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Energy Plan for Homes  
in Balsall Heath 

     Balsall Heath Is Our Planet 2011 
 

This report forms part of a wider ‘Neighbourhood Energy Plan’ that sets out how 
Balsall Heath can benefit from the energy transition from the end of cheap fossil fuels 
(oil, gas, coal and the electricity made from them).  This report focuses on homes 
and how to make them more energy efficient.  

Our thanks are due to the Chesshire Lehmann Trust and Sustainable West Midlands 
Low Carbon Programme who funded the work, which was carried out by John 
Newson for Balsall Heath Is Our Planet. 
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1. The Problem of Fuel Poverty 
Rising fuel bills are a threat to the well-being of households in Balsall Heath. 
‘Fuel poverty’ is defined as when 10% household income has to be spent on 
fuel. One in three households in the West Midlands is in this situation (2011) 
and two thirds say they are worried about fuel bills - but this must be greater 
in an inner city area like ours1. 
 
 

                                                
1 Fuel Poverty estimates by Consumer Focus http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-16005540 
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Households are caught between; 
• Rising fuel prices 
• Waste of fuel through drafts and poor insulation 
• Squeezed incomes, from job loss or benefit cuts  
• Rising prices of other basic costs, like food and transport 

The average gas plus electric bill is now £1,300 per year – this has risen 20% 
over the last 12 months. Fuel bills are competing with other costs which are 
also raising prices of petrol, food and water, which are also in global 
competition and depend on energy inputs.  
Everyone’s standard of living is under pressure, but the poorest spend the 
greatest proportion of their income on the basic necessities; food and fuel. 
They also tend to live in the worst and least efficient housing, so are forced to 
pay for energy which is then wasted from leaky buildings.  
People on low incomes may economise by under-heating their homes, with 
many negative health consequences for elderly and vulnerable people. 
Remedies for fuel poverty; 

1. Reduce consumption – fuel not used is free, inflation proof and 
sustainable.  

2. Reduce fuel prices – advise about cheaper tariffs, but there are limits to 
this, as all fossil fuel prices are rising 

3. Raise incomes – this can be done to some extent by advice; benefits, 
money and debt advice  

Tackling home energy use can be divided into; 
Investment in Homes Installing insulation and energy technologies 
The UK has one of the oldest housing stocks on average of any country in the 
world. The majority of Balsall Heath’s housing dates from the Coal Age pre 
1918. Much of the energy value of fuel that residents purchase is wasted by 
heat loss from the home. The purpose of retrofitting is to reduce this wastage 
and reduce consumption while enjoying adequately warm homes. We have to 
pursue the goal of ‘negawatts’ energy we avoid buying. 
Solar PV-generated electricity is mostly available in the daytime, and this fits 
the consumption pattern of people on low incomes that tend to be workless 
and at home much of the time.  
Investment in People  
Local tradespeople have to qualify to install and maintain new energy 
measures, to an adequate standard.;  
Residents will need to learn how to use and control the equipment we have in 
our homes in an efficient manner. See section  11 below 
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2. Types of Housing 
Balsall Heath was first built up in the period 1850 -1914, as a new residential 
suburb for Birmingham, of which it became administratively a part in 1891 2. 

The whole area was built up by the start of the 1st World War 1914. 
Much of this pre 1918 housing remains. It can be called ‘Old Balsall Heath’. 
People do not drive 100 year old cars, but they do live in 100-year-old houses. 
It is impractical to demolish what has become the main asset of home owners, 
so these houses will stand in the 21st century. 
There was wholesale demolition of the area west of Moseley Road and north 
of Edward Road, having been bomb-damaged or condemned as inadequate, 
then rebuilt in the 1970s/1980s. This area can be called New Balsall Heath.  
The majority of the population live in the Old Balsall Heath, due to the density 
of terraced housing, although it covers only half the area. The heat loss 
problems are most acute in Old Balsall Heath, due to the age of the housing 
and methods of construction. This is the area where energy savings can be 
the greatest, if we can ‘leapfrog’ from the 19th to 21st century with the energy 
efficiency of these homes. 

1. Old	  Balsall	  Heath	  

1a.	  Pre	  1914	  Small	  terraced	  houses	  	  
This	  is	  the	  classic	  inner	  city	  in	  roads	  and	  adjoining	  ‘avenues’.	  Mainly	  they	  have	  
two	  bedrooms	  and	  small	  back	  yards.	  
The	  Seven	  streets	  sub	  neighbourhood	  ;	  Ombersley	  Road,	  Woodfield	  Rd,	  
Kingsley	  Rd,	  St	  Pauls	  Road,	  Runcorn	  Rd,	  Oldfield	  Road,	  Chesterton	  and	  
Roshven,	  part	  of	  Clifton	  Rd,	  Brunswick	  Rd.	  ,	  Part	  of	  Cannon	  Hill	  sub-‐
neighbourhood	  Jakeman,	  Cheddar,	  Court	  Rd,	  Hallam	  St	  and	  their	  adjoining	  
avenues,	  Cannon	  Hill	  Rd,	  Harbury	  Rd,	  Eastwood	  Rd	  

1b.	  Pre	  1914	  Larger	  19th	  c	  terrace	  	  

3-‐4	  beds	  and	  may	  have	  an	  attic	  floor.	  Bay	  windows.	  Long	  rear	  gardens.	  
Occupied	  as	  family	  homes	  or	  divided	  into	  flats.	  

Edward	  Rd	  (east	  end),	  Mary	  St	  (south	  end),	  Beaconfield	  Rd,	  Oakfield	  Rd,	  
Willows	  Rd.	  This	  is	  Cannon	  Hill	  sub-‐neighbourhood.	  

2. New	  Balsall	  Heath	  	  

2a	  	  Post	  1980	  housing	  –	  small	  type	  

New	  Balsall	  Heath	  was	  mostly	  built	  by	  the	  City	  council,	  some	  sold	  under	  right	  to	  
buy	  to	  owner	  occupiers.	  Others	  were	  built	  and	  let	  by	  the	  housing	  associations.	  
Some	  are	  in	  rows,	  or	  pairs,	  or	  as	  maisonettes	  and	  flats.	  They	  require	  cavity	  
walls	  to	  be	  filled	  and	  windows	  double	  glazed,	  modern	  condensing	  gas	  boilers.	  

	  

                                                

2 V.M. Hart  ‘Balsall Heath: A History’ - Brewin Books Limited (1992) 
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2b.	  Post	  1980	  housing	  –	  larger	  type	  

Detached	  and	  semi	  detached	  homes,	  with	  gardens	  and	  driveways,	  the	  density	  
level	  is	  suburban,	  and	  the	  number	  of	  households	  relatively	  small	  ;	  mostly	  
occupied	  by	  owners	  -‐	  who	  may	  have	  added	  conservatories,	  porches	  etc.	  

2c.	  Post	  1980	  flats	  –	  blocks,	  often	  with	  flat	  roofs.	  

Urban Renewal ‘enveloping’ in the 1980s 
The City Council undertook comprehensive ‘enveloping’ of the terraced 
houses throughout Old Balsall Heath in the 1980s. This included; new front 
walls, doors, timber single-glazed windows, new roof slates, concrete floors. 
There was substantial dissatisfaction from residents about the way in which 
this was done. They complained of a lack of consultation and issues with 
quality of work. However, the Council’s staff was on the side of the residents, 
in disputes with contractors. Enveloping was successful in making the 19th c 
terraced houses capable of being mortgaged for owner occupation. 

2. Private Housing 

 Household Tenure  Number of 
Households 

Percentage of 
Households  

Owner Occupier 4,071 42 % 
Rented: privately 1,235 13 % 
Rented: housing association 1,889 19 % 

Rented: local authority 2,019 21 % 

Sparkbrook Ward 2001 

Private Tenancy  
Private landlords, large and small, own much of the pre-1914 housing stock in 
Balsall Heath. Its energy efficiency is generally low, as landlords have not 
seen much incentive to invest, since tenants pay the energy bills.  
Private lets are usually behind the energy efficiency standards of social 
landlords. Yet more people are now unable to get social housing or think of 
getting a mortgage, so demand for private renting is increasing. 
Tenants are restricted in what they can do to their rented home. They may not 
stay long enough there to enjoy the benefits of any changes. However, low 
cost DIY measures can pay for themselves in one year, and there is a need 
for classes and a demonstration of such low cost measures.  
The Energy Performance Certificate that rates rented properties should 
become a ‘selling point’ for landlords and their agents when looking for 
tenants.  
The Energy Bill seeks to require landlords to bring properties to let up to 
efficiency standard E, at least, by no later than 2018. They will not be able to 
rent out any properties that fall into the two lowest categories of energy 
efficiency (F and G) by 2018.  
Landlords would not be allowed to refuse ʻany reasonable requestʼ to make 
energy efficiency improvements from tenants – this rule will come into play in 
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2016. This will again create a demand for energy efficiency advice from both 
tenants and landlords. 
Green Deal is supposed to be ‘cost-free’ to the landlord, as the property 
owner will get a free asset, paid for from a charge on the meter by tenants. 
This should be cost-free to the tenants, as the savings will be calculated to 
balance the charge. As fuel prices rise, the savings will be enhanced. 
Landlords will benefit from being able to offer a more easily-heated home.  
Landlords may be suspicious and require convincing - with supporting 
information and advice. 
Owner occupiers 
Some people in Balsall Heath are able to pay for their own energy 
improvements and are creditworthy. The Energy Performance Certificate links 
energy performance to the saleability of the house. 
It is difficult to find buyers in the current mortgage famine. Many people are 
not moving, but creating more space by extensions, such as garages, 
conservatories, and loft extensions. Such spending could include energy 
saving measures, but there is a need for independent energy advice about 
what measures are appropriate and how to find reliable competent installers. 
Income level of home owners is very varied across today’s Balsall Heath (and 
within each ethnic group).  
• There are many low income families or elderly people who struggle to 

maintain and invest in the house they own, and struggle to heat it every 
winter. They have little to spend and avoid taking risks, although they are 
caught by rising fuel prices and probably are classed as ‘in fuel poverty’ 
(though may not identify with this phrase).. 

• Near neighbours may be business and professional people who park 
expensive cars, own many home appliances and have done home 
improvements/ extensions etc. These are seeing their bills rising, so 
energy saving and renewable devices as the next acquisitions.  

• There is also a ‘green’ sector to the population, who are educated and 
knowledgeable, wanting to save energy for both environmental and 
financial reasons. They tend to be early adopters and willing to spread 
messages in the area. Old Home Super Home open house days have 
been a way for this to happen. 

These three groups have very different concerns and will respond to different 
kinds of messages. They are similar to the 3 types identified by George 
Marshal; Survivors, Winners and Strivers3 

3. Social Housing 

Housing Associations 
These are well represented in Balsall Heath and provide reasonable rent for 
low income tenants. Housing associations have done much to raise energy 
efficiency standards. 

                                                
3 George Marshal, ‘Carbon Detox’ Octopus Pubs 2007 
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They own many older terraced houses, small ones and larger ones divided 
into flats. Some new homes were built to a good standard in 1980s, 90s on 
former industrial sites etc, but these may still need insulation upgrades to 
meet today’s standards. 
There is a back-log of measures required; double glazing, new boilers, loft 
insulation, cavity wall insulation, as well as kitchens and bathrooms, electrical 
systems and exterior painting. A Whole House upgrade would be more 
effective than a series of individual measures if the capital were available. 
Tenants struggle to pay the rent and there has been some interest from them 
in the idea of classes in energy saving and low- cost DIY measures for 
tenants.  
The 3 main Housing Associations are FCH, Midland Heart and Moseley & 
District who have 7-800 homes between them. They have taken steps 
towards cooperating at neighbourhood level; meeting as a Balsall Heath 
Landlords Group. Economies of scale in management have been identified, 
e.g. on repairs and grounds maintenance and they are to form a joint 
company for the purpose. This could be used to deliver energy retrofits of 
housing, by streets. 
Little has yet been done in regard to solid wall insulation or solar PV panels. 
The larger housing associations have been considering a roll out of PV, but 
the coming reduction in the FIT has put these plans ‘on hold’. 
Council Housing 
Today, Birmingham City Council owns about 500 homes in Balsall Heath. The 
worst pre 1914 housing was damaged by war-time bombing, and then cleared 
wholesale by the Council. They did not replace by high-rise tower blocks, 
rather low- rise rows of small houses were built with gardens in the 1980s. 
Some remain as tenancies, but others have been bought under Right to Buy 
provisions.  

99% of council properties in Birmingham are claimed to have met Decent 
Homes standard (2011) i.e. is comfortable, has modern facilities and provides 
‘a reasonable degree of thermal comfort’; the measures having included 
central heating, double-glazing windows, cavity wall and roof insulation. 
However, standards are rising, while more tenants are experiencing fuel 
poverty due to squeezed incomes and higher fuel prices. 

Birmingham Municipal Housing Trust has built some new homes on Pershore 
Road in 2010, to the standard Code for Sustainable Homes Level 4. They 
have solar PV on south-facing roofs and air source heat pumps. Very few new 
council homes are being built, all will have to be zero carbon by 2016. 
‘Birmingham Energy Savers’ is the Council’s own scheme for carrying out 
extensive energy upgrades on its own stock and private housing from October 
2012 see section 9 below. 

4. Heat Loss and Insulation 
Most domestic energy is used for space heating in winter. All buildings in 
Balsall Heath are on the mains gas supply and use gas-fired boilers. Homes 
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in Birmingham use an average of 15,800 kilowatt hours of gas a year. This 
would cost about £700, or 50% of the energy bills. 
It is almost always cheaper to save energy than to produce it. Stopping heat 
loss is therefore the first priority. Our older housing has a huge potential for 
reducing heat losses. This will extend the hours and days when no fuel has to 
be consumed and reduce the load on heating systems when they are in use. 
Current energy efficiency of housing 
A thermal imaging camera for the neighbourhood would allow uninsulated 
walls, roofs and windows to be visually identified, e.g. by a drive by survey. 
Birmingham City Council already has aerial pictures of our roofs. There is a 
national database of insulation measures called HEED Homes Energy 
Efficiency Database; this shows the property type, heating system, insulation 
and renewable technologies for homes on a variety of geographical scales 4 
Cavity walls  
Cavity wall insulation is not expensive, has a large impact on heat loss and 
doesn’t disturb the occupants or interior. It is regarded as a high priority 
energy measure. There are still plenty of houses built in the mid 20th century 
with cavities that have not been filled. Nationally, one third remain unfilled. 
They could be identifiable by use of thermal imaging. Energy companies are 
required by CERT to offer low cost cavity wall and loft insulation to their 
customers, but this will end shortly. The government intends all lofts and 
cavity walls to be insulated by 2015 but there is scope for a local initiative. 
Air tightness is an issue for old homes, which were built to run open fires and 
needed draughts through the fabric. Building regulations now specify air 
tightness levels and this should be applied to existing home undergoing 
retrofit. . Ventilation should be planned to prevent condensation. 
Windows are mostly double glazed (by 2011). Beyond this, triple glazing is 
possible, but a cheaper alternative could be to make sure that there are 
insulated blinds, shutters or curtains to prevent heat loss at night from the 
existing windows. 
Front doors may give access directly into the front room in some smaller 
houses. External porches or internal lobbies have been created in some 
cases which act as draught lobbies and heat buffers. A porch can give space 
for prams, bicycles and coats that is otherwise not available. The internal door 
must be upgraded and the wall insulated. 
Conservatories have been added in some cases by residents. They can be a 
means of heat gain, but of heat loss also. Insulated walls and doors are 
essential to isolate the conservatory in the winter. Where radiators have been 
installed they will draw on the boiler trying to heat outdoors and should be 
removed. 
Floors, originally suspended timber, were often replaced with uninsulated 
concrete by the  Urban Renewal programme of the 1980s. This can produce 

                                                
4 HEED at www.energysavingtrust.org.uk/Professional-resources/Existing-Housing/Homes-Energy-
Efficiency-Database 
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heat loss through ‘cold bridging’. Timber floors can be reinstated above the 
concrete or insulating board used. 
Rear peninsulas A kitchen and bathroom have been commonly added as 
later ‘peninsulas’, taking up some of the back yard. Heat is lost through; the 
large external wall area, concrete floors and inadequate loft insulation. 
Ideally, these terraces would be externally insulated to the rear, to stop heat 
loss. If insulation is brought down below the ground level, the cold bridging 
problem would be solved. 
Loft insulation 
Top-up loft insulation to a depth of 270mm is being offered to people at 
heavily subsidised DIY prices, or via the government’s Warm Front scheme, 
or the energy suppliers. Older people can get this free of charge. There are 
government targets to have all lofts adequately insulated. Thermal images 
can show under-insulated lofts. 
Sheep’s wool is ideal for insulation, being safe to use and renewable. Welsh 
and English farmers badly need an outlet for their wool. The price of sheep’s 
wool insulation is high5, but could come down if bulk orders were placed to 
insulate Birmingham’s lofts. Blanket insulation made from old plastic bottles is 
also safe to handle, by contrast with glass fibre and rock wool6. 
Attics may be original to the house, or have been added as a ‘loft 
conversion’. Many people who wish to stay in contact with friends and family 
so have enlarged their house rather than move. Houses owned by landlords 
have been extended upwards to fit in more tenants. Standards of insulation of 
loft rooms/ attics are variable and often may need improving. Multi-foil 
insulation saves space for such pitched roofs, using products like Triso-Super 
107  
Storage space is very valuable in smaller houses, so there is a real loss in 
filling the loft with blanket insulation. Boards are needed to allow the loft to be 
used for storage. The loft hatches may need to be enlarged, to allow easy 
access. 
Retro Fit for the Future ‘Inspiration Birmingham’ 
Balsall Heath was involved in the Retro Fit for the Future national programme. 
A 19th century terraced house in Tindal Street, owned by BH Housing Co-op 
was retrofitted to save 80% of its carbon emissions. The cost was high, due to 
being an experimental one-off, including extensive monitoring8.  
The Zero Carbon House on Tindal Street designed by John Christophers 
has demonstrated that burning fossil fuels is not actually necessary to heat a 
home, if it is sufficiently insulated. The house stores heat in walls of clay 
blocks and in clay floors, surrounded by thick insulation externally. It 
embraces the old house built in the 1840s. It has triple glazing and a high 
standard of air-tightness. The temperature inside varies so little that no oil, 
gas or electric heating is required, only occasional use of an efficient wood 
                                                
5 Sheep’s wool insulation http://www.thermafleece.com 
6 Ecohome Non-Itch loft wool http://www.ecohome-insulation.co.uk 
7 Triso Super 10 http://www.proctorgroup.com/products/thermal-insulation/triso-super-10 
8 Inspiration Birmingham http://inspirationbirmingham2020.com/ 
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burning stove. This similar to the German Passivhaus standard, and at Code 
for Sustainable Homes level 6 is one of the most energy efficient buildings in 
Britain9. The house was paid for buy a mortgage, and the architect says that 
cost per square metre was not much more than conventional housing. 
Turn around 
A radical solution for small terraced housing is to make the houses face to the 
rear. The front room no longer has an external door. Bedrooms may be 
brought downstairs, so the sunny upper rooms become living rooms. 
Examples are Aston Brook Green in Birmingham10, or Chimney Pot Park in 
Salford11 which have proved popular with students and first time buyers 
respectively. This approach could be applied in Balsall Heath. 

5. Solid Walls 
Walls form a large surface area, so uninsulated walls can account for a third 
of heat loss from a house. Most housing in Balsall Heath is pre-1914, so all 
the walls are 9 inch solid brick, with no cavity to fill. As windows have been 
double glazed and lofts insulated, the proportion of heat loss which is through 
the walls is increasing.  
Terraces have internal party walls, but they do lose heat to the front and rear, 
and via the end-of-terrace houses. End walls of terrace houses have blank 
walls, usually where a house has been demolished, or have doors and 
windows. End walls may be structurally weak and need stabilising. Ideally, 
end walls would be externally insulated. An issue is roof overhangs, which 
may not be adequate to cover the external insulation layer. Insulation might 
be put inside a garage or conservatory space. 
Tunnels or passages give access between houses at ground floor, but they 
create an external wall with substantial heat loss through the solid wall. 
Tunnels are generally too narrow to allow for external insulation. The answer 
seems to be internal wall insulation. Air-tight doors might be fitted front and 
rear to cut down cold draughts. 
External insulation  
External cladding with insulated panels is ideal in theory, because it wraps the 
whole structure of the house, which becomes an energy store, reducing 
temperature fluctuations. It is however an expensive option, so there are very 
few houses externally insulated in Balsall Heath to date. 
The benefits can be are large. At the Tindal Street ‘Retro Fit for the Future’ 
house external insulation reduced heat loss tenfold through rear walls12.  The 
Zero Carbon House has new walls 28 times more energy efficient than the old 
ones. 
External insulation produces less disruption to occupants than internal 
insulation. It requires scaffolding, so there could be big savings in doing a 

                                                
9 Zero Carbon House Birmingham http://zerocarbonhousebirmingham.org.uk/ 
10 Aston Brook Green www.astonguild.org.uk 
11 Chimney Pot Park www.urbansplash.co.uk/chimneypotpark 
12 Inspiration Birmingham http://inspirationbirmingham2020.com/ 
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whole street. There could be savings if external insulation is done at the same 
time as roof repairs, guttering, and perhaps external paintwork. 
The external panels need protecting by an overhang of the roof eaves, but in 
many terraced houses the roof does not overhang the wall. Extending the roof 
adds sustainably to the cost of works.  
External insulation changes the external appearance of 19th century brick 
housing. Some houses already have plaster rendered walls, so external 
insulation could re-introduce a more uniform effect. Plastered terraces are 
common, in for example Leamington Spa. Residents could be shown 
illustrations of how the appearance might change. Render provides a rain 
protection to the insulation. It can be tinted, so no need to keep repainting it.  
Many terraces have decorative features, which it is a pity to lose. A 
consensus seems to be emerging, viz; apply internal insulation on the face to 
the street to conserve the appearance, but add external insulation to the rear. 
Internal wall insulation (dry lining)  
Internal insulation very effective at cutting heat loss and gas consumption 
where it has been used, especially where there is a high proportion of external 
wall. However it is an expensive job. The council and housing associations 
have mostly not been able to include this in upgrading their housing stock to 
date.  
Internal insulation has some drawbacks; such as it involves disruption to the 
occupants; it disturbs the electrics, radiators, décor, internal doors, skirting, 
and coving. Potentially, a number of tradesmen may be required, so it is most 
appropriate when a house is undergoing a general refurbishment. 
‘Cold bridging’ results when the insulated outside wall falls to the cold outside 
temperature, but part of the masonry still connects with the interior, so heat 
flows out through it. This can produce condensation, where warm damp air 
meets a cold surface, i.e.  the ‘dew point’ is moved inside the wall. 

Losing space is a concern with internal insulation. This can be exaggerated 
but is significant in already-small kitchens and bathrooms. There is now 
super-thin Aerogel-based wall insulation to save space, such as SpacethermR 
from Proctor13. 

Costs and disruption can be reduced, where panels are manufactured offsite 
to minimise time spent in a property: for example WHISCERS™ laser 
technology which uses laser scanning of the rooms, off-site cutting of internal 
wall insulation and fitting. This leaves the residents in place and claims to 
insulate a room inside two hours. The system has been developed by the 
Sustainable Energy Academy and United House14 and was used to insulate 
the internal walls of 200 Victorian homes in the London Borough of Camden. 

                                                
13 SPACETHERM http://www.proctorgroup.com/products/thermal-insulation/spacetherm 
14 WHISCERS http://www.unitedhouse.net/sustainability/sustainability-in-refurbishment 
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Birmingham Energy Savers is testing some innovative approaches to wall 
insulation, including a spray-on product, as part of the Aim High Housing 
Retrofit Project, an EU funded programme15. 

The Green Deal may make solid wall insulation affordable from 2012. Owners 
will be able to pay for it over an extended period, while they benefit by the fuel 
savings. Installing it on a widespread basis could allow economies in 
materials, labour and management costs. It may be possible to manufacture 
insulation panels in Birmingham e.g. via a consortium of housing 
associations.. At ‘factory prices’, widespread insulation of solid walls could 
become a reality, when commercial installations are beyond most people’s 
pockets. 

6. Heat Supply 
Current situation 
All homes in Balsall Heath are on the gas grid. Gas central heating has 
progressively replaced other heating systems. However, some people are 
afraid to use central heating, or have been cut off for none payment and 
substitute electric fires, bottled gas etc, which are more expensive fuels. 
Some people may be under-heating their homes, to the detriment of their 
health. 
Other residents may be overheating rooms, because they do not understand 
how to control the heating - or they may have exaggerated fears about winter, 
having recently immigrated from a tropical climate, Bangladesh, Somalia etc. 
Passive solar heating 
The 19th century terraced houses of Balsall Heath are mostly in rows running 
east-west so have windows that face south either to front or rear. This may 
have been deliberate and a selling point at the time. Windows have almost all 
been double glazed to prevent heat loss. 
Around 57% of the average fuel bill in Britain over the year is to heat rooms, 
but this varies summer to winter. Buildings are solar heated in the summer, of 
course. Insulation and double glazing will hold onto the heat longer, extending 
the period of solar heating and reducing the time of operating a boiler. 
Given the effects of fossil fuel burning, we can argue that all homes should 
benefit by passive solar heating and storage of heat in thermal mass of the 
building.  
Sunspaces 
Sunspaces act as a heat buffer in cooler months, instead of external 
insulation. They act as a draught lobby and a space to dry clothes. They also 
gain and store solar heat, which can be admitted to the house providing space 
heating much of the year.  
Some low energy houses, e.g. Hockerton housing project and BEDZED in 
London, have long double-glazed sunspaces along the frontage as main 
sources of space heating. There could be a privacy issue with putting 

                                                
15 Aim High Resco http://www.resco.org.uk/aim-high 
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occupants only a glass pane away from the street. Some people have put 
glazed structures along side or rear of their house. Conservatories are not 
insulated and may become extremely cold in winter. Insulation of the house 
wall and door to the conservatory may be needed. 
Solar Hot Water 
Solar panels can be used to directly heat water in the hot water tank in 
homes. This is applicable to larger family homes. 24% of the average house’s 
energy consumption is used for hot water. For much of the year solar heat will 
be enough and no gas is used. The panels use daylight so low outside 
temperatures do not stop it collecting heat.  
In April 2012 the Renewable Heat Incentive will add a flow of income for the 
heat generated by solar panels.  
 
District Heating  
There would be economies in not replacing boilers, but laying a common heat 
main, fed from a common boiler or a CHP plant. The benefits of this on a 
terrace would be same as in flats. Residents would get a guaranteed price for 
heat. Surplus solar heat could contribute in summer months. 
Minimum size is around 250 homes. Domestic demand peaks in the evening, 
so district heating works well with a complementary day-time user linked in, 
such as a school. 
It could be argued that a modern condensing boiler is 90% efficient and 
district heating hardly an improvement. However, gas could be bought in bulk 
e.g. from the Birmingham energy company that the City Council intends to set 
up.  
Retrofitting a heat main is possible .e.g. through the front gardens of a 
terraced row.  

7. Electricity Supply 

Micro-CHP can be used at the level of individual houses. It generates both 
electricity and/or heat from gas, so is considered low carbon. Products using 
fuel cells or sterling engine are now certified for Micro-generation Certification, 
so FIT is payable on the electricity at 10.5p for each kWh of electricity 
generated. This income will help offset the extra cost of the CHP boiler, 
whose cost may come down as more units are manufactured. CHP may be 
suitable for larger family houses that have no suitable roof for PV and require 
a substantial heating load16. The Aim High project run by Birmingham Energy 
Savers will test domestic CHP17. 

Green Electricity tariffs 
One way to share in the renewable energy from wind farms, hydropower etc is 
for households to switch to a green tariff. This means the consumption is 
‘matched’ to an equal amount of renewable generation so matching our 
                                                
16 Economics of micro CHP  http://www.microchap.info/economics.htm 
17 Aim High Resco http://www.resco.org.uk/aim-high 
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energy consumption to large scale generation from wind farms, hydroelectric 
stations etc elsewhere...  
Specialist companies like Green energy and Good energy only buy from such 
supplies, so switching to them does help to create a demand for green 
electricity. Other companies’ green tariffs have a very much more tenuous 
connection between the consumer and any particular source of electricity. 
Utilities are anyway required by the government to achieve certain proportions 
of renewably sourced electricity.  
Bulk buying of gas and electricity can negotiate lower prices e.g. for a green 
tariff or green energy company, which might otherwise be more expensive. 
Birmingham City Council has said that it would like to use its bulk buying 
power to resell energy at retail prices to residents. 
Community energy projects can now obtain a referral fee for recruiting 
customers from Local United an umbrella of the small ethical energy 
companies; Good Energy, Green Energy, Ecotricity, and Cooperative Energy, 
trying to challenge the Big 6.  

8. Solar PV (photovoltaic) 
Daylight on the roof can be turned by PV panels into a valuable commodity – 
electricity. The average household electricity consumption in Birmingham is 
4,000 kilowatt hours a year18. A 2.5 kw set of panels on the roof would 
produce about half of this over the year.  
One PV pioneer in Balsall Heath has reported a 40% drop in his electricity 
consumption 2010-2011. The Zero Carbon House is energy efficient and 
produces more electricity than the family which lives in it has used, since its 
construction19.  The benefits to householders of PV are indisputable. 
The streets of Balsall Heath were mostly built at right angles to the 
north/south Moseley Road, as the central axis, e.g. The Seven Streets area. 
Rows of housing therefore run east-west, and this may have been deliberate 
as a selling point, to allow winter sun to penetrate the rooms. There are likely 
to be more south-facing roofs than the usual estimate of one in four. One in 
two may be suitable, front or rear. North-south facing houses may have had a 
peninsular at right angles added, i.e. south facing. 
Balsall Heath’s terraces form one long, continuous roof space. They have 
pitched roofs, of overlapping grey slates or red tiles. Roofs may be asbestos 
composite artificial slates that were used by Urban Renewal in the 1980s and 
should be removed carefully. 
Shading from chimneys and dormer windows may be an issue in some cases. 
There are very few tall buildings to shade the houses. Street trees may cast a 
shade in some places. 
Modern buildings with a flat or low pitch roof can have PV without facing 
south, as they effectively ace the sky. The Balsall Heath Church Centre on 
Edward Road/Mary Street has PV facing east, but is performing well in 2011 

                                                
18 DECC solar pv interactive maps www.decc.gov.uk 
19 Zero Carbon House http://zerocarbonhousebirmingham.org.uk 
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has amorphous PV laminate facing east, but is performing well in 201120. This 
approach could apply to blocks of flats. 
 
 
Progress with PV 
Birmingham is generally behind other areas with installing PV, with only 1 in 
1,000 households having PV by Sept 201121. 
There is a lot of interest from homeowners. Hundreds of people have 
attended the open house days at the Zero Carbon House and Alder Road, 
supported by Balsall Heath Is Our Planet. People tend to follow the lead of 
people in their neighbourhood but the capital investment of £10-12,000 
appears to have been too much for most private owners in Balsall Heath. 
Costs have however dropped substantially over the last year, and a number of 
new solar PV installations has appeared in late 2011 to anticipate the drop in 
the feed in tariff. 
The Feed In Tariff (FIT) has allowed home owners to receive a 25-year 
payment for every kilowatt hour generated. The starting rate has been 43p per 
kilowatt hour, which was calculated at an 8% or better as return on capital, 
comparing very well with other investments. The government now proposes to 
drop this rate to 21p from April 2012, on the grounds that the success of the 
scheme has created scope for excess profit, and that there are big reductions 
in the price per installation since the industry has scaled up. Public 
consultation are taking place about this change22 
Some companies have been fitting PV panels for free or low cost, e.g. EON, 
British Gas, in exchange for signing over the FIT, the so-called Rent a Roof 
schemes. The homeowner will then lose this income over 25 years. If the 
occupants are out all day, their electricity saving could be small. Interest can 
be a substantial element of the payments and this debt will be inherited by 
future occupants. Is the sale value of the house negatively affected by having 
signed away the south facing roof, so future occupants cannot install and get 
the FIT? Such drawbacks have limited take up with fuel-poor households. 
PV panels are falling in cost all over the world. It is arguable that when the FIT 
rate falls they will fall even faster in UK. Meanwhile the yield from of each 
panel is improving on the newer models. The subsidy needed for this 
technology should diminish rapidly. It seems set to become a normal part of 
homes in Britain. 
If the government persists with the proposal in its Review that only homes 
with a certain Energy Performance Certificate, e.g. C-rated, can receive FITs 
for PV, then most homes in Balsall Heath would be excluded. Only whole 
house retro-fit packages of both insulation and PV, will be possible. Although 
the savings should be substantial, so will the capital cost and hence the 

                                                
20 Balsall Heath church centre http://www.balsallheathandedgbaston.org.uk/community 
21 DECC solar pv interactive maps www.decc.gov.uk 
22 DECC FIT consultation 
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payments that home owners will have to agree to – and this may be a serious 
deterrent. 
The economics could be improved if government adopts a ‘Community Tariff’ 
for organisations that operate for the ‘community benefit’. BHIOP will add its 
voice to calls for this community tariff at the end of 2011/early 2012. 
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9. Organisation and funding of energy retrofits 
New housing 
All new homes are supposed to be zero carbon from 2016. This will be difficult 
to achieve on-site, so house builders will be looking for ways to generate zero 
carbon electricity and heat off-site to off set the carbon emission from running 
the houses. There could be an important opportunity for renewable energy 
projects. 
Demonstration homes 
It is important that residents see the measures which are possible, on the 
basis that people don’t want what they haven’t seen. Solar PV is still 
unfamiliar and worrying to many people (who may have read that it doesn’t 
work!).  
Owners of energy efficient homes in the ‘Old Home Super Home’ have 
reduced carbon emissions by 60% or more23. They show their homes to 
visitors. Two homes have been doing this in Balsall Heath. Follow up studies 
show that people are encouraged to make changes by visiting and seeing 
such a house and talking with a homeowner like themselves, rather than 
salesmen or politicians. 500 people visited the last open day at the Zero 
Carbon House (Sept 2011), indicating the scale of interest and demand. 
There could be a role for a permanent ‘Eco-house’ open to the public, as in 
Leicester, Sheffield or Bristol. Birmingham is unusual in not having such an 
energy display house. 
Bulk purchasing 
Bulk ordering of domestic solar installations generally attracts a discount from 
Installers for customers living in a defined area, as this reduced their transport 
costs, for example the Solar 300 Challenge in the Warwick/Leamington area 
organised by Action 2124.  Sustainable Crediton has a successful ‘buying 
partnership’.  This is an area of opportunity for community energy projects. 
Housing Associations 
Solar PV installation by housing associations on their stock is a major route 
for access to the benefits of PV to be made available to people who suffer fuel 
poverty. Tenants in social housing are disproportionately elderly or on benefits 
so more likely to be at home during the day, using electricity, so can 
substantially reduce bills through solar electricity. Those who are out at work 
will be donating clean electricity to the local grid which goes to supply 
businesses and neighbours. Solar PV is not a measure in the Green Deal, 
below, but could be included in a retrofitting programme. 
Accord Housing has frozen plans to add solar pv to 2,000 homes in 
Birmingham, due to uncertainty with the FIT.  

                                                
23 Old Home Super home http://www.superhomes.org.uk/ 
 
24 Solar 300 Challenge  http://www.action21.co.uk/solar_challenge.html 
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Green Deal 
The government’s Green Deal scheme, starting 2012, will work on PAYS - 
Pay As You Save. The owner accepts a charge on the electricity meter to 
repay the capital cost (plus interest). The Golden Rule is that the savings 
must be calculated for the particular house to be as much as the repayments 
i.e. zero cost to the household.  
A ‘Green Deal Finance Consortium’ has been created, including some big 
banks to finance the national programme. Finance institutions may be 
interested in debt and interest from householders more than energy saving as 
a goal.  The rate of interest involved in what is actually a loan could be 
decisive to the economics to the householder. Using commercial rates of 
interest to lend to people on low incomes may make it very hard to realise the 
‘golden rule’.  Many residents could be economising  by under-heating their 
houses, so insulation will make them warmer, but not reduce bills.  
There 6 big fuel suppliers may be involved in the Green Deal. This could be 
seen as a conflict of interest, if they are involved in delivering energy saving 
and collecting the ongoing payments via the meter, while still charging for the 
fuel supply with its standing charge etc. 
The Green Deal will have issues of trust and credibility, if energy suppliers are 
involved. They may be seen as selling to householders, rather than advising 
them. People could reject the message, along with the messenger. If local 
community organisations are involved in promoting the scheme, their 
independence could be seen as compromised.  
A danger is that the better-off will feel confident to incur the debt element of 
the Green Deal, while the elderly and those on low incomes poor will be 
paying through energy bills for the various programmes from which they will 
not benefit. We must try to ensure that those in most need do benefit. 
The Green Deal has its critics and there is a national campaign to ‘Green the 
Green Deal’ which held a workshop in Birmingham in December 201125. 
An alternative ‘Community Green Deal’ model is proposed by SHAP, in which 
Local Authorities and /or social housing providers come together to form 
accredited Community Green Deal ‘Delivery Bodies’, enabling them to cost 
effectively deliver ambitious Community Green Deal programmes26.  
The government’s FIT review at the end of 2011 proposes a lower rate for 
multiple FIT addresses held by the same person/organisation i.e. ‘rent a roof’. 
They are likely to provide a special rate for ‘community schemes’. Housing 
associations and local councils are campaigning to be classed as ‘community 
schemes’, so they can continue with plans for multiple installations on their 
housing stock. 
Birmingham Energy Savers (BES) 
This is Birmingham City Council’s own scheme to retrofit homes for energy 
efficiency. BES is based on the finding that residents trust their City Council. 

                                                
25 The Greening Campaign http://www.greeningcampaign.co.uk/ 
 
26 Community Green Deal http://www.shap.uk.com/projects/shap10/Local 
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As a local authority, they can borrow cheaply, which could help Birmingham 
people to get a good deal compared to other Green Deal schemes. 
The first and second phases of Birmingham Energy Savers (BES) have 
involved council homes, many of which will be getting solar PV as part of an 
energy upgrade. The Council could retain the FIT as a flow of income. The 
whole programme is designed to be ‘zero cost’ to the Council. 
BES phase 3, from October 2012, will work on 15,000 homes over 3 years.  
Householders will pay back via a ‘pay as you save’ charge on the meter, or 
assign the FIT to BES. Potentially, the demand for BES is huge and the 
programme of work will take many years.  
The scheme aims to gain economies of scale by bulk buying materials and 
equipment, and by doing many homes in the same areas/ streets. These 
economies should get the cost of retrofits down to a level where the ‘golden 
rule’ will apply, i.e. occupants to get savings that will cover the cost of the 
work in a reasonable time and be effectively no cost to them. This factor of 
economies of scale could outweigh any disadvantages with BES. 
BES has been set up with great input of time, energy, money to make the 
Local Authority the driver - with its aims of carbon and energy saving – not the 
aims of a commercial company. BES has developed legal agreements to bind 
the operating company into delivering the BES aims (even if it is British Gas 
or EON). 
For the fuel-poor homeowner, BES has planed to offer an alternative of 
signing over the FIT to the scheme, so the householder will have no 
payments, while still benefitting from the free daytime electricity. This might 
appeal to some older homeowners, who may not want to add any debt to the 
house. Also, they are at home in the daytime to use the free electricity from 
the roof. However, the government’s review proposes a lower FIT rate for 
multiple FIT addresses, which means BES must re-think the option of 
assigning FITs to itself. 
Options for community involvement 

1. The Energy Saving Coop is offering a small scale alternative on 
cooperative principles to the government’s Green Deal. It will run local 
pilots through 2012, and Balsall Heath can make sure that some homes 
in the neighbourhood are recruited as leaders. Jericho Foundation, a 
social enterprise based in Balsall Heath, is likely to be an installer for the 
scheme. 

2. Birmingham City Council is selecting an operating company for 
Birmingham Energy Savers (BES) with a view to starting on private 
homes at the end of 2012. The contract is likely to require involvement of 
community enterprises, such as those in Birmingham Social Energy 
Enterprise Network (BSEEN). 

3. Housing associations might lead a local version of Green Deal in Balsall 
Heath, raising the capital and administering the work. It would start in 
streets where there are many of their properties, but taking in private 
owners also, if they agree. Housing associations have a long term 
interest in the energy standard of their housing stock. If a local scheme 
could benefit by BES’s bulk purchasing of materials etc, this would be 
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ideal. Management of the 15,000 retrofits in BES 3 will be a large task 
that BES may wish to delegate through local partners. 

4. Community Learning Opportunities 
The energy retrofit could be an opportunity for the community to ‘co-produce’ 
solutions and learn together, rather than having a Green Deal programme 
‘done to them’. From Energy Consumers, we would become Energy Savers. 
The aims would be;  

1. Build the capacity of local organisations to deliver home energy 
measures 

2. Empower householders to understand and control their energy use 
 
Enterprise and Jobs 
A Whole-house approach is required, rather than individual measures. This 
means every house has to be surveyed and assessed with its occupants and 
pattern of use. Local people could be trained as energy assessors, either for 
the national Green Deal or BES. They could guide people through the whole 
process.  
Local community organisations could help to recruit people for the Green 
deal, using past trust relationships, for example the Balsall Heath Forum’s 
wardens. This means that they will need to be very well informed about the 
scheme and have confidence in it. They have to be clear as to whether they 
are being paid to recruit, and be willing to refer people to a source of impartial 
advice, such as the Energy Savings Trust, to resolve any doubts. They will 
need to give follow-up advice to householders to ensure they get the best 
from any measures installed. 
The Green Deal will require assessors to visit homes and diagnose and 
prescribe physical measures; doing this accurately will be vital to getting ‘the 
golden rule’ – energy savings to equal the cost of the measures. People may 
not be trusted if they are seen as representing another deal from the big 6 
energy companies. Sales staff could arouse suspicion, as they may be 
making claims that the residents cannot verify, and not pointing to cheaper 
alternatives. 
Birmingham Social Enterprise Energy Network (BSEN) is a network of social 
enterprises, including Jericho Foundation and Family Housing Association. 
BSEN propose to train and provide community energy assessors by having 
experienced energy advisors mentor others. This is described as ‘knowledge 
transfer’. Energywise is an emerging cooperative of energy assessors. 
The FIT has led to 25,000 new jobs nationally in renewable energy. This is a 
growing area and new skills are required for the energy revolution27. It could 
just be existing workers in existing companies who add this to their set of 
qualifications, but there is an opportunity to get people from the 
unemployment queue into the new skills, if short, specific courses can be 
offered to local residents. The Jericho Foundation has experience in getting 
local people into work, and specifically solar installation. 
                                                
27 Skills for the Green Economy, HMG 2011 
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Energy Advice 
The Factor Four solution to fuel poverty requires; 

1. Energy advice 
2. Bill Payment 
3. Money and debt advice 
4. Physical measures; insulation  

The national “Warm Front” programme found that 30% of householders do not 
understand their existing heating controls, which may be higher in Balsall 
Heath. Some people overheat their homes, due to not understanding their 
heating controls. 1 degree lower room temperature can save 10% of gas 
consumption, according to the Energy Saving Trust.  
The Energy Saving Trust is supposed to be contacting all owners of 
properties ranked F or G (worst energy efficiency) to offer a Home Action Plan 
and a list of recommended builders and tradespeople advice. 
Local experience with the Birmingham Green Doctor and Home Energy 
Advice schemes in Moseley and Balsall Heath 2009-11 showed that 
empowering people through energy advice can help them to achieve 
substantial fuel bill and CO2 savings just through behaviour changes, i.e. 
knowing how to control and switch off energy appliances.  
Helplines are not very popular or effective. Face to face advice is needed. 
Home Energy Advice Service has used trained and supported volunteers. 
CASA in Balsall Heath has a national advice role, but can combine energy 
saving advice with wider money and debt or benefits advice. They struggle for 
funding for the work. 
Meters and monitors 
People will make economies if they can see the energy consumption of the 
house. Energy monitors just show current electricity usages. They give people 
feedback about what their appliances are using and they respond by 
economising. Devices are not enough, however. ‘Ecomanager’ energy 
monitors from EDF were supplied to some residents in Balsall Heath in 2011 
but many did not understand and could not use them. There was 
scepticism/distrust. Technical staff who were asked to explain to residents 
lacked the ability to make it simple. People in the energy industry have a 
technical training and mostly lack people and language skills. They have not 
been trained to be educators. 
Smart meters show the occupants’ current energy and gas consumption via 
hand held display units. They are to be put in by the energy companies for 
their customers between 2014 and 2019. Some customers e.g. Southern 
Electric and British Gas can already have smart displays. People may start to 
buy them directly from high street retailers. 
An experiment with smart meters in Family Housing Association properties in 
Summerfield and Lozells has found that 92% of tenants reduced their energy 
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use as a result of seeing it displayed, with some real financial savings to the 
tenants28. 
The ‘Retro Fit for the Future’ house in Tindal Street used the Wattbox house 
heating controller. This records people’s actual use of heating and uses those 
timings to control it in future 29 .  
Communicating with residents 
Sparkbrook ward is one of the most ethnically diverse wards in the country. 
There have been repeated waves of new immigrants from South Asia, the 
Middle East, Africa and Eastern Europe, joining longer established English, 
Irish and Caribbean communities. Translation into the multitude of languages 
is prohibitively expensive. Urdu, Arabic, Somali are widely read. People have 
generally settled as extended families which manage within the family their 
language needs. Plain English is widely understood, but jargon should be 
avoided.  
Leaflets through the door are even less likely to be read and understood than 
in other types of area, so this cannot be the only channel of communication. 
Mobile phone ownership seems to be high. Internet access cannot be 
assumed, but will be high for young people in the family. 
Children all attend school, learn in English and often translate for the family. 
This means that schools are a common meeting place and an effective way to 
communicate with parents. There is a Balsall Heath ‘extended schools 
cluster’, which networks the schools. 
Balsall Heath Neighbourhood Forum is in contact with 10 residents’ groups, 
covering sub-areas.  They have used a system of street reps to spread 
various messages in the past e.g. about health and litter. The Cannon Hill 
Neighbourhood Forum covers the area adjoining Cannon Hill Park. Places of 
worship are another place where people get information and a way to reach a 
wide diversity of people. 
A ‘Solutions Centre’ to give drop-in advice has been tried, in the local police 
station on Edward Road, but there seems to be some résistance to this as a 
venue. The public library is well used and very helpful in spreading messages. 
The BH Children’s Centre is in contact with all young families. 
CASA advice agency is based in BH. Although it has a national role it knows 
the area well having delivered money, benefits and energy advice30. 
The Balsall Heathan magazine is one of the best and longest established 
community magazines in the country, having passed its 300th edition. It is 
delivered door to door in the area by BH Forum each month  (6,000 copies).31 
 
                                                

28 Family Housing Assoc. Save your Energy Project www.family-housing.co.uk 
 
 
29 Wattbox http://www.wattbox.com/Wattbox/Home.html 
30 CASA advice agency www.casa-national.org 
 
31 Balsall Heathan http://www.stpaulstrust.org.uk/community/the-balsall-heathan 
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