Keep Well This Winter by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer of Wales 
CMO10: Saving Money on Energy Bills
If your home is a little cold and damp, then you may find that you suffer from more than your fair share of coughs and colds this winter. You may even develop more serious conditions such as asthma, bronchitis or hypothermia.  You can contribute to Health Challenge Wales, the national focus to build a healthier nation, by protecting your health and combating infections.

Older people are most at risk from living in a cold home (particularly those with limited mobility or suffering from a health condition), yet it is estimated that almost half of energy inefficient homes are lived in by people over retirement age.  
The cost of gas and electricity has risen dramatically in the last few years, and with the average energy bill now costing around £1000 per year, you may be tempted to turn down the heating in order to save money.  However, it is possible to make winter more affordable without losing any heat, and without putting your health at risk.  There are a number of ‘no cost’ and ‘low cost’ measures that you can introduce to keep your home warm.
Switch to a cheaper supplier
Ofgem recently reported that 300,000 people a month have been switching to rival energy companies as a way of combating higher prices.  It may be possible to save up to £100 a year on your combined gas and electricity bills (especially if you have never switched before) so it is worth comparing prices.   
Read your meter
Your bill may often be an estimate of the units used (look for the letter ‘E’ next to the units column on your bill) but you may have used less than this, so take a reading from your meter and phone it through to your supplier.  When the amended bill arrives, you know that you have paid for exactly what you’ve used rather than risking under or over-paying your bill.
Be more energy efficient
An energy efficient home offers a strong defence against winter winds, rain, sleet or snow, but many people leave their homes unprotected against the elements.   You can be more energy efficient simply by turning off the lights when you leave a room and not leaving appliances on standby.  Closing your curtains at dusk helps to stop heat escaping through the windows.  Using energy saving light bulbs can reduce lighting costs by up to £100 over the lifetime of the bulb - and they last up to 12 times longer than ordinary light bulbs.  Loft insulation can save up to 30 per cent on heating costs and should be around 250mm (10 inches). Contact your local energy efficiency advice centre on 0800 512 012 or complete a questionnaire online at www.est.org.uk/check for a free personalised home energy check report. 
Frequently Asked Questions
Q: What is the Priority Service Register?

A: The Priority Service Register enables domestic consumers of pensionable age, who have a long term disability, or are visually or hearing impaired; to have a free gas safety check, meters read, meters moved, and/or specialised controls. Call 08459 06 07 08 (typetalk 18001 08459 06 07 08) for more information.
Q: How easy is it to switch supplier?

A: Switching supplier is easier than you might think. The gas and electricity consumer watchdog energywatch produce a monthly price comparison fact sheet list all the current supplier prices for the various tariffs in your local area (phone 08459 060708 for a factsheet or visit www.energywatch.org.uk).  If you decide to switch, then you will need to notify both the new supplier and your current supplier of your decision.  Final meter readings are taken and the transfer process is usually completed within 6-8 weeks.

Q: Is gas and electricity cheaper when paid by direct debit?
A: Some people recommend paying for your energy by monthly or using direct debit, as it can produce savings of up to £100 per annum on combined gas and electricity bills (for prepayment meter customers).  It also has the benefit of spreading the cost over four or 12 equal monthly payments which can help with budgeting and means that you are not faced with very high bills over the winter period.

Q:  How warm should your house be for it to be healthy?

A: Your home should be a comfortable 18 to 21 degrees Celsius, but if you can’t afford to heat the whole house then make sure that you keep your living room and bedroom warm.  It is also important to keep yourself warm – wear several layers of clothing, keep active to stimulate circulation and have regular hot meals and drinks.

Q: Does double glazing and draught proofing make your house unhealthy?

A: Your home needs to be ventilated as well as being warm. Double glazing and draught proofing are very cost effective ways of keeping cold air out and warm air in, but some air does still need to circulate through your house to keep it healthy.  Double glazed windows and doors should have built in vents, and a small area should be left uncovered when fitting draught proofing. Make sure too that air bricks or vents are not blocked up or obstructed.  

Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information about the Keep Well This Winter campaign. 
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Notes
Keep Well This Winter is a Welsh Assembly Government campaign which provides information and support to people aged 65 and over, to enable them to keep well during the winter months. It runs from September to February and its key themes are Keep Warm, Keep Well and Keep Safe.

Key partners in the campaign are: Age Concern Cymru; Care & Repair Cymru; Eaga Partnership; Energy Saving Trust; Firebrake Wales; Food Standards Agency Wales; NHS Direct Wales; National Public Health Service; RNIB Cymru and Wales Pension Service.  It is further supported by Energywatch Wales; Help the Aged Cymru; Care Forum Wales; Energy Efficiency Advice Centres; Citizens’ Advice Cymru; National Energy Action Wales and RoSPA.
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