
SUBMISSION FROM CONSUMER FOCUS SCOTLAND 

Consumer Focus Scotland started work on 1 October 2008. Consumer Focus Scotland was 
formed through the merger of three organisations – the Scottish Consumer Council, energywatch 
Scotland, and Postwatch Scotland.  
 
Consumer Focus Scotland works to secure a fair deal for consumers in both private markets and 
public services, by promoting fairer markets, greater value for money, and improved customer 
service. While producers of goods and services are usually well-organised and articulate when 
protecting their own interests, individual consumers very often are not. The people whose interests 
we represent are consumers of all kinds: they may be patients, tenants, parents, solicitors’ clients, 
public transport users, or shoppers in a supermarket. 
 
We have a commitment to work on behalf of vulnerable consumers, particularly in the energy and 
post sectors, and a duty to work on issues of sustainable development. 
 
Introduction 
 
Consumer Focus Scotland works to safeguard the interests of consumers, particularly 
disadvantaged and vulnerable consumers, in relation to the supply and use of domestic energy. 
Our work in this field ranges from providing dedicated support for vulnerable individual consumers 
who need high levels of assistance with energy supply issues, to contributing a consumer 
viewpoint to longer term policy debates. We contribute through a range of mechanisms, including 
participation in the 2020 group’s workstream on public engagement.  
 
There is clear evidence

1
 that although climate change is very clearly one of the most significant 

issues facing consumers in the longer term, it is not seen by them as an immediate concern, 
particularly at a time of economic hardship; on the other hand, we know from our own research 
and experience that consumers are very clearly concerned about rising energy costs. Our 
submission therefore concentrates on the importance of making more explicit links between 
climate change and consumers’ daily concerns and experiences. Three key points follow from this: 
 

 More consideration should be given to the extent that individual proposals or policies 
bring, and are seen to bring, economic and social benefits to consumers, so that a low 
carbon future is viewed as one to which everyone living in Scotland aspires. In particular, 
we believe that there should be a greater emphasis than at present on energy efficiency in 
Scotland’s housing stock. This would bring immediate social and economic benefits , as 
well as reducing emissions, and is therefore likely to be viewed more positively by 
consumers  rather than the introduction of  policies or proposals which reduce emissions 
without direct benefits.  

 There is a strong body of evidence
2
 which shows that consumers are influenced by the 

actions of other consumers, and by the public and private sector organisations whose 
services they use on a daily basis. This highlights the importance of the public sector 
consistently leading by example through all of its policies – not just those specifically 
designed to reduce emissions – and of considering the extent to which decisions on 
infrastructure limit the choices individual consumers can make. The public sector also 
needs to set the framework so that the private sector acts in a similarly consistent way, as 
far as possible. Clarity of monitoring and reporting is also critical to underpin actions.  

 The third point follows from the above; we are concerned that the debate about proposals 
and policies is very largely framed in terms of technical actions, the majority of which will 
happen to consumers, rather than involve working with them. It is unfortunate that the draft 
report has been published separately from, and in advance of, the forthcoming Public 
Engagement Strategy; we believe that the relationship between these documents should 
be a two-way process, with the policies and proposals which receive most emphasis being 
those which will provide early wins for consumers, and will therefore help genuinely to 
engage them in the process. We would be very concerned if the Engagement Strategy 
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were to be limited to advertising campaigns designed only to inform consumers of actions 
which are to be imposed on them.  

  
We offer some detailed comments on the report, below, in line with this overview. The headings 
are those used in the draft report.  
 
A Low Carbon Scotland: The Vision 
 
In general, we welcome the positive approach taken in this section, which clearly highlights the 
positive aspects of a low carbon Scotland. We would suggest, however, that greater weight be 
given to linking climate change aims to energy security and energy costs, to emphasise that doing 
nothing is not an option from these perspectives either. Scottish Government research

3
 shows that 

the majority of people are more concerned about energy costs than about climate change. As the 
majority of actions to reduce emissions also deliver cost savings, this suggests the best approach 
is to encourage and support people to save money from adopting more energy efficient 
behaviours, taking account of barriers they face in doing so.  
 
In this context, it is important to emphasise that consumers – rightly - understand that domestic 
energy costs have effectively doubled since 2003. Under current projections, costs will rise further 
to pay for investment in energy infrastructure, partly driven by the need to reduce emissions. 
Although we welcome the positive measures highlighted at the end of this chapter, we would point 
out that rising costs have lead to fuel poverty rates also rising sharply, and despite significant 
progress in energy efficiency, one third of all Scottish households are now fuel poor.  
 
Recent Consumer Focus Scotland research, conducted before recent price rises,

4
 showed that 

22% of householders ‘sometimes or always’ had difficulty paying for domestic energy, and a 
further 24% were ‘more concerned’ about bills now than in the past. The vision clearly embodies 
higher levels of awareness and understanding of energy management among consumers. In order 
to achieve this, it is critical that changes introduced to reduce emissions take account of 
consumers’ current circumstances and attitudes.    
We believe, therefore, that a greater emphasis on domestic energy efficiency would provide an 
opportunity to reduce emissions, while at the same time demonstrating clearly to consumers the 
benefits of doing so, and therefore helping change attitudes towards the longer term measures set 
out in this section. 
 
2: Background to the Report 
 
Paragraphs 1.20 onwards deal with the issue of funding for the actions set out in the draft report, 
and note the average cost to be of the order of £800m each year until 2020. As paragraph 1.21 
recognises, this does not include an assessment of the wider benefits, in addition to emissions 
reduction, which will be delivered. Such an assessment would be helpful in engaging consumers in 
the discussion.  
 
The final section of this chapter (1.26 onwards) deals with partners, but public engagement is 
mentioned only briefly. As noted above, we believe that consumer engagement in decision-making 
is critical. Consumer Focus Scotland will shortly publish a report bringing together best practice 
from Scottish public services on consumer engagement. It is important to emphasise that 
consumers’ views are vital in informing how decisions are made and implemented;  ‘engagement’ 
should not be seen only as a process of informing consumers as to the decisions which had 
already been taken.  
 
2. Proposals and Policies 
 
Paragraphs 2.26 – 2.31 deal with the economic impact of proposals and policies. While welcome, 
the specific employment figures given as examples relate overwhelmingly to new technologies. 
The acknowledged benefits from energy efficiency are limited to savings for consumers. We 
believe that there would also be significant job creation associated with the delivery of these 
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energy efficiency measures, and also other savings (for example, to the NHS from reduced need 
for treatment as a result of improved health). Further, the money saved by consumers, especially 
less well off consumers, is likely to be spent within their local economies. This relates to our 
overarching comments about focusing emission reduction work on areas where positive impacts 
will be, and will be seen to be, significant. 
 
A similar approach applies to the statement of benefits from resource efficiency. Recycling rates in 
Scotland have risen considerably in recent years, and public attitude surveys show repeatedly that 
consumers highlight recycling as the most important action they take in response to climate 
change; getting waste policy right is therefore important because of the messages it sends, as well 
as for its own sake. It is also worth noting that increases in recycling were achieved as a direct 
result of significant investment in infrastructure, making recycling much easier for consumers, in 
conjunction with a range of innovative marketing. A similar approach, based on assessment of 
consumers’ views and needs, is needed across other areas. 
 
3. Energy Supply 
 
Consumer Focus Scotland cannot comment in detail on the different technologies used to 
generate energy. However, we have recently published Power At Home

5
, a report examining 

consumer aspects of microgeneration. The report identifies barriers to more widespread adoption 
of microgeneration, including lack of awareness of the technologies in general, lack of 
understanding of the way they work, and practical issues around trusted installers and – by no 
means least – financial barriers.  
 
We believe that microgeneration has a significant role to play in reducing emissions and 
addressing fuel poverty, particularly for homes without access to mains gas, and that this is an 
area where there is potential for environmental, economic and social benefits to be delivered 
together. Independent advice is critical, however, to ensure that the appropriate technologies are 
specified, and that heating system installations are developed in conjunction with energy efficiency 
advice.  
 
We welcome the statement that the Scottish Government is working with DECC to ensure the 
Renewable Heat Incentive meets Scottish needs, but note that there will still be a barrier for 
consumers in meeting up-front costs, and a need for independent advice which also takes energy 
efficiency into account at the point of installation. We would offer two suggestions for further work 
in this respect: 
 

 The Scottish Energy Efficiency Loan Scheme proved very popular in its pilot phase, and 
suggests that interest free loans may be a relatively low cost suitable mechanism to help 
encourage take up of renewable heat at household level. A further phase of loans, at least 
until the Green Deal is in place, would be appropriate. 

 There are examples of wind farm developments which provide revenue streams for local 
community organisations, some of which have supported energy efficiency work. There 
may be potential for this approach to be used more consistently.   

 
4. Homes and Communities 
 
This chapter deals largely with energy efficiency in housing, a central interest for Consumer Focus 
Scotland. We work extensively in this area, through the Scottish Fuel Poverty Forum and the 
Universal Home Insulation Scheme Implementation Group, to ensure that Scottish Government 
schemes are as effective as possible. In addition, we share the Scottish Government’s aspiration 
of ensuring that the Green Deal reflects Scottish circumstances and housing types, to take 
account, for example, of both mixed tenure tenement flats in urban areas and older, hard to treat 
properties in rural settings.  
 
Paragraph 4.3 sets milestones for 2020. While the text notes the importance of solid wall insulation 
and of microgeneration, there is no relevant milestone.  
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Scottish Government figures
6
 show that older, detached buildings without access to the gas 

network are more likely to be rated ‘poor’ for energy efficiency, and that around 2/3 of all 
households living in houses with poor energy efficiency are in fuel poverty. A target for the 
insulation of these homes is needed. Consumers living in these houses are least able to heat their 
homes effectively, and have, in general, not been able to take advantage of lower costs measures 
on which most past programmes have concentrated. 
 
The figures also make clear that, following considerable improvement in the social sector, less 
energy efficient houses are concentrated in older owner occupied and private rented sector 
housing. We appreciate that there may be a need to introduce regulation to improve this position, 
and intend to publish a report setting out our view on the issues any forthcoming regulations 
should address, in order to be effective.  
 
However, regulation would be only likely to apply to the least energy efficient houses, and we 
would, in principle, favour approaches which seek to engage consumers. While we continue to 
support the targeted approach of the Energy Assistance Package for fuel poor consumers in 
greatest need, we agree that area-based approaches have the potential to simplify and tailor 
energy efficiency services for mainstream consumers at the point of delivery. This is particularly 
the case because the number of different energy efficiency initiatives in existence – including 
those offered by local authorities and energy companies as well as the public sector – has the 
potential to create confusion for consumers. 
 
Area-based schemes also offer the chance for advisers to discuss energy efficiency behaviours 
with consumers. While we agree that smart meters will provide much clearer information on 
consumption for consumers, information alone does not lead to behaviour change. There are also 
opportunities to reduce emissions through water efficiency, and to promote these through area-
based advice.    
 
We appreciate, however, that area-based schemes and other approaches are at relatively early 
stage in Scotland at present. A full evaluation of the relative successes of all the different 
approaches currently used to promote energy efficiency – including the provision of free 
measures, interest free loans, measures targeting landlords, and the use of incentives like council 
tax rebates – would be helpful to ensure future approaches are as effective as possible. Such an 
evaluation should take account of different methods of consumer engagement. In this context, it is 
perhaps surprising that relatively little information is given in the report on the current telephone 
advice services provided by EST / ESSACs.    
 
5. Business and the Public Sector 
 
6. Transport 
 
The only comment we would make in relation to these two chapters is that consumers’ behaviour 
is, understandably, influenced by what they see on a daily basis. The public sector and business 
therefore need to be seen to take climate change seriously, in order to reinforce messages to 
consumers.  
 
In addition, transport is an area in which consumers’ choices are strongly influenced by 
infrastructure. We would welcome greater emphasis in this chapter on the potential for reducing 
the need to travel. The current proposals concentrate on technical solutions rather than looking at 
the services which consumers are seeking to access when they travel. For example, we are 
currently undertaking a project to examine the extent to which local authorities in Scotland are 
using the post office network in their area to deliver a range of local government services; this and 
similar approaches could reduce the need for consumers to travel.   
Delivering more services online would also reduce the need for people to travel to a particular 
place to access services. However, in order for this model of service delivery to meet the needs of 
all consumers in Scotland significant work is needed to build a telecommunications infrastructure 
which is capable of delivering fast, sophisticated, modern public services to all consumers, 
including those in rural areas where speeds are currently slower. As with all technologies, 
appropriate support will also be needed to ensure consumers are able to benefit fully.  
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A final point is that the assessment of the climate change impact of transport infrastructure or 
alternatives and their use also needs to be consistent. Our understanding is that this is not always 
the case, with, for example, some transport projects counting the impact only of the construction 
phase, rather than also their longer term use.  
 
8. Waste  
 
Consumers regularly report that recycling is the most important activity they carry out to help 
reduce climate change emissions. This highlights the importance for wider action on climate 
change of making sure waste management services work for consumers, and that, as proposed, 
the results of recycling are described in terms of emission savings and linked to other actions. 
More widely, recycling is an area where there has been very significant progress over a relatively 
short period – it is likely that lessons on different aspects of climate change policy, particularly in 
relation to behaviour change, can be learned from the experience of waste management.  
 
9. Monitoring the Impact and Progress 
 
Provision of information on progress, as well suggestions for activities, is critical to inform 
consumers’ behaviour. In addition, consumers’ commitment can be reinforced or undermined by 
reports of successes on the part of the public sector and businesses. Transparent and 
disaggregated monitoring and reporting is therefore critical, and should be a key element of the 
Public Engagement Strategy. 
 
More generally, we would also wish to see the Public Engagement Strategy being viewed as a 
vehicle for involvement of the public, and as a means of informing decision-making, rather than 
just (as paragraph 9.9 suggests) as a means of presenting ‘key actions to the general public.’  
 
Building on this, we welcome the intention (para 9.14) that Senior Civil Servants responsible for 
different aspects of government should also be responsible for emissions from those sectors. As 
we note above, it is important that all government departments and agencies consider ways in 
which emissions can be reduced as part of regular decision-making, so that decisions are seen to 
be consistent.  
 


