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The missed exam: Conversations with Brenda Boardman
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University of Ulster, School of Psychology, Cromore Road, Coleraine, Northern Ireland, Ireland
How did you get started in the field of fuel poverty? paced round the house saying ‘how am I going to choose?’ And
It is interesting because actually nothing we do at school teaches
us about housing or about energy. It may be a bit different now, but
certainly not then for me. It took me some time to get to grips with
housing, and with energy efficiency. Initially I discovered them
separately. I had been working on housing at the Society for
Cooperative Dwellings (SCD) between 1973 and 1976. This was a
secondary housing co-op, where you help people develop their own
brand new housing for what were called the young and mobile. It was
shared housing, often 10 people to a house, and everyone who lived
there had to be part of the cooperative; no one could profit from it.
As I progressed at SCD I got more of an understanding of how people
like the Housing Cooperation funded housing developments. There
were things called housing cost yardsticks which I discovered to my
horror meant that you couldn’t get additional capital to make a
building more energy efficient when it was being built. So I had a bit
of a background in the development of housing, its design and its
funding, through SCD.

In 1974 I started my Open University (OU) degree. It was the
very early years of OU and I was in my thirties by then. The OU
required students to do two foundation courses if you had no prior
credits, and I had no prior credits. I started off with Sociology which
was fascinating. But choosing the second foundation course was
more tricky. I didn’t want to do Arts, that was too genteel, and I had
done Mathematics at school; I didn’t want to do Science which left
me with only one choice, which was Technology. I completely and
absolutely thrived on Technology. I think I am a technologist, by
which I mean I am enthused by the interface between people and
machines. And doing that second foundation course started me off
on technology, which was hugely important!

With the OU you can also do a whole mixture of different
courses, and I did. I did some Statistics, some Education, but
basically I did Sociology and Technology through to the end of my
degree. So I was really very lucky because my first degree was
dominated by an interdisciplinary approach, something that would
not have been possible had I been at a conventional University. And
the technology courses at the Open University included energy very
early on; you had to do an audit of your house, and things like that.

So I had discovered housing through work, and I had discov-
ered energy through the Open University, and for a while I sort of
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then of course I realised that I didn’t need to.
Did you do a dissertation as an undergrad?

Yes, and OU allowed you to decide on your own research
project. They then found you a supervisor in some part of the
country to match. I had a lovely civil servant called Neville Rees
who was an architect that worked in the Department of Environ-
ment. I used to go occasionally and talk to him about what was
involved, usually on a saturday morning when John could look
after the children. He was lovely, really inspirational. He died
shortly afterwards unfortunately. So I had done a project on
energy efficiency and housing, which I completed 30 years ago
from now, in 1981. It was called Fuel Poverty: A Technological

Approach and it edged me towards fuel poverty.
In 1984, I published The Cost of Warmth for the National Right

to Fuel Campaign. And that was important because it absolutely
made me get my head around the interactions between different
components: what is it that affects whether you spend £5 or £10 a
week on heating? And again the Open University had been a
really brilliant preparation for this, as I was used to sitting in my
own room and working it out for myself.

Actually, the Cost of Warmth Index does work. I came up with
an equation, and if you alter the figures, if you increase the price
of fuel or if you make a home more energy efficient or whatever,
that Cost of Warmth changes accordingly. I had to master many
little things to develop it. Not little things, quite stretching things.
Like how do you heat air? What’s the ventilation rate got to do
with it? If there is a big air flow, why does that make a difference?
What’s the relationship between useful energy, delivered energy
and primary energy? Most of my training for this came from the
Open University. It was the interactive, multi-disciplinary nature
of all of these factors, and getting them into the Cost of Warmth
Index that was important for me. Getting my head straight about
the relative value of these elements.
Things came together quite naturally then, based on your job
with the Campaign and your training at OU?

Yes. But the bit that I can’t really identify very easily is where a
social conscience came from. It wasn’t particularly part of my
upbringing. The nearest I can do is to say that instead of going to
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University after school, I had done a lot of travelling. I travelled for
two and a half years around the world and that effectively changed
my outlook on life. I had grown up in a fairly conservative household
and family network, but by the time I came back (I’m not sure
I realised it initially) I was a socialist. I had just met so many lovely
people, and just liked the way so many people lived their lives.
I couldn’t continue to be afraid of them, I couldn’t continue to be
suspicious of them. So if you like, it was that travelling experience
that gave me a social conscience. And then I brought that together
with the housing and the energy efficiency to move into fuel
poverty. The other possible factor is that I hate being cold.
You would have been travelling in the early 1960s. Were you
travelling alone?

Yes.
You were! What countries stay in your mind?

Oh most of them I think. I had done a secretarial course, so as
long as I was in an English speaking country I could work. I started
off in Canada, then I went and had a short break in Japan and then
I worked in Hong Kong and Australia, and finally I came home
from Australia overland which took me four months. I think it was
actually travelling through the non-English speaking countries as
much as anything that changed my outlook on life. I travelled up
the Persian Gulf and through Iran, Iraq, Jordan and Syria. People
were so nice and I frequently didn’t have a language we could
share. They were just generous, and looked after me, and brought
me cups of tea on the buses, and all those sorts of things.
Your 1991 book Fuel Poverty was based on your doctoral
research. Where was that completed?

I started my doctorate in 1983 at SPRU [Science Policy
Research Unit, University of Sussex]. By that time, I was abso-
lutely convinced that I wanted to do fuel poverty, and I had
somehow got a clear understanding that I wanted to do the full
breadth of the topic. You know, when you think of a research
topic for your doctorate you often think you’ll do a big subject,
and then you whittle it away because it’s almost unmanageable.
By and large I didn’t whittle it away. I stayed with all the aspects:
the heating system, what is comfort, a little bit of economics, and
quite a lot of policy. In the title of my doctorate, I managed to
get all of what I thought were the important words: ‘‘Economic,

Social and Technical Considerations for Fuel Poverty Policy’’.
The reason I did my doctorate at Sussex are various. First of all I

was living in Lewes, and SPRU was 4 miles down the road, which was
important as we had two young children by then. And SPRU was one
of the best possible places for me, because it had such a strong inter-
disciplinary approach. I had made contact with John Chesshire at
SPRU because of previous work that I had done with my Open
University degree. I knew I liked him, and knew that we shared an
interest in energy efficiency and housing. I went to see him and I said
‘Look I’ve got my Open University degree now, I want to continue
with this’, and he said ‘Well Brenda you only have a 1st degree, even
if you did get a first, but we might think of considering you for a
doctorate’. And that is what happened. Before I could do the
doctorate, I had to do one term of a Master’s degree to prove that I
could get to the right standard—I was forty by this stage and pleaded
that I was too old to spend a whole year doing the full course.
A term of a Masters ‘‘to prove you could get to the right
standard’’. In the event, the 1991 book is a masterpiece, never
mind the right standard. Do you read any of it these days?

I don’t mind re-reading it; it sounds really arrogant but I think
it isn’t too bad. I’m quite impressed with what I wrote. I think it’s
very interesting what you said some time ago, Christine, about
how the book flows like silk, I think that was your expression. My
two supervisors, John Chesshire and Gordon MacKerron, have got
a lot to answer for when it comes to the calibre of that piece of
work. I was a very raw student at the beginning of it but ended up
with something that is hopefully readable still. They did go over
all sorts of drafts and I was very, very fortunate to have both of
them in combination as my two supervisors. The fact that they
were both economists was something we coped with (laughs).
They were both unusual economists.
How did the thesis get published as a book?

Well one of the curious things is: not only did I know that I
wanted to do the whole breadth of fuel poverty, just really
understand it, but I also somehow knew from the beginning that
I wanted it to be a book. I can’t tell you the point at which I
decided that I was going to write it as a book, but I never, never
thought of doing a chapter called a Literature Review because the
whole thing was a literature review. Equally I didn’t do any
collection of primary data, so there was nothing to be called
Methodology. And so I did write it as a book, the thesis is just a
marginally larger version of the book. It took a year or so to get it
published, but that was the package in my head somehow.

I had difficulty finding a publisher to start with. Most people’s
view was that you sent your outline to a publisher and when they
said ‘no’ you then sent it to the next one. I finished my doctorate
in 1988 so we are talking about 1989 sometime I should think.
I was getting a bit fed up with this process. We were about to go
off on holiday, and I sent the résumé to about 8 publishers all on
the same day. When we got back from holiday one of them had
accepted, and that was Belhaven Press.

The timing was really fortunate because I think I actually held
the first copy of it in about March 1991. I know I had been doing
the index over Christmas so that must have been pretty quick. But
anyway, I had my interview for St Hilda’s College [University of
Oxford] at the end of April, by which time I had a copy to show
them. Having a book – a new book – is a very good thing to wave
at an interview at Oxford, so I was lucky that all came together.
It wasn’t just a book, though. Over time, it became a landmark.
Very few people remember anything that came before it in
terms of work on fuel poverty

I was the first academic to focus on it so fully. Not many
people before or since have been quite so totally focused on fuel
poverty as I was during my doctorate. What I did was take a topic
that sounded as if it had to do with fuel prices, and sounded as
if it had to do with poverty, and demonstrated that the really
important thing was capital investment and the energy efficiency
of the housing stock. I think that was quite a major contribution.
I would say it took me five years to come up with one phrase
which is ‘‘the importance of capital stocks’’. As you can see from the
references in the first book there were an awful lot of people
doing contributory work, many of whom were campaigners—

some very competent and well informed campaigners. But as is
always the case when people first come to a subject, they focus
on the symptoms, the disconnections, the fuel debts, the winter
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deaths—all of the things that are the symptoms of the problem. It
takes a little while to realise that actually the cause is an energy-
inefficient housing stock.

The 1991 book still stands on its own two feet. The basic
building blocks of physics and physiology have not changed, the
temperature we want inside houses is still largely 211, the way
heat is lost through a brick wall is still the same, the size of our
buildings hasn’t changed much because we add so few new
homes each year, the proportion of our income that goes on fuel
probably hasn’t changed a lot, the problems of being a sedentary
elderly person haven’t changed, so many of the things I was
discussing remain relevant. The numbers in fuel poverty went
down for a while, but now they are coming back up again. When
you are dealing with 25/26 million households, there is a huge
amount of inertia. It is a horrible lesson to learn that so little has
changed since 1991 and so much has to change by 2016 or 2050.
It makes you see what the struggle is.

But I’m an optimist by nature. The worse the situation gets, the
more angry I get, so even when things were going badly over fuel
poverty, when people weren’t listening, that didn’t defeat me, it
just re-energised me. I would think ‘okay this isn’t good enough,
lets get on with it, there are all these people out there suffering,
we’ve got to do more about it’.

There was an occasion, early on in my doctorate, I remember
very consciously thinking ‘should I be doing something more
practical, should I be doing something more useful?’, and then
I thought ‘well even if I change policy by only 1% – that multiplied
by 5, or 6, or 7 million households is a lot. I’ll never get to
7 million households in my lifetime if I try to visit them, so
perhaps I’ll keep going’.

Another aspect of my optimism comes to mind. Fuel Poverty is
intrinsically a negative definition: ‘inability to afford’. At one stage,
again when I was doing my doctorate, I was struck by the fact that
we weren’t making much progress politically so I sat down and
thought ‘what is the opposite of inability to afford?’, and came up
with a phrase ‘affordable warmth’. Politicians like positive phrases.
‘Affordable warmth’ has been a much more attractive phrase for
them. ‘Affordable warmth’ appeared in the English House Condition
Survey early on, whereas fuel poverty did not. The only disadvan-
tage with ‘affordable warmth’ is it’s meant to be ‘affordable warmth

and all other energy services’. ‘All other energy services’ keep getting
dropped and I think it’s one of the reasons that so many government
documents actually have the wrong definition of fuel poverty,
implying that’s it’s only about heating. It’s about all energy use. If
it was only about heating it would be 6% of expenditure needed for
affordable warmth, and not 10%. It is appalling how many govern-
ment documents still get that bit wrong.
Quite early on in the 1991 book you tackled global warming,
which is then threaded throughout the book. You were
probably the first to make the link between fuel poverty and
climate change. Is that broader horizon more fully developed
now?

I did make the link very early on, yes. Its surprising isn’t it?
(Laughs). We started off initially with people saying that the
debate about global warming as it was then (climate change now)
was in opposition to fuel poverty. The thinking being that for
climate change you had to focus on the people who were creating
the most pollution i.e. the rich households, who were the ones
where you could tweak quite a lot of action from with a relatively
small grant. By contrast, the fuel poor needed a 100% grant and
had very little room for manoeuvre. So in terms of people as
‘bangs for your buck’, focusing on the rich was where everyone
was talking initially. It is only more recently that we see the
strong synergy between these two concepts at all income levels.
Unless you deal with the most polluting properties you aren’t
ever going to deal with climate change properly in this country.
And so therefore the fuel poverty/climate change agendas come
together better now, partly because the focus has switched much
more to energy inefficient properties rather than CO2 saved per
pound. There is more of an expectation (though the pendulum is
still swinging) that the rich should pay for themselves. What
Green Deal is about is the rich not having a grant at all—they are
going to have to pay upfront and pay interest. Any grants are
going to be focused on the fuel poor.
Were you looking to move to Oxford after your thesis was
published?

No. We had been in Lewes since 1976 with John working at
what was originally the Brighton College of Education, which
became Brighton Poly and is now the University of Brighton. John
had been there 15 years and was ready to move. We were in the
moving market, but he hadn’t got a new job. In fact, he found this
advertisement for me. I was working as a consultant from home,
from the sitting room, because I had finished in 1988 and this was
1989/1990. I was just doing anything that anyone asked me to do,
almost always solely on fuel poverty, because I had got quite a
good network by then. John found this job advert and it was a
very, very odd feeling. I knew it was my job from the moment I
read the advert. You know, the hairs on the back of my neck stood
out. A couple of people, notably Andrew Warren from ACE
(Association for the Conservation of Energy) and Andrea Cook
from NEA (National Energy Action) contacted me and said ‘you’re
going to apply aren’t you?’. I went through a standard interview
process—I was remarkably ignorant about Oxford and everything
it meant. Yet I still somehow managed to get the job.
What do you mean by ‘‘Oxford and everything it meant’’?

Well I wasn’t even aware of the college/university relationship,
and I hadn’t really researched it, and I hadn’t got a really well
mapped-out plan as to how I was going to use the research
funding that came with the post. It was funded by PowerGen.
They had given the senior research fellowship to St Hilda’s for five
years, but I was only given a three-year contract initially. So we
came to Oxford and we moved the family here on the basis of a
3-year contract, with John having no work here. It was a bit of a
gamble, but we were ready to move and I don’t remember
thinking about it as a big gamble. It was just obvious that I had
to take the job.

In fact, I was fairly certain I wasn’t going to be offered it at all
after the interview, because I’d made a mess of it. I spent the
whole of the train journey going from Oxford back to Lewes
saying ‘I’m sorry, John’ – in my head – ‘I’m sorry, I’ve messed it
up’. It was really awful because they had asked me what was I
going to do, and I slightly exploded with ‘whatever it is it will be
useful’. Actually, it turned out that this may have been one of the
reasons I got the job, because one of the people on the interview-
ing panel told me that she was looking for an applicant who
would take the debate into the public arena rather than a
traditional academic, and so my explosion may have been what
she was looking for.

Apart from the 1991 book, a piece of work that was important
for the interview was Fuel Poverty and the Greenhouse Effect. For
that, I had to get the chemistry of climate change straight in my
head. Which meant that when I came up to the Environmental
Change Unit, I did know about climate change and its implications
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for fuel poverty. It was like The Cost of Warmth in a way: very
powerful pieces of research that demanded a lot of me but
provided a big stepping stone. When you have done no chemistry
since ‘O’ level at school and there you are in the 1990s, at forty-
seven I think, grappling with carbon dioxide and atoms and
molecules, and how do they all work togethery..but it gave me
confidence, so when I joined all my colleagues at the Environ-
mental Change Unit, I didn’t feel totally lost.
You haven’t fitted most people’s idea of an Oxford academic
over time. You are much more grounded, much more engaged
in public service, than the average person from the higher
realms of British academia

There are a couple of bits to answer there. First of all, I’d been
involved with fuel poverty and the National Right to Fuel
Campaign. I was a member from 1984 and Chair from 1987 to
1991, throughout my doctoral training in fact. So I had quite a
strong campaigning background, and I’ve always believed that the
combination of being an academic and being a campaigner is a
good one, because academia makes you use your facts properly,
and campaigning keeps you grounded and a little bit feisty; it
keeps your heart involved. So I suppose I have always been a
slightly unusual academic. We had long debates over my doc-
torate, as to how it was a doctorate since I didn’t have any theory
in it. John Chesshire was always very supportive. He said what
was important wasn’t the structure, but the original contribution.
I had synthesised so many different bits and pieces of knowledge
from physiology, building physics, whatever it was, into one
complete package. The synthesis was the original contribution. I
still don’t know that there is a theory around fuel poverty. There
is a factual statement which is that fuel poverty is very different
from poverty because of the role of capital investment. Capital
investment is endemic whenever you talk about energy, so as
soon as you bring energy into the equation you are looking at
something very different from poverty.

In some ways it was fortunate coming to Oxford at the same
time as the Environmental Change Unit (ECU) was being set up
(it’s now the Environmental Change Institute). It was always a
grounded institute in terms of being interested in applied issues.
It aimed to focus in an interdisciplinary way on the problems
created by climate change. Initially they thought that they would
just be the natural sciences, climate change, biodiversity, etc.
They weren’t expecting to have an energy person. John and I knew
that, through his academic network. But when the head of St
Hilda’s phoned up the prospective director of the ECU and said
‘would you like this women for free?’ he obviously agreed,
because all he had to do was provide me with a desk. My salary
was paid and my college affiliation was linked in. I started on the
1st day ECU opened under Martin Parry, so my academic home
was always in this research institute, focused on finding solutions
to climate change. I have always been involved with postgradu-
ates, and research students. The really traditional Oxford
approach is that you mustn’t do anything applied in your first
degree and what I was doing was applied, so it was fortunate that
I was not expected to teach undergraduates.
And the Oxford job was a natural progression from your work
with John Chesshire and SPRU colleagues, in your mind?

Yes, yes that was true. If you’re lucky, and I’ve been lucky, the
subject you do for your doctorate provides you with a fantastic
foundation for your future career. Some unlucky people do a
subject that they then lose interest in. They don’t want to
continue, or aren’t given the opportunity to continue. But I was
lucky because I was able to continue, first of all as a consultant,
then latterly at Oxford.

I don’t know the extent to which the subject chose me, and the
extent to which my previous experience made what happened
inevitable. I don’t like the word pre-destiny but there was
definitely something in me that was triggered by these different
issues. Serendipity maybe a better word.
Tell me about your work at ECU at the time you got started

To start with there was just me researching energy in the ECU,
and I was under a bit of pressure to apply for grants and employ
more people. I didn’t want to do that to start with, I was really
rather enjoying immersing myself in being a researcher. But then
I realised that there was too much to do, too many important
questions that I could not do it on my own. I needed to get some
extra researchers beside me, ergo I’ve got to apply for some grants
to pay their salaries. I applied for a big grant in 1993, to look at
appliances. It was the first DECADE project [Domestic Equipment
and Carbon Dioxide Emissions], and it had very strong links with
Europe. It was partly that I had met someone who would later
come to work for me, Mark Hinnells, and we had been in a couple
of meetings in Brussels and in Whitehall. I remember very clearly
looking one civil servant in the eye and saying, ‘if you don’t fund
this you won’t have any representation in Brussels, you won’t
have the knowledge, you won’t have the ability to go to those
committees’ and this was just as energy labelling of appliances
was coming in. The discussion about minimum standards was
about to start. At that stage, Britain was known as the ‘dirty man
of Europe’. So having a presence within Europe was important. It
was still the Danes, the Dutch, the Swedes who had all been there
for yonks, and they all knew what they were talking about. We
came and joined them, and we were the first British researchers
to join this European network on appliance policy.

We continued through about 30 or 40 contracts for Brussels in
the end, one way or another, and a lot of them contributed to the
DECADE project. We built up an extremely good model for how
electricity is used in appliances in the home. To give you an
example: when we first started, the old Electricity Association did
most of the work in terms of how appliances were using energy.
We managed to get some information out of them, not a lot. For
instance they said that the average household was using 365 kWh
of electricity in lighting, and I thought ‘that’s a strange number,
that’s 1 kWh per day, a bit odd’. However after we had done an
awful lot of work on the other appliances it was quite clear to us
that the kWh for lighting was far too small. We doubled it, based
on good data. That meant that lighting became twice as important
in policy just from that one number. It was confirmed correct
later. Previously, lighting had just been the fudge factor. Some-
times just doing really, really, detailed work pays off. It was years
of work went into that model, and it is still the basis on which a
lot of government policy is founded. It’s become the Market
Transformation Programme now. We did lots of research on the
different appliances. We probably did 10 reports in the end, so
DECADE was an appropriate acronym.

What this meant was that, when I first went to Oxford I
switched to appliances. I didn’t do very much on fuel poverty for a
while. During that period of course, fuel prices were dropping so
to a large extent the fuel poverty debate was being resolved. I’m
sure I was as guilty as anybody else for saying, ‘well fine that’s
happening, the numbers are diminishing, the policy is working,
and that all very good’. I still got asked to give presentations so I
kept myself relatively up to date, but I didn’t do a huge amount of
original research at that stage. I probably did a few general
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articles but, for instance, I wasn’t known in Europe for my work
on fuel poverty. Not at that stage.

So I’ve come back to fuel poverty. Coming back to do the
second book (Fixing Fuel Poverty) was really rather a nice retire-
ment present (well my sabbatical present). It was nice to have a
gap, and equally nice to revisit the subject. Also horrifying to find
just how much I had not understood, and also how much it had
changed. I thought originally I would be rewriting the first book,
but actually there is no crossover. I don’t know whether you agree
with that, but there is just no crossover, policy analysis dominates
Fixing Fuel Poverty.
What I thought you were going to say that you were horrified
that nothing had moved on?

No, horrified more about what my brain didn’t know. I had
done The 40% House and Home Truths. Home Truths had started
bringing in fuel poverty a bit more, but it was Fixing Fuel Poverty

that really brought me back to the subject again.
I was also horrified at how irresponsible the utilities had been.

The content of Chapter 4 completely horrified me, scandalised
me. It’s the way in which the utilities have been making fuel
poverty worse; it came as quite a considerable shock. There are
people like Steve Thomas (another SPRU colleague) now at
Greenwich who have been identifying some of these malpractices,
but I hadn’t focused on it enough, so I was delighted to be able to
do so in the second book.

It does strike me that things are moving too slowly, as you say.
I suppose that working on fuel poverty is a fantastic preparation
for working on climate change. They are both such enormous
problems, with such enormous challenges involved. You wonder
how ever we are going to be able to actually do something
meaningful.

One of the aspects of the area that has gone backwards is some
of our data collection. We don’t collect temperatures in the
English Housing Survey now, so it’s extremely difficult to know
just exactly how many people are colder this year than they were
last year. We have no evidence for that whatsoever nationally.
Some of the statistics that are now coming out about energy
consumption and carbon dioxide emissions show a drop in
demand, particularly for gas. The Climate Change Committee
has said that this is largely attributable to the recession. Is that
tantamount to saying it is largely hardship? Is that actually an
evidence that more people can’t afford to keep warm? It certainly
isn’t greater energy efficiency. We haven’t done enough on that,
so why is energy consumption dropping? You and I aren’t colder,
but those people that are on a fixed income, or a low income, or a
tight budget could well be.

Energy prices have nearly doubled since 2004, even in real
terms and we’ve got 20% price increases in place, and I don’t think
we have had many increases of that magnitude ever before. There
has just been an announcement by the House of Commons Select
Committee that Tim Yeo chairs which condemns the utilities for
shoddy practices: knocking on people’s doors and selling them
more expensive energy. Well thank goodness somebody is noti-
cing and shouting about it.

In relation to the News of the World and News International
debates, just as with the banks, the MPs, Ed Miliband has said that
their actions have demonstrated ‘the irresponsibility of the
powerful’. I think that’s what we’ve got with the Utilities: there
are six hugely powerful companies concerned primarily about
their profits and not about whether they are selling a product to
somebody who is really in hardship which is even more expensive
than they were buying before. So I think that perhaps the time has
come to examine the position of the Utilities more strongly, and
show them up for their inhumanity.
A climate of greater scrutiny is what we need?

Yes, because we are getting more evidence of bad practice
which doesn’t make anyone’s lives any easier.

I suppose another thing that horrified me when I came back
into fuel poverty was how ineffective our energy efficiency
programs were. I had been part of the judicial review with Friends
of the Earth and that made me realise just how bad it all was, but
it was spending a whole year doing the book that enabled me to
get it all together in one place, in my head, then onto paper.
I realised during that process just how inadequate policy had
been for so long. I also came to the slightly startling conclusion
that I’m not sure we can define fuel poverty (laughs). Finding
people in fuel poverty in person is difficult, immensely difficult.
It’s OK on paper, it’s OK in models, but actually finding the right
people and helping them is much more problematic, and possibly
counterintuitive. One of the things I got out of the 2010 book is
that many people don’t want to respond to a one-off programme;
it’s not the appropriate way to reach them and it’s not a
particularly cost effective way. It introduces the whole issue of
stigma and identification, and so a community based approach, an
areas-based approach is so much more sensible.
Between your two books then, 1991 and 2001, you generalised
rather than specialised?

If anything my boundaries are continuing to flow outwards. At
the moment, I am doing a piece for Greenpeace on the future of
the building stock which stresses the importance of getting the
supply side and the demand side together. How much could
energy efficiency reduce demand? The idea that we must have
new generating capacity because we are going to have new
demand: are we certain we are going to have so much new
demand? Isn’t there an alternative route? The idea that we are all
going in for electric heating has got to be challenged—it is not at
all where I think we should be going, at least not for the next 15
or 20 years. The energy security debate is also coming into the
frame. And not forgetting everything to do with Europe. So again,
what I think I’m doing if anything is widening my boundaries.
Who have your main influences been in that widening of
interests?

That is really very difficult to answer. John Chesshire and
Gordon MacKerron were absolutely crucial. They were completely
different in terms of their input to my doctorate. In their different
ways, they enabled me to get to another level.

I think a lot of academics rather belittle campaigners, but
actually there have been some brilliant campaigners out there on
fuel poverty who influenced me, going right back to Paul Lewis
(now of Moneybox on BBC Radio 4) and including Jenny Saunders
and Ron Campbell at NEA, Ed Matthews at FOE (Friends of the
Earth) and Trevor Houghton. Campaigners have a wonderful grasp
of what’s happening out there in the world, with a questioning
approach as to why and what we can do about it. I would never
underestimate how important many of the campaigners are,
especially as many of them have long commitments and mem-
ories: they know the history. The approach of one of my old
colleagues, John Crowe, at the National Right to Fuel Campaign
(NRFC), was ‘to be the gnat on the elephant’s back’. The fact that
we were a tiny campaign, and we virtually never had any money,
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was not the important point—we could still find the crucial point
of attack. Another link with NRFC (National Right to Fuel
Campaign) was Simon Roberts, now Chief Executive of the Centre
for Sustainable Energy—it has been wonderful watching people
like Simon grow and become a powerful force for good.

Regarding the Warm Homes and Energy Conservation Act, the
role of lobbying groups like ACE (Association for the Conservation
of Energy) and of really influential MP’s like Baroness Maddox and
Alan Simpson was totally crucial in the fight against fuel poverty.
Every MP knows about it, you don’t have to tell them, it walks
through their surgery door.

For many years I ran the Energy module of the MSc course in
Environmental Change and Management at Oxford, which is
still one of the most oversubscribed courses in the University,
certainly at the Masters level; we still get 300–400 applicants for
30–35 places. My husband John started the course, and the energy
module consisted of 15 lectures by outside specialists. This kept
me up-to-date with the full spectrum of energy issues, through
the generosity of our lecturers.

Although I wasn’t a very assiduous student in terms of
networking and social life while I was at Sussex, there were a
lot of people I admired in the early days, who have helped me
subsequently. As well as John and Gordon, there are Catherine
Mitchell, Steve Thomas and Jim Skea—all with a SPRU back-
ground. It was an influential place to do my doctorate.
Tell me more about the second book, Fixing Fuel Poverty. It
was grounded in identifying ways to implement fuel poverty
policy more effectively. Are the book’s main messages filtering
into policy?

It is almost impossible to track back to your publication
anything that government does, they never acknowledge it, they
never reference it, or very rarely in my experience. On the other
hand, an areas-based approach, energy efficiency, minimum
standards for the worst housing, those are all things that are
coming up the agenda quite strongly at the moment. There is
increasing debate about one of the things I focused on, I’m not
saying I was the only one to do it, but I did focus on it: the amount
of our fuel payments that goes towards government policy, the
renewable obligation, the EUETS, and CERT. That was £80 per
household when I wrote the book in 2010. It’s now at least £88.
There are some astronomical figures being discussed: £400, £500,
£600 per year per household being channelled towards much of
this supply side policy. I think concern about that message has got
into government, which may be why the Renewable Heat Incen-
tive is being funded by the Treasury and not by the Utilities.

You just have to hope that you’re pressing some of the right
buttons. I think in terms of the 2016 target to eradicate fuel
poverty where reasonably practicable, we have left it too late. Five
and half or 6 million households are in fuel poverty at this minute
in the UK; 5 years to achieve the target means over a million
households a year, if you can find them.

Aside from influencing policy, if I have at all, I’ve given 25 or 30
lectures around the country since Fixing Fuel Poverty was
published. Almost all of those have been at Universities, and
almost all have included groups of students. Maybe one of the
things that will happen is that there will be an increased
academic interest in fuel poverty, which will be supplemented
very strongly I hope by this Special Edition. We may be getting a
new cohort of academics coming through. The sad deaths of both
John Chesshire and Peter Lehmann led to the founding of the
Chesshire–Lehmann fund, and I am one of the trustees of that. We
are investing in research on different topics related to fuel
poverty. For instance we have just given some money to a group
at Loughborough University who are going to look at elderly
people’s attitudes towards under-occupancy and moving, which
is a very major problem. This funding may be a first step towards
a bigger research programme for them. I’m hoping through these
different channels that the whole academic study of fuel poverty
will expand. That would be a nice legacy.
Thinking more about legacy, and using my own experience as
an example for what I want to ask you: I trained as a
psychologist in the 1970s and that means I lean on a whole
legacy of famous and important psychologists who lived
before my time. Most psychologist lay great store in the old
Masters. They are mentors and guides, alongside the people we
were trained by. But in your field, which you largely carved on
your own, you would have had very few historical roots on
which to anchor.

True. I hadn’t thought of that. I couldn’t have done the
doctorate 10 or 20 years earlier, that’s quite right. It is one of
the problems with everything to do with energy, that the history
of the subject, particularly the human side of the subject, is quite
sparse. We haven’t had much of a debate about why our housing
is the way it is, why we have given warmth such a low priority.
The field remains very narrow.

Just to give you a little anecdote, when ‘Cost of Warmth’ was
published and I got a copy into the University of Sussex library,
they didn’t know where to catalogue ‘warmth’. I think it joined
the books about fireplaces. Again, when I started doing my
doctorate and I went to the Department of Energy’s library, there
were sections on coal, oil and gas, but there was nothing about
buildings, they didn’t have a section on buildings. I had got this
fantastic permission to work in their library, and I got my children
looked after, and I got myself up to London (at that stage even the
train fare was quite an issue), only to find they hadn’t got a single
book on my subject in the Department of Energy library. It was
shattering, I just couldn’t believe it. Perhaps they would say that
anything to do with buildings would be in the Department of the
Environment, but you still expect something about the use of
energy to be in the Department of Energy. It wasn’t there. We
have come a long way.

When the Environmental Change Unit started at Oxford,
I think it was the first use of the word environment within an
Oxford University grouping. Now we’ve got the School of
Geography and the Environment, the Smith School of Enterprise
and the Environment, and a wide variety of students engaged in
work on Energy and the Environment in different units across the
university and on different courses—the expansion is quite rapid.
We now have over 600 alumni from our MSc in Environmental
Change and Management around the world—many of whom John
and I keep in touch with. A cohort of experts is being built.
Did you think the concept of fuel poverty would run and run
in the way that it has?

I don’t think I thought about it actually. It was a bigger
problem in 1988 than it is now in terms of percentage of
households in fuel poverty. Like many campaigners I’ve always
said ‘wouldn ’t it be wonderful if we did ourselves out of a job?’
but there was never much prospect of that.

When I got the MBE that was for Services to Energy Efficiency
it wasn’t for Services to Fuel Poverty. When I got the Melchett
Medal, also in 1998, from the Energy Institute, very little of my
acceptance speech concerned fuel poverty.
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And now we have the concept of energy poverty – the same
thing as fuel poverty – growing across the European Union. I have
always believed that it was there, but undiscovered. The effect of
liberalisation in Eastern Europe and rapidly rising fuel prices is
definitely highlighting the problems in many countries.
So it’s been in the background most of your career, but
nevertheless foundational enough that you have returned to
it?

It’s always been in the background. The beauty of it, Christine,
is somehow or other the subject I chose for my doctorate is still
my passion. I really started on it in about 1981, when I joined the
National Right to Fuel Campaign, a couple of years before I started
my doctorate, and here I still am, as you say 30 years later, still
doing it.
If you were to reflect on your career so far what was the
biggest milestone?

Not going to University at age 18. I had the wrong date for an
exam in my last year at school. My form mistress had said the
exam was on the Friday and I thought she meant one Friday but
she actually meant an earlier Friday. That two minute conversion
made an awful lot of difference to my life. I didn’t absolutely miss
the exam, but I missed the first hour of three and I hadn’t done the
revision. I didn’t get the grades that I needed to go to the
university that I wanted to, and I wouldn’t resit the exams.

But I wouldn’t have changed that conversation, heartbroken
though I was at the time.
Another example of serendipity?

Well yes. It’s very, very odd and I honestly wouldn’t change it.
If anything the only regret I have was that, because I was such a
late developer, my influence has been limited to so few years.
What if I had been doing my doctorate 10 years earlier or 15 years
earlier? But, if I had done it earlier, I wouldn’t have done the same
subject—if I had done a doctorate it would have been on a
different subject. I was a different person. I would have probably
ended up in the City, or advertising. Who knows.

Another of the big influences was being able to come to
Oxford. It has been a wonderful experience to be part of such a
prestigious University, with all the kudos that comes from such
a powerful brand. The original three years of support from
PowerGen became eight years and then I had to earn my own
salary through contracts, as well as those of the rest of the Lower
Carbon Future’s team. The group had grown and became a
wonderful team of people to work with—Tina Fawcett, Sarah
Darby, Chris Jardine, Kevin Lane, Mark Hinnells, Nick Banks and
many more. And now they are in the safe hands of my successor,
Nick Eyre.
What lies ahead?

I don’t know. John and I retired just before our 66 birthdays. I
have several female relatives, including my Mother, who have
demonstrated longevity and I thought ‘do I want 35 years of
retirement?’ No. So as far as I’m concerned I am going to continue
working – perhaps at a slightly slower rate – for as long as I and
other people think I’m being useful. Not quite finished, yet.
Where should the fuel poverty lobby be heading next?

I was talking earlier about the synergy between energy
efficiency, fuel poverty and climate change. We do still have to
do a huge amount to improve the efficiency of our housing stock.
We may have left it too late to meet the 2016 fuel poverty target,
but you could just be a little optimistic, and think ‘okay this is a
fantastic job creation scheme’. It is a great way to begin to
revitalise the whole economy, because when you do work on a
building virtually none of the money is exported. You are not
importing loft insulation or anything, it’s all here, and at least half
of the funding is labour costs and that ’s taking people off benefits,
its providing some income tax for government etc. etc.

So I think that the fuel poverty lobby should be, or could be,
pushing for a very major energy efficiency programme. I would
drive this through minimum standards. It would take some very
careful political framing, since you have got to make people realise
that an energy efficient house is wonderful to live in. It is
comfortable, it doesn’t cost you a lot to heat, you don’t have to
worry about the fuel bills, you don’t have to worry about heat
pumps or combined heat and power, because you need so little
heating. And people can begin to acknowledge that this is our
contribution to future generations. The Victorians built us sewers
and underground tube lines. Our ancestors have given us wonderful
legacies with their transformations of infrastructure. What infra-
structure should we be changing? The housing stock, the building
fabric, to ensure that it is fit for another century would be a good
choice. At the minute it certainly isn’t fit for another century. We
should go for it, and that might be just what the economy needs.

An interesting statistic that I came up with the other day: in
our homes we spend £29 billion a year on fuel bills; we also spend
£30 billion a year on maintenance and improvements, all those
kitchens and conservatories and ordinary humble decorating jobs.
So using our own money is, for many households, quite possible.
Let’s get away from the expectation that energy efficiency is
provided for free. We should be working toward a situation
whereby it’s the homeowner’s responsibility to ensure they have
an energy efficient property. We will always need a financial
system that supports householders with no capital because they
do need support, but many fuel poor households have a big
capital asset in the home they own. It seems that lifetime
mortgages (which are available once you’re retired but are repaid
only when you move on) have a lot to offer, perhaps subsidised by
the government. We are going to get less and less for free; the
Treasury can’t afford it and we don’t want the cost on our utilities
bill. It’s got to be part of the investment in the housing stock that
is made by the householder.

That could have all sorts of benefits. The cost of housing in this
country is so enormous, so few first-time buyers getting onto the
ladder, we have got to have some fairly fundamental housing
finance reviews, making properties more affordable to buy as well
as to live in. There are some early signs that this is coming together.
All the work that you have been doing on the much wider
dimension of fuel poverty’s impacts on mental health, physical
health needs to come into the picture. Those impacts are not
reflected at all in the programmes that we are adopting. We could
have a big capital expenditure programme that would employ a lot
of people and hopefully not only provide much better conditions for
people, and give them happier and healthier lifestyles, but reduce
costs for the health service, drive a much bigger societal perspective.
The recent IEA conference in Dublin provided evidence that up to
two-thirds of the benefits from energy inefficiency improvements
are non-energy related: they are benefits to health and the calibre of
the housing stock. So I don’t think that fuel poverty as a problem is
going away, and I don’t think fuel poverty as an academic subject is
going to go away. Not just yet.
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