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INTRODUCTION

The twenty-sixth Conference of the Parties (COP26) took place in Glasgow in November 2021
with the objective of adopting an international response to climate change. This paper aims to
draw on the Wise Group’s unique insight into some of society’s most significant social and
economic challenges.

Understanding if COP26 delivered for the most vulnerable in society is important. Although
international ambitions are to amplify the voices, concerns, and priorities of vulnerable groups,
those most impacted by climate change, this paper seeks to demonstrate the gap between
living from ‘hand to mouth’ and the consequential barriers faced in the ability to contribute to
net zero.

Examining the relationship between poverty and climate change is not easy, and multifaceted.
In part, many do not realise they are experiencing fuel poverty or understand how climate
change priorities link to their everyday lives. With many energy providers committing to Energy
UK’s Vulnerability Commitment, the results of this report can also help direct engagement with
this group of difficult to reach customers who are at times invisible to conventional monitoring
due to self-disconnection.

The good news is that mentoring interventions leading to sustainable change and the ability to
take control of household energy are having positive results. We firstly undertook a participatory
consultation exercise ‘Reality Check’ with a section of our customers in Greater Glasgow and
Tyne and Wear looking at the gap between their living reality and ability to contribute to net
zero. Secondly, we undertook a desktop evaluation examining customer fuel poverty journeys
and experiences from our mentors in ‘Shining a light on vulnerability’. Our evidence base,
summarised below, can contribute to helping policy makers and others to advance the
aspirations set out in energy policy linking the COP26 ambitions and the voices, concerns, and
priorities of vulnerable groups.

Key findings

A considerable proportion of respondents rationed or disconnected their heating and
electricity, with 24% doing so in Greater Glasgow and 42% in North East England. The
discrepancy in these figures may be accounted for by the difference in knowledge of support
schemes, with 13% of respondents in City of Glasgow having no knowledge of services compared
to 66% in North East England.

Of those respondents who ration or disconnect their electricity and heating, 75.4% do so at least
every week in Greater Glasgow and 56.3% do so at least once a week in North East England.
Electric heating, among the most expensive heating methods, was used in the majority of
respondents’ homes, equating to 54.1% in Greater Glasgow. This figure is considerably above
the national average of c.4%, and excludes this population from initiatives regarding the
replacement of gas boilers.

Over 90% of those surveyed recycled for environmental reasons, though 66.9% of respondents
said they would not consider buying an electric vehicle, installing solar panels, or installing more
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energy efficient heating. The overwhelming reason for this was financial exclusion, with many
respondents stating they would like to engage in these initiatives should sufficient financial
support be available.

A considerable difference was found between Greater Glasgow and North East England
regarding understanding of net zero, with 72.4% of City of Glasgow respondents aware
compared to 7.9% of North East England respondents being aware. This may be partly attributed
to COP26 preparations.

Overall, 90.9% of respondents rated Wise Group mentoring as excellent, with many regarding it
as a “vital service”. This resulted in sustainable behavioural change with 83.9% of respondents
reporting they would now be confident or very confident in seeking help with energy issues
independently.

Beyon8tatistics

This report further stands out in capturing the human reality of fuel poverty. In the survey,
individuals were asked to describe in a word how they felt when rationing or disconnecting their
energy. Responses included: cold, scared, miserable, unhappy, embarrassed, worried, upset,
damp, helpless, sore, horrified, stiff. Personal stories were also gathered, with one person, who
has a disability, commenting that: “I thought I was one of the forgotten people in my town, help
was always there, but for some”. Another said, “There are times when I open my energy bill and

cry”.

Colleagues were also asked for comments. One colleague recounted: “I was dealing with a lady,
she's 75 years old, with cancer. She's got the incorrect meter type and since last winter she
never used her heating at all. She took a hot water bottle about with a blanket because she was
too scared”. This was the result of issues arising from an incorrect meter type, an issue which
was unresolved for two years.

It was also reported that fuel poverty has forced a rethink of strategy in some food banks as
some of those in need were unable to cook food due to lack of energy. This has resulted in
“ambient” food parcels being made up of food which do not require heating up and have long
shelf lives. As can be seen from these examples, the ramifications from rationing and
disconnecting energy go far beyond the immediate issue.

A positive story also emerged from the qualitative responses. Following engagement with Wise
Group mentors, several customers were able to take control of their energy in a sustainable
way. One carer who was successfully supported in applying for financial support said: “I wouldn’t
have been able to get my gas back on without it”. An elderly couple who was being pursued by
debt collectors over incorrect meter readings reported: “We have never owed a penny in our
lives, and to get to this age and be sent letters from debt collectors has affected us enormously.
From the minute you took this over, we have been able to sleep better at night”.

Overall, in 2020/21, the Wise Group provided support to 48,000 people, positively impacting
their extended family, friends and communities.
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Shininglaght onwulnerability

Households on the doorstep of COP26 are disconnecting themselves from electricity and
heating to make ends meet, removing themselves from existing systems to track and assist ‘in
debt’ vulnerable customers. The majority of these individuals are aware and supportive of
environmental initiatives but feel left behind by the financial costs involved. Those most
vulnerable to fuel poverty are disproportionately saddled with the most expensive heating
methods. When energy needs are not met, individuals, families and friends are facing social,
financial, physical and mental harm.

Nevertheless, the disconnected can be reconnected. Through mentoring, individuals are being
pulled out of fuel poverty and given the chance to take control of their energy future. As this
study has shown, where awareness and support are increased, risk of disconnection and rationing
have been reduced, and the root causes of fuel poverty can begin to be addressed.

Below we explain our process and findings in more detail. We conclude by setting out the
implications for the policy and business communities.
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PARIY AREALITHECK

The process

A participatory consultation shown in Appendix 2 was carried out with Wise Group customers
from the Greater Glasgow area, including the City of Glasgow, South Lanarkshire and North
Lanarkshire. North Lanarkshire borders the northeast of the City of Glasgow and contains many
of Glasgow's suburbs and commuter towns and villages. This area has the smallest response rate;
however, responses are included in the research to provide a suburban perspective. South
Lanarkshire borders the southeast of the City of Glasgow and contains some of Greater
Glasgow's suburbs. It also contains many agricultural towns and villages. This area has the
largest response rate. These areas have been used as they have within them parts of the

Scottish Idexof Multiple Deprivation
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