I’m dreaming of a Green (Deal) Christmas
Christmas, humbug!  Another cold winter in the Avenues, shivering with hot and cold flushes between over-heated radiators and the freezing draughts blowing in from leaky sash windows, dreading the silent fall of the winter gas bill after the excited flurry of Christmas cards has long been cleared from the hall floor.

Is this the price we have to pay for living in the Avenues, so rich in Victorian and Edwardian style, artefacts and stories, and rightly designated as one of the city’s conservation areas?  Or can something be done about the cost of staying warm and about the tonnes of carbon dioxide we collectively pump into the sky to do so? 
Is this where the Green Deal comes in?  The Green Deal, a key part of our national commitment to reduce carbon emissions by at least 80% by 2050, is due to start in Autumn 2012.  It offers loans to households of around £6,500, repaid over time by a levy on the property’s future electricity bills.  In addition, there is a subsidy, which does not have to be repaid, to bring the total up to a maximum of £10,000.  The subsidy, called the ECO (Energy Company Obligation), is there both for people in fuel poverty and for those living in hard-to-heat homes.  These consist mostly of our type of traditional solid wall terraces and semis that don’t have the cheaper option of cavity wall insulation.  

The Green Deal is not just another perk for owner occupiers.  It is available to tenants too.  It also addresses the particularly bad performance of the private rented sector, where properties with an Energy Performance Certificate band G (the very worst!) are four times as common as in the social rented sector.   From 2018, it will be illegal for a landlord to rent out properties of bands F or G.
Funding is available for external wall as well as loft and floor insulation, draught proofing, and the replacement of windows and heating systems by more efficient units.
A so-called ‘Golden Rule’ ensures that energy costs after Green Deal installations, taking into account repayments of the loan through an increased electricity tariff, are still less than before.

An independent Green Deal assessor will provide you with a list of measures that qualify for funding, and then it’s up to you to find a Green Deal finance provider who will provide the loan and suggest an accredited installer to do the work. 

But, for those of us living in Conservation Areas, this is where it could begin to go wrong.  What if the recommendations contravene Conservation Area rules?  What if the price of conformity to those rules makes the cost of the work prohibitively expensive, and the finance provider refuse to lend the money, or the householder or landlord cannot or will not make up the difference?  We could end up in a situation, where (especially if the scheme is over-subscribed), finance providers and installers ignore Conservation Area residents in favour of easier, simpler properties where the work can simply go ahead to a common standard without encountering planning delays, costs or building complexities.  And by the time the providers get round to Conservation Area houses, the money may well have run out, and the scheme stopped as hastily as the recent swingeing cuts to the solar electricity Feed In Tariff.
With around 9% of the city’s dwellings in Conservation Areas, this issue doesn’t just affect us.  It could lead to city conservation areas being subject to a slow decline, as the costs of owning homes rise inexorably with the accelerating upward trend in fuel prices.   As an important part of Liverpool’s heritage, then this affects the city as a whole and its attractiveness to incomers and tourists alike.
Is there a solution to this?   Yes, but only if we act now, before the first Green Deal loans start.  It needs conservation officers and community organisations such as TANN to work together on rules for each of their areas.  Decisions need to be taken democratically on a street by street basis, as each street has different styles in its housing stock.
Recommendations need to be made on a house type by house type basis.  Larger properties could probably take internal wall insulation, while some of the smaller terraces would lose too much living space if they were to do so.  These might require external insulation, covered by suitable tile and brick slips where necessary to maintain the external appearance.   Most properties could probably take external wall insulation at the sides and back.   Collective decisions on window appearance would help to avoid inconsistency, and reduce costs.
If we start now, leaving enough time for street consultations, rather than wait for the first and probably acrimonious test case once the scheme is introduced, then we stand a much better chance of getting the best out of the Green Deal and any subsequent energy saving initiatives. 
If properly planned, there is plenty of scope for economies of scale, both in sourcing suitable windows, doors and other materials and in getting the best deal from installers.  If several occupants of houses in the same street, or all the flats in a multi-occupied building, were to tender together to Green Deal providers, then costs to installers would reduce and prices would fall.  It is also more likely that unique features of the house type will be maintained.
It would also benefit the local economy and provide jobs if local suppliers were commissioned to make, for example, suitable energy efficient windows and doors.

The scope for improvement in the Avenues is vast.  Most have solid walls, open chimneys and poor air-tightness generally, especially around windows and doors.  Many have long, thin outriggers, with a high perimeter to area ratio, increasing heat loss.  Many have basements.   In many loft spaces, it is hard to insert the recommended 300mm of insulation.   A large Avenues semi recently assessed gave an Energy Performance Certificate rating of a low E with no insulation (emitting 14 tonnes CO2 a year).   With full wall, roof and floor insulation, that could be reduced to a high D (emitting a much reduced 6.7 tonnes CO2 in a year).   

There remain a great many questions about the Green Deal, which will only be answered when the detailed industry guidance is published in the Spring.   There is, however, enough known to start discussions now.  Let’s start planning for a truly green Christmas next year.  
John Garrett (TANN resident and member of Transition Towns Energy Group), with input from David White and Geoff Cunningham

