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WHAT IS THE NCF? 
The National Consumer Federation (NCF) represents the voice of UK consumers. We are an 
independent, not-for-profit charity, with over 50 years’ experience of tackling issues that affect 
large numbers of consumers, and campaigning for positive change. Our aim is to influence 
Government, regulators and businesses to ensure the consumer voice is at the heart of 
decision-making. 

We provide a platform for everyone interested in consumer protection – from individuals, to 
local groups and national consumer organisations - bringing them together to share their 
knowledge, skills and experience. Our expertise adds value to the collective consumer voice, 
making it a more powerful force for change. To find out more visit 
www.nationalconsumer.org.uk, follow us on Twitter @NCFvoice, or like us on Facebook 
National Consumer Federation (NCF). 

 
NCF CONSUMER CONGRESS 
The NCF runs regular Consumer Congress events, bringing together a range of experts to 
discuss topical consumer issues. Following the 2016 EU referendum, NCF ran a series of 
Congress events related to Brexit. Past Congress reports are available on our website. 

Our January 2020 Congress marks the first of a new series of Congress events focussing on 
consumers and their home, where the highest levels of detriment occur – energy and the 
home, the digital economy, food, and services. 
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KEY MESSAGES FROM NCF FOLLOWING CONSUMER CONGRESS 
The National Consumer Federation (NCF) fully supports the fundamental consumer right to a 
sustainable environment and the Government’s aim to mitigate the effects of climate change. 
Addressing climate change is an important and increasing priority for consumers and carbon 
reduction in the home will make a significant contribution to the UK’s Net Zero targets. 
Increasing the energy efficiency of homes has additional benefits for consumers in reducing 
bills, improving mental and physical health and well-being. 
At the NCF Annual Review 2019, held at the House of Lords, it was agreed that future work 
would focus on consumer protection and ‘The Home’. Hence, Consumer Congress January 
2020 examined how retrofitting UK homes could help meet the 2030 and 2050 ‘Net Zero’ 
targets for carbon emissions. At this event we identified four key aspects that need to be 
addressed if the retrofit programme is to be a success: 
1) FINANCIAL – HOW CAN CONSUMERS AFFORD ‘NET ZERO’ HOMES? 

Key issues: 
• Affordability: Most consumers do not have the savings and income to spend £10,000’s 

on insulation, solar panels and heat pumps. 
• Willingness to buy: Making retrofit a priority for consumers has challenges. Financial 

returns from retrofit are long term, compared to other home improvements. 
Conclusion: 
The initiative is at high risk of failure unless affordability and attractiveness are fully addressed. 
Recommendations: 
• Understanding consumer motivations, and developing incentives tailored to different 

consumers and circumstances, is vital to achieving consumer uptake of retrofit. 
• Appropriate and timely consumer information and promotional activity is needed to get 

consumers to engage with the retrofit programme. 
• Once consumers prioritise retrofit and take action, it is essential that a number of Industry 

factors are in place to underpin ongoing consumer confidence and trust in retrofit. 
 

2) QUALITY OF WORK – WILL IT ACHIEVE THE PLANNED OBJECTIVES? 
Key issues: 
• Needs of individual homes: To help each home in the UK to achieve its intended carbon 

reduction target, it must be recognised that each property’s needs are different. Homes 
must be individually assessed, and improvement plans tailored for each property. 

• Accurate advice and skilled traders: It must be recognised that competent advisors and 
service deliverers are essential to achieve the objectives of the programme. 

Conclusion: 
A high level of competence is required to ensure the programme avoids the failures of previous 
initiatives and builds consumer trust in service providers to deliver the planned carbon 
reduction. Past experience indicates that consumers cannot rely on voluntary mechanisms 
alone to deliver this complex programme. 
Recommendations: 
• Having the right regulations in place is essential to ensure the quality of retrofit work. 

Standards that provide detailed specifications and guidance must underpin regulation. 

1. KEY MESSAGES 
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• To back this up effective inspection and assessments, through trade body quality systems, 
are essential. Planners and coordinators are vital to assuring the quality of retrofit work. 

• Effective independent monitoring and enforcement is vital to delivering ‘Net Zero’ targets 
and improving levels of consumer confidence in the programme as it is rolled out. 

 
3) PERSONNEL – ARE THERE ENOUGH PEOPLE TO CARRY OUT THE WORK? 
Key issue: 
• More tradespeople required: To meet the 2050 target, 17,000 homes need to be 

retrofitted every week until 2050. The current number of competent workers is inadequate 
to ensure the retrofit programme is delivered to the quality and in the volumes needed. 

Conclusion: 
There must be significant increases in the size of the workforce to meet the retrofit timetable. 
This workforce will need new skills, so training must be developed, and delivered throughout 
the period to 2050. If consumers are unable to engage competent tradespeople, scams and 
rogue traders will prosper leading to consumer harm. This will undermine confidence and lead 
to overall failure of the retrofit programme. 
Recommendation: 
• To work with businesses, trade associations and academia to provide and promote the 

training, qualifications and skills development needed to deliver the programme. 
 

4) DIGITAL – HOW CAN WE MAKE THE MOST EFFECTIVE USE OF DIGITAL, WHILE 
MAINTAINING A HIGH LEVEL OF CONSUMER PROTECTION? 
Key issue: 
• Technological change: Consumers are buying home energy control products. But 

although smart home controls offer benefits and could assist in meeting the ‘Net Zero’ 
targets, many people have concerns about ensuring security, privacy and safety. 

Conclusions: 
As retrofit is implemented, adding digital complexity to the home, both energy management 
and consumer protection need to be assured. 
Recommendations: 
• Regulation and standards must enable home energy control products, currently in millions 

of homes, to work effectively and cooperate efficiently in the new smart grid environment. 
• Consumer privacy, security and safety must be safeguarded. 

 

NCF PRIORITIES 

It is vital that consumers engage with the retrofit programme; and that they have confidence that 
their retrofitted homes will meet the planned ‘Net Zero’ targets; and that consumers are 
protected from harm when improvements are installed. 

The retrofit programme is multifaceted. NCF will focus on consumer motivational aspects of 
retrofit and ‘getting it done’. 

Consumer protection and ‘trust’ in delivery of the programme are vital for retrofit success. 
Hence, in addition to the focus on motivation, within available resources, the NCF will support 
and feed into the other key aspects of the retrofit programme that deliver consumer protection. 
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On 23rd January 2020, the National Consumer Federation (NCF), was 
delighted to welcome delegates to its Consumer Congress event in London 
focusing on ‘Zero Carbon and the Home’. Our president, Baroness 
Judith Wilcox (pictured right) opened Congress by explaining how NCF 
plays a crucial role in advocating for grassroots consumers, campaigning 
for positive change and bringing together key consumer stakeholders to 
discuss topical issues, share ideas and generate solutions. 

We all understand the importance of tackling climate change by reducing carbon emissions. 
However, we must recognise that the UK’s Net Zero targets present an enormous challenge 
for all stakeholders and will require monumental effort and change. The homes in which we 
live have a significant role to play in decarbonisation, but there are many obstacles that we 
need to overcome. The purpose of today’s Congress is to understand the issues from a 
consumer perspective: 

• What do these targets mean for consumers and how can we meet targets, whilst 
ensuring consumers are protected? 

• What help or support is required to achieve success and how can we motivate 
consumers to take action? 

• What are the potential risks for consumers? 
• How will consumers finance this work and what incentives are in place to encourage 

them to invest? 
 

Following today’s Congress, we hope to articulate what needs to be done, by whom, to 
encourage consumer participation, enhance trust, and deliver a programme that benefits 
individuals and helps the country to meet its targets. 

On our journey towards carbon neutrality there are many 
uncertainties, but one thing is clear - to be successful, consumers 
must be at the heart of planning, decisions and activities. 

This report summarises the issues discussed by a range of speakers, 
panel experts and delegates. See Annex 3 for a copy of the Congress 
programme. 

 
 

Arnold Pindar 

NCF Chairman 

2. WELCOME FROM THE NCF PRESIDENT 
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3.1 Political aspirations and targets 

NCF Consumer Congress highlighted the seriousness of the current climate crisis. Tackling 
climate change has been on the political agenda for decades – with the first global summit on 
the environment taking place in 1972 and the creation of the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1992.1 However, it is only in recent years that 
urgent and repeated calls to action are finally beginning to deliver real commitment to change 
at the highest levels. 

The Paris Agreement in 2015 was a huge turning point, bringing nations together to strengthen 
the global response to the threat of climate change.2 It urges all parties to take action to 
minimise their carbon emissions. In response, in 2019 the UK became the first major economy 
in the world to pass laws to end its contribution to global warming, committing the UK to a 
legally binding target of Net Zero carbon emissions by 2050. The UK has made slow but 
significant progress in energy efficiency over the last 30 years, with Government initiatives 
leading to negligible improvements. To reduce our greenhouse gas emissions and meet 2050 
targets we must do things differently and collaborate to deliver transformative results. 

Government and industry have crucial roles to play in reducing the UK’s carbon emissions, 
but consumer behaviour and the energy efficiency of our homes are also a vital part of the 
solution. 

3.2 The role of our homes 

The built environment is responsible for 30% of emissions. Consumers’ homes have a crucial 
role to play in reducing emissions, as UK housing stock is ‘far from the pinnacle of energy 
efficiency’. Home energy consumption must drop by 24% before 2030 for the UK to meet its 
legally binding Net Zero emissions target, says the UK Committee on Climate Change.3 

For the large-scale change required to achieve Paris Agreement levels of emission reductions, 
it is appropriate to aim for buildings that are energy efficient and fulfil their energy needs from 
renewable sources either on-site and/ or off-site. 

Congress explored how investment in homes could reduce their carbon footprints. For 
example, by improving insulation, upgrading heating systems, changing energy consumption, 
using more efficient products and systems, reducing waste and moving towards renewable 
sources of energy. However, consumers cannot be expected to take sole responsibility. 
Significant help and support is required before necessary actions can be taken. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change 
 

2 https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement 
 

3 https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/UK-housing-Fit-for-the-future-CCC-2019.pdf 

3. REACHING NET ZERO 
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4.1 Retrofitting existing homes 

Dr Howard Porter, CEO, BEAMA explained that transforming UK housing stock and 
improving the energy efficiency of the homes in which we live is crucial to reducing carbon 
emissions. ‘When it comes to building new homes, we need the right regulations in place, but 
we know what needs to be done and it is possible for all new homes to be carbon neutral.’ 
However, in 2050, the vast majority of homes will be those we live in now, so retrofitting 
existing homes to make them more energy efficient is the greatest challenge we face. 

Russell Smith, MD, RetrofitWorks Ltd claimed that this is the biggest engineering project 
the UK has ever seen – with an estimated 27 million homes needing to be retrofitted by 2050. 
This equates to a staggering 66,000 homes to be retrofitted per month for the next 30 years. 

Quite apart from the practical logistics of carrying out such an exercise, there are many 
obstacles that must be overcome to get things off the ground. Firstly, most consumers have 
very little understanding about how their home energy systems work and what needs to be 
done to make them more energy efficient (see 4.3 ‘Changing consumer behaviour and 
consumption’). Secondly, retrofitting a home is not cheap, with retrofit works costing up to 
£40,000 per home (see 4.4 ‘Financial incentives and funding’). 

Mr Smith offered some insight from his experiences of sustainable development. Retrofit is a 
massive challenge - there is no one-size-fits-all approach and every home is unique. ‘You 
cannot go with one plan and assume that the same things can, or should, be done everywhere. 
You need to work out the best plan for each property and take a tailored and flexible approach.’ 
Effective coordination is essential. Detailed planning, budget and design are critical. 
Procurement and good communication are also important. All of these make up ‘the offer’ for 
a property. Retrofit work is currently taking place in silos and a comprehensive, holistic 
approach is needed to get best results. For example, in a block of flats, all should be done at 
once to ensure consistency and economies of scale. It is not effective for each flat to carry out 
their own work separately. 

 
 

Recommendations: 

• Ensure that there is a robust and coherent set of effectively enforced Regulations across 
Government to drive change, set expectations and facilitate retrofit work 

• Promote the benefits of retrofit to all stakeholders – as a way to reduce carbon emissions, 
create jobs, cut costs and improve consumers’ mental and physical health and well-being 

• Take urgent steps to fill the skills gap (see 4.2) so that retrofit requirements can be fulfilled 
• Promote and share best practice within the retrofit industry to ensure consistency and 

quality of approach 
 
 

4.2 Building a skilled workforce 

The UK lacks tradespeople with the necessary competency, knowledge and skills to carry out 
the energy efficiency works required. The current age demographic of tradespeople means 
that we are losing many skilled workers to retirement. Many of those who are left have 
traditional skills but do not have expertise in new technologies or fully understand new 
legislative requirements. It is estimated that 300k new tradespeople will be required, with 
correct training and skills to fill these gaps. 

4. CHALLENGES 
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We need a concerted effort to drive recruitment to fill the gaps. BEIS has carried out supply 
chain pilots – how to get more traders, installers, coordinators on board. We need to build on 
this as supply chains are vital. It is incredibly important that tradespeople are provided with 
detailed guidance about best practice, and practical help and support. Russel Smith pointed 
out that, ‘Contractors don’t want to do a bad job. They just don’t know what good looks like.’ 

Sebastiaan van Dort, Associate Director, Energy, at British Standards Institution (BSI) 
stated that ‘Retrofit is a key component of achieving Net Zero’ and standards can play a role 
in improving quality of work, informing organizations and ensuring consistency.’ There is 
already a Technical Committee in place for Retrofit to oversee formal standards in this area. 
PAS 2035 provides best practice guidance for retrofit work in domestic buildings and BSI is 
currently working on PAS 2038 for non-domestic buildings. 

Trader approval schemes have an important role to play in raising standards across the 
industry, provided that they have strict criteria for business membership and conduct. 
However, not all schemes are equal and only those committed to consumer protection at all 
levels of strategic decision making and service delivery can be trusted to deliver the best 
outcomes for consumers. 

 
 

Recommendations: 

• Government supported industry recruitment to deliver required number of competent 
tradespeople to achieve the retrofit programme, and fill gaps in supply 

• Relevant education, training and support for tradespeople, particularly in new areas of 
work and new technologies, to fill skills gap 

• Raise awareness of ‘good’ traders through schemes such as TrustMark 
• Development of good practice standards, underpinning Regulations where appropriate, 

that provide a detailed checklist of ‘what good looks like’ 
 
 

4.3 Changing consumer behaviour and consumption 

One of the biggest challenges is how to incentivise and motivate consumers to undertake 
necessary changes to their homes to reduce emissions and change patterns of consumption. 

Wendy Middleton, Head of the Consumer Insights Team, OPSS, BEIS explained how 
behavioural studies are invaluable to guiding policy interventions. They help the government 
to identify risks and best ways to communicate with different groups. Understanding 
vulnerabilities is key. BEIS carries out extensive research to understand why people do things, 
as getting businesses and consumers to do things differently is central to its work Capability, 
motivation and opportunity are drivers for behavioural change. If BEIS can understand these 
factors, in relation to energy efficiency, it will be able to plan effective strategies for change. 
BEIS research has found that price, quality, brand, ease of purchase, are top priorities for 
consumers. Sustainability comes way down the list. Product safety is a secondary 
consideration. Consumers do care about product safety but assume that products on the 
market are inherently safe. 

Arnold Pindar, Chair, NCF: There is a clear lack of incentives for consumers to invest in 
energy efficiency initiatives and when budgets are limited, personal priorities take precedence. 
Many consumers would like to take action but do not have the resources (see 4.4 Financial 
incentives and funding). 
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Congress attendees agreed that changing consumer behaviour would be difficult, and relied 
on three main drivers: 

• Improving consumer information and advice 
• Enhancing consumer confidence and trust 
• Benefits, incentives and support 

4.3.1 Improving consumer information and advice 

A key barrier to making homes more energy efficient is that consumers lack knowledge and 
understanding about what needs to be done and how. Information empowers consumers, 
informs decisions and motivates action. Speakers felt that practical information was 
fragmented and sparse, and that it would be easier for consumers to access and understand 
information from one central source. Congress participants agreed that we need to avoid 
jargon and keep messages simple to avoid confusion. 

Grassroot consumers need clear, impartial information and advice about the steps to be taken 
to improve the energy efficiency of their homes. This is needed at all stages of the consumer 
journey – from researching the options, to contracting a trader, to knowing where to go if they 
encounter problems. Organisations such as Citizens Advice and the Energy Saving Trust play 
an important role in raising awareness and encouraging good practice. Tradespeople also 
have a responsibility to deliver accurate information and need to understand each consumer’s 
needs especially those with vulnerabilities. For many people, having work carried out in their 
home takes them out of their comfort zone. They may not have been in this situation before 
and that can make them vulnerable. 

It is vital that consumers get the right information at the right time. There is evidence that, 
where communities collaborate successfully, they can raise awareness of the benefits of 
energy efficient homes and connect them with help and support, when it is most relevant. 
Information providers should think about ‘key decision points’ when certain information would 
be useful. For example, moving home is a key time for upgrading and improving the home. 

4.3.2 Enhancing consumer confidence and trust 

Another key barrier is a lack of confidence and trust in traders. When the Energy Company 
Obligation (ECO) was first announced many unscrupulous traders tried to take advantage of 
consumers and capitalise on new demand for work such as cavity wall insulation. This led to 
cases of mis-selling and poor practice that led to consumer harm, damaged the reputation of 
traders in this sector and degraded consumer confidence. 

Accurate and impartial information is vital to consumer trust. Russell Smith pointed out that 
‘Contractors can be biased – householders want the right answer for them.’ If householders 
distrust the information being given, they will shut down and not take action. People need 
confidence in traders and the supply chain to invest in necessary work. Congress agreed with 
Sebastiaan van Doort and Sadie Dainton, Consumer Policy Manager, BSI that standards 
can effectively boost confidence in industry, by detailing best practice agreed by experts. 

Wendy Middleton stated that ‘Trust is hard to earn and easy to lose’. Understanding who is 
trusted, and why, can help BEIS to do more to protect consumers. Although trust in traders in 
this sector may not be high, BEIS research shows that consumers - especially the younger 
generation - tend to embrace new technology, possibly out of convenience, so more work 
could be done to persuade and promote trust in older age groups. 
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4.3.3 Proving the benefits 

Despite the challenges, Congress called for everyone to focus on the benefits of energy 
efficiency work. In principle, most people want to do their bit to reduce emissions and alleviate 
climate change, but realistically many do not have the financial capability to make the changes 
required, or the motivation to prioritise this spending over other family expenditure. To 
incentivise change, consumers need information about why it is important and how it is 
relevant to them and their families. 

However, this is not simply about meeting targets. Making homes more energy efficient could 
deliver improvements to every area of consumers’ lives. Energy efficient homes are cheaper 
to run and more resilient to extreme weather. Warmer homes are more comfortable and can 
improve physical and mental health. Russell Smith explained that a successful retrofit 
programme could create 400,000 jobs and avoid 6,000 deaths per annum. Retrofit has the 
potential to create jobs, benefit consumers and help to meet the country’s net zero challenge. 

Adam Scorer, CEO, National Energy Action stressed that consumers are more likely to 
make changes to their behaviour if we focus on ‘alternatives’ rather than ‘banning’ certain 
behaviours completely. Being realistic, we need to show people how to have the lifestyle they 
want in a lower carbon way. Congress saw the need to provide evidence that consumer 
actions taken collectively can make a difference. 

Congress unanimously agreed that we cannot expect consumers to change behaviour without 
adequate help and support. It will require significant government commitment to deliver these 
drivers for change, and it is their responsibility to provide the foundations, policies and 
initiatives to make it easier for consumers to take action. Individual consumers need clear, 
specific advice on the steps they should take with protection against poor performance. 

Financial incentives and support are integral to the solution and we must look for practical 
ways to stimulate demand for low carbon refurbishment. (See 4.4) 

 
 

Expert panel Q&A 

Q. How can we apply learnings from other sectors to home energy products and services? 

Peter Broad, Citizens Advice, Energy (Efficiency) Policy: We need to give consumers a 
reason for wanting energy efficient products and services and can learn valuable lessons 
from the unsuccessful roll out of smart meters. People want to be more sustainable but there 
is often a gap in information and expectations. Only 40% of people think they’ll need to 
change their heating system. The real figure is more than double that. We need to give 
people clear and accurate information about their choices and offer them incentives to 
change. We need to look at the reasons why consumers are not understanding or acting on 
information currently available, and address these. 

ECO, the Energy Company Obligation, lacked a holistic approach and created a number of 
problems. Unscrupulous traders tried to make money from consumers, damaging 
confidence and trust. We need to be careful that the government doesn’t rush to create a 
massive programme, without considering potential risks beforehand. The approach needs 
to be realistic and practical. 
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4.4 Financial incentives and funding 

We need significant investment in UK homes to meet legally binding 2050 targets. However, 
the financial cost of making homes more energy efficient is a huge barrier to investment, with 
work such as installing a heat pump or solar panels costing thousands of pounds. Even if 
consumers understand the benefits of making their homes more energy efficient, and can be 
motivated to want this work, many do not have the financial capability to fund it. Adam Scorer 
highlighted that ‘Millions of consumers are living in fuel poverty, which will affect the choices 
available to them’. The situation will be different for owners, renters and landlords. Those able 
to afford work could be deterred by long pay-back periods, which could be 30 years or more. 

For those on low incomes, financial help is, and should remain, available. For those that don’t 
qualify for help, financial incentives and easy access to finance options are crucial to give 
consumers choice and facilitate investments that will benefit their families and contribute to 
achieving UK Net Zero targets. For example, local authorities could offer incentives for work, 
such as rebates in council tax for energy efficient homes. In addition, low cost retrofit loans, 
granted for a specific purpose, could encourage take up. This would also make it possible for 
people to take a whole house approach to retrofit, which is more cost effective in the long run. 

Emma Harvey, Director, Green Finance Institute said: ‘If we can make it easy for 
consumers to access funding, and see a return on their investment, we can encourage take 
up. We need end-to-end solutions that genuinely appeal to consumers.’ Green finance is part 
of the solution - normal lending by banks, stocks, equity and funds with a specific audited, 
tracked purpose to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and protect the environment. Green 
finance can also be used to incentivise consumers to invest in retrofit works, or reward those 
who purchase, or already live in, an energy efficient home. For example, mortgages that give 
preferential rates to homeowners buying an energy efficient property. There are also initiatives 
such as PACE loans in the US, and pilots in the EU, where the cost of retrofit can be linked to 
the value of property. This breaks down barriers around long payback times because when a 
property is sold the new homeowner becomes responsible for a proportion of the cost. 

Green finance in the UK is at an early stage of development. It would be beneficial to bring 
experts together from around the globe - government, finance industry, academia - to look at 
green initiatives and innovative financial solutions. 

 
 

Recommendations: 

• Increase range of green finance options available 
• Raise consumer awareness of funding options 
• Make it easy for consumers to access funding for energy efficiency works 
• Government to explore ways to link retrofit costs to properties rather than individuals 
• Bring together global experts in green finance to deliver innovative solutions 

 
 

4.5 Performance and use of energy efficient products 

To maximise the energy efficiency of their homes, consumers need to invest in new products 
such as more efficient heating systems, which have large up-front costs and long payback 
times. Emma Harvey: People are often reluctant to invest as they are unlikely to stay in their 
homes long enough to benefit from the savings. Funding and finance options can make it 
easier to overcome those barriers, as described in 4.4. 
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However, another barrier to investment is understanding how to use the products and services 
available, and what tangible benefits they can offer. Information and advice from trusted 
sources can help to break down these barriers. Dr Porter explained that there is often a 
performance gap where products don’t deliver what’s promised, so accurate information is key 
to decision making. Consumers need more concrete proposals so they can understand and 
use products on offer. For example, where can they get comparable information about 
products such as boilers, heat pumps and insulation? How can they trust the information that 
they are getting in terms of energy performance? 

Arnold Pindar explained that another barrier to investing in energy efficient products is that 
consumers worry that if they spend money on new technology, which then moves on, their 
once new products become obsolete. For this reason, standards, products and services need 
to provide flexibility for upgrades and improvement. 

 
 

Recommendations: 

• Consumers need accurate and comparable information about benefits and performance 
of energy efficient products and services 

• Regulations and standards must provide flexibility for upgrades and improvements 
 
 

4.6 Digital technology 

Digital technology is increasingly being used to manage energy efficient homes and has great 
potential to benefit consumers, by providing valuable data about how consumers individually, 
and collectively, use energy, what changes are required and what systems are required to 
support that. Pete Eisenegger, NCF Executive highlighted that smart home products also 
create risks for consumers, in terms of security, privacy and physical safety. This was of 
considerable concern to Congress. (see Annex 1 for Congress views on these issues) 

Home hubs and smart products – such as household thermostats and boiler controls - are 
already in millions of homes. Consumers can use smartphone apps to remotely operate these 
devices and some allow voice interaction, which allows multiple household members to give 
instructions. This creates risks in terms of who can control products. A 2017 Which? 
investigation found that smart devices were vulnerable to hacking from outside the home.4 The 
creation of smart plugs, which can also be operated by an app, adds another level of risk, 
allowing plugged in ‘dumb’ products, such as electric fires, to be operated remotely. 

In the future, a home energy manager could control a wide range of products and devices, 
including electronic equipment needed to achieve full net zero carbon levels, for example solar 
panels, domestic storage batteries, DC/AC convertors, heat pumps and air conditioning units. 
Congress expressed high levels of concern around the potential consumer detriment that 
could be caused by increased digital control of home energy systems, highlighting privacy, 
security and safety as key issues. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4 https://www.which.co.uk/news/2017/06/could-your-smart-home-be-hacked/ 
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Expert panel Q&A 

Q. The digital home – what might we need in terms of standards? 

Adam Scorer: Things are moving so quickly it is difficult to know what the products and 
services of the future will be. Homes will become much more connected in ways that 
many of us can’t predict. It will move faster than regulation and standards. And faster 
than those on low incomes can afford it. There is a need to anticipate what digitalisation 
will mean and address those issues, so we are not constantly catching up. For this 
reason, there is a need to move towards standards that focus on cross-cutting issues, 
for example the new ISO standard in development for Privacy by Design. There is also 
a need to think about those on low incomes and those who are vulnerable. For example, 
it would be good to see a standard on access to digital services and broadband. 

Martyn Allen, Technical Director, Electrical Safety First: Technology can provide 
safe solutions. There is fantastic capability – for example, Artificial Intelligence 
monitoring performance, identifying problems, being able to isolate a faulty electrical 
product. However, you won’t get consumers to buy in to technology unless you get 
standards in place first. Standards play a vital role in building consumer confidence. The 
connected home needs a range of standards – around design, manufacture and 
installation. 

Q. Are smart meters of benefit to consumers? 

The roll out of smart meters has not been successful or cost effective. Steve Playle, 
City of London, Trading Standards: One reason for failure was poor messaging and 
misleading information that they were free. ‘The plan was that they would change our 
behaviour but that hasn’t happened.’ 

Some delegates felt that smart meters offered no benefit to consumers. One said, ‘they 
are not that smart’. Another said, ‘they were designed to provide information back to 
business, not to help consumers.’ Brian Horne, Senior Insight and Analytics 
Consultant, from the Energy Saving Trust: ‘Smart meters are essential but boring 
bits of kit. Consumers need to realise the benefits, but these have not been spelt out.’ 

Adam Scorer: Smart meters are a necessary part of understanding and changing our 
consumption behaviour, which is part of our responsibility as inhabitants of the world. 
All agreed that to encourage take up and maximise benefits of smart meters, they need 
a better consumer interface with user-friendly instructions. Their output needs to be 
meaningful and understood. 

 
 
 
 

4.7 Protecting consumers from harm 

Congress raised serious concerns that the scale and speed of work required exposes 
consumers to a number of risks. For example, physical, financial or psychological harm could 
occur as a result of poor information and advice, poor quality or unsafe work, mis-selling, 
scams and rogue traders. Speakers stressed that we need to avoid failures of the past and be 
proactive in identifying potential risks and building consumer protection into the early stages 
of planning, rather than putting things in place after harm has occurred. 
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4.7.1 Regulatory framework 

Consumers cannot make the required changes without significant assistance and support from 
government. Government has a responsibility to create a programme that lays the foundations 
for change by: 

• Ensuring that consumers can access suitable funding and resources 
• Spelling out rules and requirements 
• Ensuring that consumers are given relevant information and advice 
• Building a skilled workforce capable of carrying out required work 

In a January 2020 report, the Association for Decentralised Energy (ADE) stated that 
‘householders have a crucial role to play in decarbonisation’, stressing that ‘policy makers 
should put the energy needs and aspirations of households at the centre of their thinking’ and 
‘government needs to support individual families in reaching net zero’.5 

4.7.2 Standards 

Sebastiaan van Dort and Sadie Dainton stressed that standards have a vital role to play in 
protecting consumers in the rapidly changing energy landscape by: 

• Defining good practice for businesses 
• Improving quality and interoperability 
• Ensuring products are safe and fit for purpose 
• Provide resilience and the ability for industry to adapt to ‘black swans’ - events you 

can’t predict – by having clear processes and plans to adjust 

The big challenge is the energy trilemma – affordable supply, security of supply and 
sustainability of supply. BSI is currently supporting the transition in each of these areas with 
the following work: 

• Energy smart appliances programme 
• Smart cities and sustainable communities programme 
• Electric and low emission vehicles programme 
• Whole system approach – ESSAC 

BSI is committed to continued engagement with civil society and consumer groups, who 
participate in standards to ensure that they reflect consumer needs and mitigate potential risks. 
BSI’s Consumer and Public Interest Network represents the UK consumer voice in standards, 
which is vital to deliver robust standards that build consumer confidence and trust. Industry 
must listen to what consumers want and need. Consumer organisations need to be 
represented in this conversation to ensure a fair and just transition. 

4.7.3 Enforcement 

The scale and speed of work required to make our homes more energy efficient creates huge 
potential for consumer harm. For example, from mis-selling, scams and rogue traders. 
Congress unanimously agreed that there is no real consumer protection without effective 
monitoring and enforcement. Enforcement is an investment in good behaviour. 

 
 
 
 
 

5 https://www.theade.co.uk/assets/docs/nws/ADE_2020_Report_digital_24_01_20.pdf 
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However, Trading Standards staff fell by 51% between 2009 and 2016, according to 
UncheckedUK,6 and NCF evidence indicates that these cuts were in addition to those made in 
preceding years. Weakening enforcement is a serious threat to consumer confidence and 
protection, and more resources are needed. The NCF Working Group on Enforcement is 
currently exploring options to increase effectiveness. 

An enforcement authority with adequate resources to effectively monitor the energy efficiency 
markets and deliver sanctions where rules are not being followed is essential to the delivery 
of the retrofit programme. 

 
 

Recommendations: 

• Effective monitoring and enforcement are vital to consumer protection and must support 
new regulation in the energy efficiency sector 

• The government needs to ensure adequate resources for Local Authorities for building 
control and trading standards 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6 https://www.unchecked.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/The-UKs-Enforcement-Gap-1.pdf 

 
Expert panel Q&A 

Q. What is the role of Trading Standards in reducing carbon emissions? 

Steve Playle: Independent monitoring and enforcement are central to successful consumer 
protection. With the huge scale of work required to meet carbon neutral targets, there needs 
to be someone to check that things are operating well. Targets invariably slip. Look at the 
failure of the smart meter roll out. When you set targets there’s a risk that corners will be cut 
and that’s when things can go wrong. Many businesses that carry out work are primarily 
trying to meet sales targets/ incentives - that’s a danger. 

However, resources are a big worry and the main challenge. Adam Scorer: Regulations 
cannot be issued without effective enforcement. For example, private landlords are required 
to meet EPC this April 2020. This is likely to be expanded in future – with targets moving up. 
How will we know this has been done? How will consumers be informed about it? We need 
effective oversight to make sure rules are being followed. 
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Achieving UK Net Zero by 2050 is an immense task that will require monumental effort, change 
and collaboration from a wide range of stakeholders. UK buildings contribute significantly to 
the UK’s carbon emissions and making our homes more energy efficient is vital to reducing 
emissions, not only to reach targets but to improve consumers’ lives and make the world a 
cleaner, greener and better place for us all. 

NCF Consumer Congress identified that changing behaviour and consumption is the biggest 
challenge for consumers, whilst industry’s challenge is to build a skilled workforce capable of 
retrofitting all existing homes. As BEIS research has found, price, quality, brand, ease of 
purchase are top priorities for consumers. Sustainability comes way down the list. 

5.1 Government leadership 

Change needs to be driven from the top. We need strong government leadership to lay a solid 
framework on which success can be built. Government needs to engage with all stakeholders 
to deliver a comprehensive programme, at the earliest opportunity. Continued engagement, 
communication and collaboration between all stakeholders is vital. 

Consumers must be the heart of the programme – these are our homes! Consumers 
(homeowners, and landlords in rented and social accommodation) are mainly 
responsible for taking retrofit decisions and we are the ones affected by those 
decisions. Government must understand our challenges, identify our needs and 
provide solutions. 

Within the government’s framework, Regulation is required to set the broad requirements that 
need to be achieved to deliver the zero carbon objectives. The framework will need to be 
underpinned by detailed specifications, guidance and processes. 

A comprehensive programme for retrofitting all homes is multifaceted. Hence, a coordinated 
approach to Regulation and Standards is needed, recognising that, in addition to core issues, 
many aspects will be sector-specific covering, energy, construction, financial, environmental, 
digital, consumer safety and protection. 

5.2 Consumer behaviour 

5.2.1 Consumer motivation 

For each household, the financial cost of making homes more energy efficient is a huge 
challenge. Millions of consumers are living in fuel poverty. Consideration must be given to the 
situations faced by owner occupiers, renters and landlords. For those on low incomes, funded 
retrofit is essential. For those with higher disposable income there is still a need for financial 
incentives from government and industry to be developed if the programme is to be delivered. 

5.2.2 Consumer engagement 

Consumer understanding and confidence are vital prerequisites for change. Clear information 
and advice are needed to help people understand the benefits of making their homes more 
energy efficient, what needs to be done and why this should be a priority. The government 
has a responsibility to engage with consumers to raise awareness, motivate change and 
enable informed decisions. Consumer groups, such as Which? Citizens Advice and the Energy 
Saving Trust have an important role to play, but there must be effective collaboration between 
government agencies to ensure that messaging is consistent. 

5. CONCLUSION 
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5.2.3 Consumer protection 

Research has shown that consumers in the 
United Kingdom believe that products and 
services are safe and fit for purpose, 
although confidence in the construction 
industry is lower. Effective protection from 
poor quality work, scams and rogue traders 
is vital to sustain confidence in the 
programme. 

5.3 Planning, design and quality of 
delivery 

Congress raised serious concerns that the 
scale of work required has the potential to 
cause high levels of consumer harm and 
stressed that government has a clear 
responsibility to mitigate risks at all stages 
of planning, design and delivery to ensure 
that consumers are protected. Congress 
was particularly concerned about the 
dangers from poor workmanship and the 
potential for scams and rogue traders to 
undermine confidence in the delivery of the 
retrofit programme. 

During these early stages of the 
programme, steps must be taken to identify 
the skills and knowledge required to deliver 
energy efficiency improvements. Expertise 
takes time to develop so it is important that 
the right training, incentives and rewards 
are offered to build a skilled workforce, who 
know what good looks like. 

It is essential that there are sufficient 
resources for monitoring and enforcement 
in this sector, to ensure consumer confidence and offer effective consumer protection. 

5.4 Innovative financial solutions 

We need to make it as easy as possible for consumers to make changes. A key barrier is 
affordability of energy efficiency improvements. Incentives and innovative financial solutions 
are essential to turn plans into reality. Even for the better off, long payback periods will require 
significant incentives if the programme is to be delivered. 

5.5 Closing statement 

Government, industry, retailers and consumer organisations must collaborate to make it easier 
for consumers and suppliers to achieve the Net Zero carbon goal. We all want and need this 
initiative to succeed and together we can be a powerful force for change. This is a huge 
challenge, but we mustn’t lose sight of the benefits. Consumer empowerment and protection 
are central to success. Practical solutions are required to facilitate and motivate change and 
we must ensure that the consumer voice is heard at all stages of planning, design and delivery 
of a successful Net Zero programme. 

 
      

 
EXPERT PANEL SUMMARIES 

Peter Broad, Citizens Advice: Government 
needs to address the big gap that exists 
between industry and consumers. We need to 
speak with one voice. We need high level 
messages that recognise each home is 
different and people need personalised 
solutions. 

Adam Scorer, NEA: A fair transition to Net 
Zero is vital. People in fuel poverty need to be 
treated fairly, not punished, excluded or left 
behind. We must focus on vulnerability and 
make it easy for consumers to take action. 

Martyn Allen, Electrical Safety First: It is a 
complex situation with many challenges, but 
we need to make sense of these and move 
swiftly to action points based on realistic 
solutions. 

Brian Horne, EST: We’ve heard a lot about 
the challenges but need to think about 
solutions. Practical solutions are multiple and 
complex. We have the potential to fix this if we 
work together with central leadership and 
successfully communicate with each other. 

Steve Playle, Trading Standards: The 
people here today want to make this work. But 
there are people not in this room who want to 
exploit consumers and make money from it. 
Independent audit is key to successful markets 
and consumer protection. 
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