
This is just the very first phase of post-fossil fueled living.  How 
will you and I stay warm?  Will we?

Hats, Scarves & Blankets At Home: How The “Energy 
Poor” Go Green

Advocates against global warming often frame the issue in terms of 
helping the poor. ‘You’re right, people dying thanks to climate change is 
some way off…’ ran one fairly typical advert recently, ‘about 5,000 miles, 
give or take.’ Indeed, the United Nations agrees that, looking toward the 
future, climate change ‘harms the poor first and worst’. And the logic 
stacks up: the poorer you are, the less able you’ll be to afford the 
resources to adapt to a changing climate. However, climate policies also 
have a cost, and these predominantly hurt the poor. And if you really 
want to help the poor, there might be much more efficient ways to help 
than by cutting emissions.

Britain’s environmentalists proudly announce that households have 
reduced their electricity consumption by almost 10 per cent since 
2005.They seldom mention that this is helped by a 50 per cent increase 
in electricity prices, in part to pay for Britain increasing its share of 
renewables from 1.8 per cent to 4.6 per cent. Such a price increase of 
course hits the poorest hardest. As with many green taxes, it does so 
because it taxes a basic necessity that makes up a larger proportion of 
a small budget. Not surprisingly, higher energy prices mean the poor are 
forced to reduce their electricity consumption far more than the richest, 
who haven’t reduced their electricity consumption at all.

Over the past five years, heating a home in the UK has become 63 per 
cent more expensive, while real wages have declined. Unsurprisingly, a 
greater number of poor households must spend more than 10 per cent 
of their income on energy, becoming what is known as energy poor. This 
category now covers some 17 per cent of all British households. Worse, 
because the elderly are typically poorer, energy poverty affects about a 
quarter of all households whose inhabitants are over 60. Deprived 



pensioners are spending their days riding heated buses to keep warm, 
while a third are leaving part of their homes cold.

Stories of fuel poverty frequently appear in the press. A 75-year-old 
widow, Rita Young, has been quoted saying: ‘I’ve worked all my life. It 
doesn’t feel fair. People my age don’t want to put hats and scarves on in 
their homes, but there’s nothing we can do about it. I sit in a blanket, put 
on a hat and sometimes go to bed at 7.30 in the evening.’ She joins 
almost a million other pensioners who are forced to stay in bed longer to 
keep warm because of rising fuel bills.

But things could be worse. In Germany green subsidies will cost €23.6 
billion this year. Real household electricity prices have increased by 80 
per cent since 2000, contributing to almost seven million households 
now living in energy poverty. Wealthy homeowners in Bavaria might feel 
good about installing inefficient solar panels on their roofs, but their 
lavish subsidies are essentially financed by poor tenants in the Ruhr 
paying higher electricity costs.

Climate policies take an even larger toll on people in the developing 
world. Almost three billion people rely on burning twigs and dung to 
cook and keep warm. This causes indoor air pollution, at the cost of 4.3 
million lives a year, and creates the world’s biggest environmental 
problem. Access to cheap and plentiful electricity is one of the most 
effective ways out of poverty — curtailing indoor air pollution and 
allowing refrigeration to keep food from spoiling (and people from 
starving). Cheap electricity charges computers that connect the poor to 
the world. It powers agriculture and businesses that provide jobs and 
economic growth.

The rich world generates just 0.8 per cent of its energy from solar and 
wind, far from meeting even minimal demand. In fact, Germany will build 
ten new coal-fired power plants over the next two years to keep its own 
lights on.



Africa is the renewable utopia, getting 50 per cent of its energy from 
renewables — though nobody wants to emulate it. In 1971, China 
derived 40 per cent of its energy from renewables. Since then, it has 
powered its incredible growth almost exclusively on heavily polluting 
coal, lifting a historic 680 million people out of poverty. Today, China 
gets a trifling 0.23 per cent of its energy from unreliable wind and solar.

Yet most Westerners still want to focus on putting up more inefficient 
solar panels in the developing world. But this infatuation inflicts a real 
cost. A recent analysis from the Centre for Global Development shows 
that $10 billion invested in such renewables would help lift 20 million 
people in Africa out of poverty. It sounds impressive, until you learn that 
if this sum was spent on gas electrification it would lift 90 million people 
out of poverty. So in choosing to spend that $10 billion on renewables, 
we deliberately end up choosing to leave more than 70 million people in 
darkness and poverty.

In the West, we take our supply of electricity for granted. After a century, 
we’ve forgotten that plentiful, affordable and dependable energy is the 
lifeblood of modern civilisation and prosperity. Discussions about saving 
the world seldom acknowledge the 1.3 billion people living without any 
electricity whatsoever. Their problems seem otherworldly to us — and 
we neglect the fact that the same sort of access to cheap electricity 
would substantially improve their lives. When it comes to helping the 
world’s poor, a topic like climate change seems to interest the West far 
more than such mundane matters as helping them power their houses.

Dr Rowan Williams, the former Archbishop of Canterbury, wrote in the 
Sunday Telegraph last weekend about how the industrialised 
economies’ greenhouse emissions have wrecked the world. He urges 
us to cut fossil fuel-based pollution, to help the world’s poor. Sadly, it 
does not seem to occur to the well-meaning Dr Williams to ask whether 
we best help the poor by cutting carbon emissions — or by focusing on 
the provision of affordable food, medicine or energy. It seems not to 
occur to him that there is a trade-off…



This article first appeared in the print edition of The Spectator magazine, 
dated 5 April 2014
http://www.spectator.co.uk/features/9176251/let-them-eat-carbon-
credits/
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