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Revised definition would cut ‘fuel poverty’
By David Blair, Energy Correspondent

The number of households in “fuel poverty” would fall almost a third to 2.7m if the government 
were to accept a new definition of the problem suggested by an independent inquiry.
 
John Hills, professor of social policy at the London School of Economics, was asked by Chris 
Huhne, the energy secretary, to review the current definition of fuel poverty. At present, households 
fall into this category if they must spend at least 10 per cent of annual income on energy to meet 
minimum standards of warmth.
 
The number of households classed in this way has more than trebled since 2004 to reach 4m in 
2009. Under the new definition suggested by Professor Hills, however, fuel poverty has fallen by 
100,000 from 2.8m in 2004.
 
Prof Hills denied that he had reached a politically convenient conclusion. “Somebody simply 
thinking ‘oh great, the only thing I’m worried about is that this is a magically smaller number’, I 
think is not understanding what’s going on or what the scale of the problem is,” he said. “So I 
certainly don’t regard this as being politically convenient. I also have to say that I have been left to 
get on with this and come up with these ideas myself without any interference whatsoever.”
 
Prof Hills highlighted the human cost, saying that fuel poverty claims 2,700 lives every winter, 
more than the number who die in road accidents in England and Wales.
 
The average annual energy bill will reach £1,293 next month, equivalent to 6 per cent of median 
household income, almost double the proportion in 2004. If this trend continues, the average 
household will be in fuel poverty, as currently defined, around the time of the next election in 2015.

But Prof Hills said the established definition included wealthy people with big homes that were 
costly to heat. It was “unduly determined” by the level of energy bills and probably unreliable 
because it assumed that householders reported their incomes accurately.
 
Prof Hills proposed a new definition based on the amount a household would need to spend on 
energy to reach minimum levels of warmth. If this expenditure would force the household below the 
official poverty line, defined as 60 per cent of median income, they would then be in fuel poverty.
 
Under a law passed in 2000, the government is obliged to eradicate fuel poverty “as far as 
reasonably practicable” by 2016. Under his proposed definition, said Prof Hills, the figures were not 
on track to achieve this goal.
 
Dieter Helm, professor of energy policy at Oxford university, commended a “thorough, competent 
and independent report”, adding: “Given that the politicians set up this review at the point when 
fuel poverty numbers were going up, it has reached a conclusion that will be, shall we say, very 
satisfying to them.”



 
Prof Hills will produce his final report next year and the government will then decide whether to 
accept his definition of fuel poverty. Mr Huhne praised a “substantive interim report”, promising to 
review it “carefully” and discuss the “questions raised with Professor Hills in greater detail over the 
coming months”.


