Pensioners face ruin over energy
bills – but there is a way to help
Means-tested help always fails to reach those who
need it. So let's add £1,000 to the Winter Fuel
Payment instead
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In 1993 Saga Magazine sent me to Moscow. The Soviet Union had collapsed in
1991 and a year later inflation peaked at more than 2,500pc. Unemployment –
a new phenomenon to people who had lived under Communist state control
– was rife.
We have learned since that the path was being cleared to steal the nation’s

wealth by the men who became oligarchs. At the time we just knew that
many ordinary Russians suffered terrible poverty.
The Yeltsin government tried to ease the effects of inflation by raising the
state pension every three months. But by the time the next rise came, the
monthly payment had halved in value.
Outside underground stations I found lines of pensioners trying to sell things
– not prized possessions but bunches of wild rocket picked in the woods, or
milk and bread they had spent hours queuing for and could sell at a
premium to busy commuters.
Nikolay Andreevitch Yasinsky, 72, told me in his small Moscow flat that he
did not understand what was happening. He could not afford fresh
vegetables, never mind meat. He lived on soup, porridge and potatoes, with
an occasional egg.
“After the war,” he said, “Stalin told us the price of bread. It came down each
year.” Now he didn’t know if he would be able to afford even half a loaf at
tomorrow’s prices.
Bad as things were, he did not have to worry about keeping warm. Heating
was included in the peppercorn rent he paid for the flat the state had given
him.
Thirty years later and 1,600 miles west, 12 million British pensioners do have
that worry. We do not have Stalin to fix prices here – we have the energy
regulator, Ofgem. But unlike Stalin, it puts prices up. Since competition
collapsed last year it sets the price of electricity and gas for almost every
household.
It added nearly £700 to the typical annual bill this month, and analysts
predict another £600 rise in October. That will take the total to £2,600, forcing
10 million people on the old state pension to use a third of it just to pay their

energy bills. For those who get the new state pension it will take about a
quarter.
Their problems have been made worse because the Government abandoned
its promise to raise the state pension in line with earnings this year. That has
meant a real terms cut of around 5pc in their state pension.
One solution to the rising cost of electricity and gas is “social tariffs” –
subsidised low prices for electricity and gas for the needy. In other words,
means-tested help. But up to a million pensioners do not get the meanstested pension credit they could have if they or their partner claimed it – a
third of those eligible. They lose an average of £37 a week.
Means-tested benefits never reach those who need the help and never will –
pride, ignorance and fear of bureaucracy see to that. If the social tariff were
linked to receipt of pension credit it would fail to reach one in three of those
who needed it.
The answer is simple: give every pensioner household a £1,000 boost to the
£200 Winter Fuel Payment. The mechanism is there, payment is automatic
and the money arrives in November – just in time for the super-charged
winter fuel bills. That would cost £8bn, slightly less than the £9bn of fuel bill
help announced in February.
Of course, some pensioners who got the extra £1,000 would not need it. But
that is better than missing out a million who desperately do.
Nearly 30 years after I spoke to Nikolay Andreevitch Yasinsky, pensioners in
Britain may not – yet – be reduced to living on soup, porridge and potatoes.
But they do have to worry about keeping warm. And for some next winter
that will mean keeping alive.
Paul Lewis is the presenter of BBC Radio 4’s Money Box

