
 2013 

 

 

Shetland Islands Citizens Advice Bureau 

Registered Charity:  SC019785 

Photograph courtesy of Aith Junior High School 

 

Fuel Bills Survey Report            
Shetland Islands CAB 

 

  

Fuel Bills Survey Report            
Shetland Islands CAB 



 

2 
 

Shetland Islands Citizens Advice Bureau – Fuel Survey Report 

2013 

 

Contents 
 

Summary        3 

Introduction       4 

Methodology       6 

Demographics       8 

Main Findings       10 

Housing         10  

Fuel type and usage       12 
Inefficient homes       17 

Difficult choices        21 

Fuel debt        26 

Conclusion & Recommendations    29 

Resources        31 

 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
Shetland Islands Citizens Advice Bureau (SICAB) would like to thank all the volunteers and 
staff in the Bureau who both distributed and assisted clients to complete questionnaires.  We 
would also like to thank our partners in the Fuel Poverty Working Group for their assistance 
with the design and distribution of the survey; Tracey Saunders of the Shetland Islands 
Council Environment and Energy Service, Avril Smith of Hjaltland Housing Association’s One 
Stop Shop and Emma Perring of SIC’s Community Planning and Development Service 
Special thanks to Louise Scollay of SICAB and Matt Banks (Social Policy Officer) of Citizens 
Advice Scotland for their help with the project.   
Finally, we would like to thank wholeheartedly the 468 respondents in Shetland who took the 
time to complete the survey.  Special thanks goes to those respondents who shared their 
stories with us. 
 
 



 

3 
 

Shetland Islands Citizens Advice Bureau – Fuel Survey Report 

2013 

 

Summary 
 

This report looks to raise awareness of fuel usage, fuel poverty and the large number of 

homes which are energy inefficient in the Shetland Islands.  Fuel poverty is defined as 

occurring when 10% of a household’s income is not sufficient to afford their energy 

needs.  Fuel is important to communities everywhere but is in particular sharp focus in 

remote island communities like Shetland.   

The large percentage of older, inefficient rural housing, a high wind chill factor, the 

geographical location and rising living costs combined with a slow economic recovery, 

have made it more difficult for people to afford to heat their homes.  Recent energy 

price increases coupled with the reliance on electric or oil is just one part of the overall 

issue.  Another problem is that much of the energy used and paid for disappears 

straight out of an inefficient home therefore minimising the benefit per unit used.   

Within this context Shetland Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) has conducted a survey with 

the help of the local community to gain an insight into the energy issues faced across 

Shetland.  The survey was conducted between November 2012 and February 2013 and 

had 468 respondents from all parts of the islands.   

Main Findings are:   

 Five years ago 81% of respondents said they were never in arrears with 

fuel bills, that figure dropped to 69% last winter 

 A third of respondents have struggled to pay their fuel bills.  Of those, 

almost two thirds of (64%) had to make use of a credit card to pay for fuel 

bills at some point and 39% have had to borrow from friends or family to 

pay a fuel bill 

 56% of respondents have had to cut back on essentials to pay for fuel. 

Over 36% of these advised they had to cut back on food and almost 16% of 

respondents made cut backs on their children’s clothes and shoes, in 

order to pay fuel bills 

 Over half the respondents (52%) think they need insulation to make their 

homes more efficient 

 46% of respondents leave rooms unheated due to fuel costs 
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Introduction 
 

The Shetland Islands are situated at latitude of 60 degrees, similar to the Scandinavian 

cities of Bergen and Helsinki and slightly to the north of St Petersburg.  Average day 

time temperatures rarely exceed 14°C in the summer and fall to an average of 1°C in 

the winter and at least 2mm of rain falls on more than 250 days a year.  Shetland is the 

windiest area in the UK with the highest number of 'degree' days where heating is 

required due to the wind chill.  This is combined with poor energy efficient housing, 

usually traditionally built in rural areas (94% of houses are classed as of poor to 

moderate energy efficiency in Shetland; the Scottish figure is 48%).  A restricted choice 

of fuel (the cheapest type of fuel, gas, is not available in Shetland) and higher fuel costs 

(contributed to by freight costs) mean Shetland households spend an average of 

£169.06 per week on fuel, 220% higher than the UK average of £53.32.  (All statistics 

from Shetland Islands Council: 2012). 

Fuel poverty is where, in order to maintain a satisfactory heating regime, a household is 

required to spend 10% or more of the household income on all household fuel use.  

Extreme fuel poverty is where the household is required to spend more than 15%. 

35% of all households in Shetland were living in fuel poverty in 2007-09; this figure is 

now thought to be over 40% (Shetland Islands Council: 2012).  Over 13% were classed 

as being in extreme fuel poverty in 2009.  A survey carried out in Shetland's most 

northerly island, Unst, found 49% of households in fuel poverty. (Changeworks: 2010). 

A combination of the above factors contributes to Shetland households having the 

highest average annual household consumption of electricity.  In 2009 this was 

10,384kwh, compared with the Scottish average of 4,863kwh.  (DECC) 

There is some evidence of links between rurality and fuel poverty.  "The proportion of 

households in rural Scotland which are classed as extreme fuel poor is more than 

double that of the proportion of the rest of Scotland". (Scottish Government: 2011).  The 

same report also illustrates that housing in remote rural areas of Scotland is more likely 

to have condensation or damp, be in a poor state of repair and have no loft insulation 

and be less energy efficient. 

This evidence is supported locally in Shetland's framework for tackling poverty 

"Deprived inhabitants are seldom in a position to be able to pay for the necessary 

improvements, nor the heating costs to heat the house adequately" (Shetland Islands 

Council: 2012).There are 22,500 people living in the Shetland Islands and just over 

9,000 households1.   This means an estimated 4,050 households in Shetland are living 

in fuel poverty. 

                                                           
1
 www.sns.gov.uk 

http://www.sns.gov.uk/
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Shetland CAB deals with a wide range of issues which are often interlinked.  The issue 

of fuel poverty cuts across many subject areas.  In line with other Scottish Bureaux, our 

largest areas of work are debt (40%) and benefits (40%), followed by housing and 

employment.  This indicates a large proportion of CAB clients are experiencing social 

issues and are likely to be vulnerable to fuel poverty.  Over 5% of our enquiries are on 

fuel bills and utilities alone, higher than any other Bureau in Scotland.   This evidence, 

combined with results from Shetland CAB winter fuel poverty campaigns in 2009 and 

2011, led us to undertake this survey. 

This report presents the evidence collected from the fuel survey, with respondents 

ranging from those in higher income employment, to the ‘working poor’, the unemployed 

and the vulnerable.  Every respondent has a story to tell and we have included case 

studies and some of their comments throughout this report.   
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Methodology 
 

The findings of this report come from a survey carried out between November 2012 and 

February 2013.  Responses were received from 468 people across the Shetland 

Islands.  The questionnaires were completed online from a Survey Monkey link which 

was promoted both within the CAB, through Shetland’s largest employers (Shetland 

Islands Council and NHS Shetland) and in the community.  There were also paper 

surveys completed with clients attending the Bureau during the life of the survey and 

paper copies and/or details of the link were also distributed at various points, including 

ferry terminals, shops and Shetland Library.  This helped to provide a broad cross-

section of responses in terms of location, access and income.           

Members of the local Fuel Poverty Working Group contributed to both the design and 

distribution of the questionnaire.  In addition, a small working group within the Bureau, 

consisting of volunteers and the Manager (including the Social Policy Volunteer at the 

time, and volunteers experienced in previous Bureau Fuel Poverty Campaigns) 

coordinated the finalising of the survey questions.  

Responses came from all areas of Shetland; distribution of responses is detailed on the 

following map.  
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Location of respondents: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 North Isles 37 
 North Mainland 36 
 West Mainland 41 
 Central 74 
 East & Whalsay 25 
 Lerwick 137 
 Bressay 9 
 South Mainland 79 
 Did not state area 30 
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Demographics 

Relationship status 

29% of respondents were single, 62.5% were married or living as a couple and 8.5% 

were classed as ‘other’.   

Households 

The highest percentage of respondents (32.7%) had two people living in their 

household.   22.7% were single person households, 16.9% had three people in the 

household, 17.1% had four, 8.3% had five, 1.8% had six and 0.5% had seven or more. 

57% of respondents had no children in the household.  16.1% had one child, 18.7% 

had two children, 6.5% had three children, 1.4% had four children, none had five and 

0.2% had six or more children in their household. 

The distribution of age ranges of people in households of respondents were 0-4 years 

(11.3%), 5-15 years (27.9%), 16-24 (24.5%), 25-34 (20.2%) 35-54 (64.9%), 55-64 

(24%), 65-74 (6.6%) and 75 and over (2%). 

Income 

4.4% of respondents estimated their annual household income as under £6,000.  5.1% 

estimated their income as between £6,000 and £9,999, whilst 9.5% estimated it as 

between £10,000 and £14,999. 

7.4% of respondents estimated their annual household income as between £15,000 

and £19,999, 9% as between £20,000 and £24,999 and 12% as between £25,000 and 

£29,999. 

19.4% estimated their annual household income as between £30,000 and £39,999.  

The largest number of respondents (23.8%) estimated their annual household 

income as between £40,000 and £59,999 whilst 9.5% of respondent’s was £60,000 or 

above. 

The largest percentage of respondents indicated the source of their income was 

full time employment (77.3%), whilst 15.6% of respondents’ income was from 

benefits. 

34.2% of respondents’ income was from part time employment, 9.9% from self- 

employment, 9.2% from private pensions, 5.5% from savings and investments and 

1.1% from sick leave pay. 
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Carer responsibilities 
 

19% of respondents had carer responsibilities (other than their paid 

employment).  78.4% of those had carer responsibilities themselves, 42% of those 

respondents said their partner had carer responsibilities and 10.2% said another 

household member had these. 

Of those with carer responsibilities, 57.8% said they cared for a dependent child 

or children, 26.7% cared for a parent, 11.1% for a partner or spouse and 15.6% cared 

for someone else. 

Ill health and disability 
 

24% of respondents had a long term ill health condition or disability.  58.2% of 

those said they had a long term ill health condition or disability, 35.5% said their partner 

did, and 205 said another household member had either a long term ill health condition 

or disability. 

11% of those who had a household member with a long term ill health condition 

or disability, had asthma.  10% of households had someone with arthritis or a mental 

health problem.  In 8% of households, a member had diabetes and in 4% of households 

someone had mobility problems, including joint replacements and prosthetic limbs. 

In 3% of these households, a household member had thyroid problems and in 2%, a 

household member had either had a stroke, had cancer, fibromyalgia, Crohn’s disease, 

autism or Asperger’s Syndrome. 

“Asthma- most winters I have three or four bouts of bronchitis and I had pneumonia a 

few years ago, so now I keep the heating on all winter, despite the cost” 

“Asthma, which means that electric night storage heating isn’t an option in the house, 

as the subsequent dry dust triggers an asthma attack” 

“I find it difficult to heat the house in winter and as a result have decided to move next 

year if I can sell my house.  I don’t really want to but have recurring bronchitis, so my 

health suffers if the house is too cold” 
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Main Findings- Housing 

Housing Structure on Shetland 

Figure 1 shows a breakdown of respondent’s housing by type of property: 

 

Over half of the respondents advised they live in a detached property.  Almost 

30% live in a semi-detached property, 6% in a flat, 4.5% in a croft house, 0.2% in a 

bedsit and 3.7% live in property classed as ‘other’.  These included mobile homes and 

chalets. 
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Figure 2 shows ownership of housing amongst respondents: 

 

Housing ownership 
 

50% of respondents are owner-occupiers with a mortgage and 24.5% are owner-

occupiers without a mortgage. 

13.1% live in local authority housing, 4.1% in Hjaltland Housing Association property, 

with a further 0.2% in shared ownership housing from Hjaltland Housing Association. 

6.4% of respondents rent privately, 0.9% are staying with relatives and 0.9% responded 

‘other’.  Of the respondents who marked ‘other’, 75% were living in a property owned by 

their parent/s or other family members. 
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Main Findings- Fuel type and usage 

Type of heating in home 

 

The largest percentage of respondents, 65.2%, have electric heating in their 

homes.  33.3% have oil heating, 23.7% have solid fuel heating and 9.2% of 

respondents have access to the Lerwick District Heating Scheme.  5.2% use gas tanks 

for heating, 1.7% use renewables and 3.2% ‘other’ heating.  Renewables and ‘other’ 

sources of heating include community windmills and ground and air source heat pumps. 

Many respondents have a combination of fuel sources. 

“I am unable to carry the coal anymore so I rely on a single halogen heater to keep the 

house warm” 

 “Our house has an integral solar passive solar system, requires no heating for 5-7 

months of spring/summer/autumn each year” 

Cost of energy bills 

 

All costs have been calculated on a monthly basis. 

Electricity 

93.9% of respondents provided costs.  2% of respondents paid under £10 per month, 

9.5% paid between £10 and £40, 23% between £41 and £80, and 27% between £81 

and £120 per month. 
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15.5% of respondents paid between £121 and £160 per month, 14% between £161 and 

£200, 5% between £201 and £240.  2.5% paid between £241 and £280 per month and 

2.5% £281 and above per month.  The highest amount paid per month by a 

household for electricity, was £420. 

“We spend approximately 40% of our income heating our home!” 

“It is my biggest outlay and due to being on a low fixed income I have to be extremely 

thrifty to get through day to day living” 

“Worried that fuel bills will continue to increase, don’t know how I will manage as I don’t 

have anything I can cut back on any more than I already do” 

Several concerns were expressed over storage heaters: 

“Storage is useless.  It comes on when I’m not in!” 

“I wish storage heaters worked better.  Cheap heat, but often when you don’t need it- so 

it isn’t really cheap!” 

“I do not use the storage heating at all due to cost- rely on small solid fuel stove for 

majority of heat”  

“Received an electricity bill in April 2012- we were £1,000 in arrears so we switched off 

storage heaters, went to the peat hill and installed a wood-burner, which has enabled 

us to keep storage heaters off until the recent cold snap” 

Gas tanks 

16.6% of respondents provided costs.  57% of respondents paid under £10 per 

month, 31% between £10 and £20 and 5% between £21 and £50. 

2% of respondents paid between £51 and £99 and 5% paid £100 or more per month, 

with the highest cost per month being £110 for one respondent. 

Solid fuel 

22.4% of respondents provided costs.  6% spent less than £10 per month, 17% had 

costs of between £10 and £20 per month, and 27.5% had costs of £21 to £50. 

17.5% have a monthly cost of between £51 and £99, 7.5% between £100 and £150 and 

6% spend between £200 per month.  5% are spending £201 per month or more on 

solid fuel, with one respondent spending £350 per month on solid fuel. 
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A significant number (13.5%) said they used solid fuel but had no direct costs, as they 

either collected driftwood, cut their own peats or had access to free pallets or other 

wood. 

“It is really difficult to try and keep the house warm and with having a six month old 

baby the house really needs to be warm all the time.  The cost of coal has gone up so I 

either have to ask for help or not pay a bill.  When I don’t have the heating on (because 

I have nothing to burn), then me and my daughter have to stay at my parents’ house as 

it’s too cold” 

“We get free wood from friends and family” 

“I am lucky enough to get most of my wood for my stove free (although I have to collect 

it and cut it up), otherwise I would struggle with costs” 

 

Oil 

33.9% of respondents provided costs.  23% have monthly costs of between £40 and 

£80, 27% spend between £81 and £120 and 31% spend £121 to £160 per month on 

oil. 

A further 17% are spending between £161 and £200 per month, 3% are spending 

between £201 and £240 per month and a further 3% spend £241 to £280 per month.  

3% have monthly oil costs of over £281, with one respondent spending £390 per 

month on oil. 

“I built a new house in 1994.  My first oil fill of 2300 litres cost £232; it now costs £1674 

for the same fill” 

“We would turn the heating up higher if oil was not so expensive.  We have to 

supplement oil fired heaters with electric heaters and our disposable income is greatly 

reduced because of this” 

“Our oil would cost £3,000 per annum if we used it, but we don’t as we can’t afford to” 

Lerwick District Heating Scheme 

11.7% of respondents provided costs.  14.5% of respondents have monthly costs of 

between £10 and £40.  41.5% spend between £41 and £80, whilst 18% are spending 

£81 to £120. 

 

 

 



 

15 
 

Shetland Islands Citizens Advice Bureau – Fuel Survey Report 

2013 

9.5% have monthly costs with the scheme of between £121 and £160, 9.5% spend 

between £160 and £200 whilst 7% are spending £201 or more per month.  The highest 

monthly amount paid by a household was £270 per month to the Lerwick District 

Heating Scheme. 

“Waiting for District Heating, on the waiting list” 

“While District Heating was cheaper initially, it is now just as expensive, if not more 

expensive, than being all electric” 

 

Renewables 

2% of respondents provided costs.  20% of respondents spend less than £10 per month 

on renewables, 40% spend between £10 and £20 per month and 10% are spending 

between £31 and £70.  30% advised they had no costs apart from labour and/or free 

materials. 

“We cannot afford to change just now, but are finding the oil bills really high.  

Retrospective fit air source heat pump would be our preferred choice” 

“Heating bills greatly reduced now we have a wind turbine” 

 

“My air source heat pump has decreased my energy use, mainly in the winter” 

 

Have you tried switching tariff or suppliers? 
 

22.6% of respondents had tried switching tariff or supplier, 77.4% had not.  Of the 

respondents who gave additional information 30% had been unable to switch due to 

problems finding a new tariff because of the unique local tariff they were currently on 

(often linked to storage heating).  17% hadn’t tried to switch, or had given up, due to 

poor administration, delays or because it was too complicated.  7% couldn’t switch 

because they paid using a key or card meter, or had moved from a meter to direct debit 

and found it too expensive.  12% had had no problems switching supplier and 17% had 

found it more expensive or ‘not worth the hassle’.  Of the remainder, some couldn’t 

switch due to arrears, some said it was too early to tell if it was a benefit and some had 

fixed price tariffs already. 
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“Switched to another tariff with same provider enabling me to get a better percentage 

off”  

“Scottish Hydro would not supply new supplier with vital information that they needed, 

so I was forced to stay with Scottish Hydro” 

“Phone around two oil suppliers to get best price” 

“There is always too much to pay off your existing bill before you can change tariffs or 

company.  It would be a good idea to allow the transfer of balance like credit cards do” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

My house has loft insulation and the old style storage heaters. I am a single parent and I receive 

benefits. I find it very difficult to heat all the rooms in the house as it is just so expensive. I spend 

£35 per week into a key meter and I am also paying off arrears, which I find myself in once or twice 

a year. I have to cut back on things such as household items, clothes and other bills when the meter 

needs money.  

I wanted to change my supplier, but SSE would not supply the new supplier with my information so 

I was forced to stay with the Hydro. 

Housing Association tenant, North Isles 
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Main Findings- Inefficient homes 

Insulation levels in your home 

 

A majority of respondents had double glazing (87%) and loft insulation (86.4%) in 

their homes. 

44.3% of respondents had cavity wall insulation and 25.7% had under floor insulation.  

2.8% had single glazing in their property, and 2.8% also advised they had no insulation 

in their home. 

8% replied ‘other’, which included draught proofing, damp proofing seals on doors, triple 

glazed windows, cladding to outer walls and internal walls lined with polyurethane foam 

lined plasterboard.  Several tenants did not know what level of insulation was in their 

property, and many owner-occupier respondents had good levels of insulation in new 

extensions, but were unable to insulate the original stone-built part of the house. 

“Cavity wall insulation and loft insulation in the old part of the house, but little insulation 

in the newer part which was built in the 80s” 

“House is an old croft house with a modern extension.  The extension is 5 years old and 

heavily insulated- the croft house is of natural stone construction on a concrete pad, so 

retro-fitting wall and under floor insulation is impossible” 

 

2.80% 

86.40% 

44.30% 

25.70% 

87.00% 

2.80% 8% 
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Which home improvements do you think your home needs? 
 

 

 

52.1% of respondents felt their homes needed insulation, whilst 40.6% replied 

that their heating system needed changing. 

Replacement double glazing was the home improvement chosen by 35.7%, whilst 3.6% 

advised they needed first time double glazing. 

32.6% of respondents felt their property needed measures to tackle damp and 

condensation and 29.2% advised they needed new heaters.  19.5% needed a new 

boiler and 7.3% felt ‘other’ measures were needed.  These included more efficient hot 

water systems, new porches, bigger fires, general maintenance to building, heat pump, 

draught exclusion, new pipes and heaters moved to better locations. 
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Tenants: have you spoken to your landlord? 

 

47.2% of tenants had spoken to their landlords; 52.8% had not. 

 “Landlord said “Oh yes, I forgot about that”, but then never did anything.  Concerned 

that it will risk tenancy if we push anymore” 

“No plans to move from a fire/back boiler system.  No plans to install a shower.  

Advised I should ventilate property more, but this makes it colder so I let the mould 

grow” 

“Were due to get new heating system but the Council scrapped it due to lack of money” 

“They [landlord] paid to have the loft insulated.  The rent is quite cheap, deliberately, to 

compensate [for the poor heating]” 

Home owners: are you able to afford these measures? 
 

36.6% of home owners felt they would be able to afford the home improvement 

measures needed within five years.   

20.4% felt they would within 10 years, whilst 9.9% could afford them now. 

23.6% of home owners said they would never be able to afford the measures needed, 

whilst 9.5% responded within ‘other’ timescale.  These timescales ranged from ‘don’t 

know’, 15-20 years to ‘not for the foreseeable future’. 

“When I feel there is job security.  I don’t think many people feel secure in their jobs” 

“Uncertain, not at the moment or for the foreseeable future without a grant or bridging 

loan” 

Do you take any measures to combat damp? 
 

71.4% of respondents said they aired their home regularly in an effort to combat 

damp.  46.6% cleaned away mould with bleach and/or cleaning materials.   

38.9% mop up condensation regularly, 30.7% are using a dehumidifier, whilst 28.6% 

keep their heating on when the house is not occupied. 
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Have you had any of the following energy advice or assistance? 
 

82.3% had received free loft insulation, and 31.7% had had a free energy survey. 

19.5% of respondents had received free cavity wall insulation and 3.7% had received a 

grant to replace their boiler and/or heating system. 

3% of respondents had received a rebate on their electricity bill (under the Warm Home 

Discount Scheme; available to consumers who meet specific criteria around income). 

The majority of respondents had received the free loft and cavity wall insulation and 

home energy surveys between 2010 and 2012.  Grants to replace the boiler/heating 

system were received between1997 and 2011. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I am part time, in temporary employment and each year I pay £1100 for electricity and £1500 for oil. 

 I own my house and don't have a mortgage to pay, but still it is EXTREMELY difficult to keep up with costs 

and try to improve the house.  

There is a problem with damp and all the heating needs replacing. My house is drafty and the heating 

inadequate. Quite often I wear extra clothing or use hot water bottles in bed to add to the warmth. 

Female, mid 60’s, West Mainland 
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Main Findings- Difficult choices 

Do you leave any rooms unheated? 

 

58.6% of respondents left a second bedroom unheated, with 51.1% of 

respondents not heating a third bedroom.   

The main or first bedroom was left unheated by 47.7% of respondents, whilst 39.3% left 

the kitchen unheated.  The bathroom was left unheated by 38.4% of respondents and 

the hallway by 27.6%. 

14.4% left the dining room unheated and 5.4% the living room.  20.7% said they left 

another room unheated; responses varied from utility room, porch, pantry, study, 

garage, second sitting room, sun room/conservatory, attic room and box room, play 

room and bedroom of students when they are away. 

“I leave the kitchen unheated Monday to Friday” 

“I normally have the heating on first thing in the morning.  The rest of the time I do not 

have it on unless I have a visitor” 

“Leave all bedrooms and upper floor of our house unheated as can’t afford to heat it” 
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Reasons rooms left unheated 
 

46% of respondents leave rooms unheated due to the cost.  16% leave them 

unheated as the rooms are not in use and 13% because there are no heaters in those 

rooms. 

11% feel the rooms left unheated receive heat from a neighbouring room or hallway, 

whilst 4% say they leave a bedroom unheated because they prefer to sleep in a cool 

room. 

4% say that heating is not needed in the room/s left unheated, and 4% leave a room 

unheated due to broken or inefficient heating systems, current building works or very 

poor insulation making it not worthwhile. 

1% of respondents leave a room unheated due to the poor location of a heater, and 1% 

leave a room unheated because of environmental concerns. 

“I do not use these rooms much of the time.  The rooms I do not heat are particularly 

poorly insulated, so most of the heat would be lost- expense” 

“To save money and to reduce carbon footprint” 

“Prefer cold bedroom for quality of sleep” 

“To reduce oil costs” 

“We cannot afford to put heating on through the house, we are on a mega flow heating 

system which is very expensive and because our house is 190 years old it doesn’t hold 

heat well” 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

I rent my house from the Local Authority and have a key meter for electricity, which I top up with about 

£30 per week. On occasions I struggle to pay into the meter. You cannot go into arrears with this system, 

so I have had to borrow from friends and family in the past – usually in winter. 

I would say the house feels cold a quarter of the time and I have had to switch off the heating entirely on 

occasions to cut down on the costs. 

I have told the Local Authority that I need replacement double glazing, new heaters, insulation and 

measures to tackle damp/condensation and all they say is “we’ll get to it”. 

Local Authority Tenant, 20s, North Mainland 
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How do you pay your fuel bills? 

 

71.8% of respondents pay their fuel bills by direct debit.  20.3% pay their bill on 

arrival, 6% on reminder and 16.6% by cheque or cash to their supplier. 

10.1% of respondents have a key meter and 6.9% a card meter.  0.2% are paying 

through Fuel Direct deductions from their benefits and 3.2% pay for their fuel by ‘other’ 

means.  These include paying a landlord ‘as and when they ask’, cash for solid fuel 

from a shop, having a payment plan with their supplier or using their own labour for 

peat. 

“Changed from card meter ’pay as you go’ to direct debit as it was cheaper, but I felt 

more in control with the card meter as I tried to make the electric money last as long as 

I could by switching off lights and keeping heaters low, and I didn’t get a monthly bill” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Have you ever had to use any of the following to pay your bills? 
 

A third of all respondents have had to use one of the following methods to pay 

for their fuel.  64.1% of them have had to use a credit card to pay their fuel bills.  

39.1% have had to borrow from friends and family, 6.4% have had to use pay day loans 

to pay fuel bills, whilst 5.1% have used Social Fund loans. 

1.9% have used other loans, whilst 10.9% have ‘other’ sources, including savings and 

overdrafts. 

 

We have loft insulation and double glazing in our detached house. The double glazing and the heaters are 

in need of replacing and we could probably afford these measures within the next 10 years.   

We spend over £200 a month on electricity by Direct Debit and we also spend roughly £140 per year on 

gas tanks for the cooker and solid fuel for the open fire.  

The Government allows large increase in tariffs without putting a cap on it so they can maintain profits. 

What about us who have to struggle?   

 Home-owning couple, Levenwick 
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Have you ever had to cut back on any of the following to pay your bills? 

 

 

56% of respondents have had to cut back on essential items in order to pay their 

fuel bills.  Of these respondents, 65.3% have had to cut back on household items. 

64.1% have cut back on clothing and shoes for adults, whilst 15.6% have had to cut 

back on clothing and shoes for children. 

39.3% have had to cut back on paying other bills due, and 36.6% of respondents have 

cut back on food in order to pay their fuel bills. 

10.3% have made ‘other’ cut backs, including socialising and leisure activities, 

Christmas presents, holidays, essential repairs, transport, school lunch money, car 

services and repairs and fuel for the car, visiting family and travel to hospital 

appointments. 

“I’ve laid the car up to save money over the winter and now rely on the country buses 

for food shopping” 

 “I am a single person and it is unlikely my wage will increase in the current financial 

climate, so any further raises in fuel costs will mean I have to cut back on other living 

costs eg: food, travel etc” 

“I spend around 25% of my disposable income on energy costs in the home- and a 

further 40% of my income on fuel to get to and from work.  I go without lunch every day 

to save money” 

 

 

36.60% 

65.30% 64.10% 

15.60% 

39.30% 

10.30% 

Food Household Items Adults Clothing & 
Shoes 

Childrens 
Clothing & shoes 

Other bills due Other 



 

25 
 

Shetland Islands Citizens Advice Bureau – Fuel Survey Report 

2013 

In which months do you switch your heating off? 

 

74% of respondents switch their heating off at some point in the year.  96.8% 

switch it off in July, 88.8% in August and 81.9% in June. 

56% of respondents switch their heating off in May and 40.5% in September. 

In the month of April 20.4% have no heating on, and 6.9% have none on in October. 

1.4% switch it off in March and 1.1% in November, whilst 0.6% have no heating on in 

December and January.  0.3% switch off their heating in February. 

 

How often do you feel your home is too cold? 

 

42.8% said their home was occasionally too cold during winter.   

17.8% of respondents felt their home was too cold a quarter of the time, whilst 17.2% 

felt it was too cold half of the time. 

9.8% felt it was too cold three-quarters of the time and 6.1% felt it was too cold all of the 

time.  6.3% felt their home was never too cold. 

 

Have you ever had to do without heating due to the cost? 

 

67.6% of respondents have never had to do without heating due to the cost. 

21.3% have had to do without heating ‘a few times’, and 6.4% do without heating 

regularly. 

4.7% have had to do without heating once, due to the cost. 

Do you use any of these measures to keep warm? 

 

76.4% of respondents wear extra layers of clothing in day time to keep warm.  

58.5% of respondents advise they restrict the number of rooms they heat, whilst 53.2% 

use hot water bottles in bed. 
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47.8% wear extra layers of clothing in bed and 42.3% use blankets in day time to keep 

warm. 

26.4% of respondents go to bed early and/or stay in bed later, to keep warm, whilst 

10.9% are using hot water bottles during day time. 

6,2% stay with friends or relatives who have a warmer home, and 3.2% use ‘other’ 

measures to keep warm.  These included electric blankets, candles, adding a third layer 

of glazing and controlling heating with timers. 

“I warm up at work” 

“I use an electric blanket on the bed, and go to a public building during the day where it 

is warmer” 

Main Findings- Fuel debt   

How often are you currently in arrears? 

 

 

 

69.8% of respondents are never in arrears with their fuel bills.  14.8% are only in 

arrears during winter, and 8.4% are in arrears once or twice a year. 

 

 

 

69.80% 

14.80% 

8.40% 
2.70% 

0.70% 3.60% 

Never 

In winter only 

Once or twice a year 

3 to 4 times a year 

More than 4 times a year 

Always 
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2.7% are in arrears 3-4 times per year, and 0.7% are in arrears more than four times 

per years. 

3.6% are always in arrears with their fuel bills. 

“We can’t get into arrears-we have money we buy coal, no money no coal!” 

“Approximately £138 of arrears left, that’s the reason for the card meter- to stop me 

falling behind again” 

“I have £3,000 of arrears” 

“You cannot go into arrears with card meters, but when it goes out we sit in the dark 

until we can borrow money to buy more” 

 

How often were you in arrears five years ago? 
 

 

 

81.4% of respondents were never in arrears with their fuel bills five years ago. 

11.2% were in arrears in winter only five years ago, whilst 3.6% were once or twice a 

year. 

 

 

81.40% 

11.20% 

3.60% 

2% 
1.10% 

0.70% 

Never  

In winter only 

Once or twice per year 

3-4 times a year 

More than 4 times per year 

Always 
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2% were in arrears 3-4 times a year and 1.1% were more than four times a year. 

Five years ago 0.7% were always in arrears with their fuel bills. 

“Household budget now down to one salary due to my partner’s long term illness, 

therefore we are having to use more oil than we used to.  With the high energy prices 

we have great fears for the future” 

“We feel our heating bills are now unmanageable within our current budget and plan to 

move to a smaller property” 

“I feel we are the working poor, where you earn too much for Working Tax Credits, but 

not enough to survive, when you have a big mortgage but can’t afford to insulate your 

home or get a new heating system.  Would be great if we could get a grant or 0% loan 

that would take very little back per week” 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

We own a three-bedroom house and are on the Total Heating Total Control tariff with SSE for which we pay £100 

monthly Direct Debit. We also buy bags of coal to burn in the fire.  

We do not heat some of the rooms in our house as they have convection heaters and generally we heat the 

home from August to May. 

I would say that our home feels cold half of the time and sometimes when the bill comes in we have to cut back 

on other things such as food or clothing. We have on occasions been in arrears in the winter months. 

We do have insulation in the loft, walls and under the floors, but these will need replacing eventually, as well as 

the heating system, and we are not in a position to do this at the moment. 

Home-owning family with 2 children under 15, Scalloway & Burra area 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

The largest percentage of responses were from working couples (with and without 

children) who own their own home.  Many (23.8%) have reasonable household income 

from employment (between £40,000 and £59,999), yet 56% of respondents have had to 

cut back on essential items to pay their fuel bills.  Current energy company social 

measures are aimed at those on applicable means tested benefit income, yet many in 

fuel poverty are working. 

Shetland sits in the heart of some of the richest oil fields in Europe, yet has some of the 

highest levels of fuel poverty in the UK.  As highlighted by the Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation, the gap between rich and poor continues to grow; ‘although people are 

kept out of absolute poverty, the bottom 20% lag further and further behind the top 

20%’.  (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2008) 

Policies aimed at assisting those in the lower 20% only contribute to this gap.  Of £4 

billion spent on fuel poverty policies in 2008, only £1 billion of this reached the fuel poor 

(Boardman, 2010: p215). 

Previous energy measures aimed at benefit recipients alone have not been enough to 

reach the large numbers of households in fuel poverty.  The new energy efficiency grant 

programmes, the Scottish Government HESABS (Home Energy Efficiency Scheme 

Area Based Scheme) and ECO (Energy Company Obligation) are wider reaching than 

previous schemes*.  42% of fuel poor households do not qualify for existing help 

(Boardman 2010:p218), and existing energy company social schemes do not link 

energy assistance to housing.  Recent funds (HESABS and ECO) awarded locally to 

Shetland Islands Council, through Westminster and Scottish Governments funding, will 

link energy advice to housing for the first time. 

Based on the information from this survey, we would recommend: 

 More political commitment, both locally and nationally, to upgrading 

housing in rural areas 

 That data on low incomes is combined with data on the least energy 

efficient housing to identify those most in need of assistance  

 The introduction of pre-payment meters at no additional ongoing cost to 

householders 
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 Local discussion with oil and gas companies regarding a commitment to 

helping tackle fuel poverty in Shetland 

 Clear concise information and education is made available to every 

household in Shetland on behaviour change around energy usage,  

switching tariffs and suppliers, and promotion of energy assistance 

schemes. 

* HESABS can be accessed by any private sector or private rented Shetland  

household regardless of income (Council Tax banded properties A-C).  Social landlords 

can access ECO for improvements on their estates and similarly, ECO funding should 

also be accessible by most householders once the programme is launched.  Both these 

schemes require installers to be accredited and work is progressing locally on this.  

These schemes are potentially worth £10 million to Shetland.  Further information can 

be obtained from SIC Environment & Energy Services on 01595 744848. 

 

Many respondents made their own recommendations: 

“The Government need to cut costs or increase wages” 

“Advice on switching tariffs would be useful” 

“Please can the Government give some help i.e. grant systems to replace un-efficient 

heating” 

“I think local Government should do more to engage with the gas and oil companies; 

that would allow them to offer cheaper energy to the islands population” 

“Access to cheap wood from the Recycling/Energy Recovery Plant would be handy” 
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Shetland Islands Citizens Advice Bureau is a member of The Scottish 

Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux: Scotland's largest independent advice 

network with 61 Bureaux throughout Scotland, from the islands to city 

centres.  

The CAB Service aims: to ensure that individuals do not suffer through lack 

of knowledge of their rights and responsibilities, or of the services available to 

them, or through an inability to express their need effectively; 

and equally: to exercise a responsible influence on the development of social 

policies and services, both locally and nationally. 

The CAB service is independent and provides free, confidential and impartial 

advice to everybody regardless of age, disability, gender, race, religion and 

belief or sexual orientation. 
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