Northern Ireland 

Confederation of British Industry Northern Ireland Branch 

Northern Ireland Chamber of Commerce and Industry

Federation of Small Businesses

Northern Ireland Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux

Northern Ireland Chamber of Trade

Food Standards Agency

The Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action

Northern Ireland Congress, Irish Congress of Trade Unions

Northern Ireland Local Government Association

Society of Local Authority Chief Executives

Ministry of Defence

Inland Revenue

Northern Ireland Judicial Appointments Commission

Catholic Bishops of Northern Ireland

Community Relations Council

Participation & the Practice of Rights Project

Advice Services Alliance
Advice NI
Age Concern (NI)

Help the Aged (NI)

Archbishop of Armagh & Primate of all Ireland

Belfast Unemployed Resource Centre
Bryson House  

CARE in Northern Ireland 

Carers Northern Ireland

Chartered Institute of Housing

Chinese Welfare Association

Coalition on Sexual Orientation (COSO)

Committee on the Administration of Justice

Council for the Homeless (NI)

Disability Action
Eaga

Energy Savings Trust

Fuel poverty Advisory Group
Gingerbread NI

Irish Congress of Trade Unions
Dr Christine Liddell
Methodist Church in Ireland
Dr Chris Morris

National Energy Action

Northern Ireland Energy Agency
NIPSA
The Presbyterian Church in Ireland
Rural Community Network

Rural Development Council
Shelter Northern Ireland

Simon Community NI
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