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[1.0] Aim
To summarise the existing knowledge of Minimum Energy Efficiency Standards (MEES) to understand the benefits and setbacks for both tenants and landlords in the private rented sector.
[1.1] Objectives
· To recognise the MEES legislature and how this is implemented in England and Wales.
· To investigate why MEES is required to reduce fuel poverty in England and Wales.
· To analyse the link between EPC rating and fuel poverty.

[2.0] Introduction
The concept of Energy Performance Certificates (EPCs) was first introduced in 2003 by the Energy Performance of Buildings Directive (EPBD). This was an EU initiative with the aim to reduce the amount of energy used by buildings, whilst improving the energy efficiency. This concept was formally introduced in the UK in 2007 through EPCs (Smith, 2019) The certificate provides a brief assessment on how efficient a building is in terms of energy usage, taking into account insulation levels, heating systems and property age. It also gives recommendations on how to improve energy efficiency, the costs associated with implementing them and the savings once done. EPCs have a scale from A to G with A being the most energy efficient and G being the worst. Within these rating there are numbers, for example A100 to A92 and G1 to G20. Most properties in England and Wales fall in the D category.

[3.0] Methodology
A critical evaluation in the form of a literature review will analyse the current legislation surrounding MEES and fuel poverty to better understand the situation of the current climate crisis. My background as a Domestic Energy Assessor (DEA) gives me a greater understanding of the subject and the challenges faced by landlords, tenants, and homeowners in the local area. A range of sources will be extensively reviewed including approved documents, Government issued information and guidance, and scholarly articles. Although the aim seems broad and vague, this review will focus on MEES, fuel poverty, the legislature imposed, and highlight the effect of this on those in fuel poverty in the private rental sector. 
A questionnaire comprising of a variety of question styles will be sent to a mixture of landlords, tenants, and homeowners to establish their understanding of MEES, their opinion on tighter regulations, and to investigate the number of local properties (SA62 postcodes) that are inefficient energy wise and require excess energy costs to heat the home comfortably. The questionnaire will be distributed to various people via clients of my own, family and friends and also through a network of other Energy Assessor professionals. This will create an extensive sample of the population as it covers both the general public, those who have a vague idea of the subject and professionals. The questionnaire will be sent out via email and an online link, with the elderly or non-technological having the option of a printed-out version. This enables any sample bias to be overcome as the elderly are less likely to answer the survey if it were solely online. 
The questions included are left vague so that people can form their own opinions without being swayed by direct questions. These questions are both qualitative and quantitative and open and closed for a variety of responses without diverting from the topic. The survey will be available until a minimum of 50 people respond. This ensures a large enough sample size to be able to compare results and provide a more accurate representation of the population. The information gathered will be concise so that it is comparable to data collected in the literature review whilst enabling respondents to elaborate on their opinions. 


[4.0] Literature Review
Ultimately, The EPC enables prospective homeowners to understand the energy costs associated with the property and any improvements that can be made. Additionally, new legislation introduced in 2018, safeguards renters by ensuring a minimum energy efficiency standard (MEES) is met. This means that every rental property must have a minimum EPC score of an E. If the property does not meet this requirement, then improvements set out on the EPC need to be implemented before the property can be let. Alternatively, exemptions can be applied for if the improvements have exceeded £3,500 (Practical Law, n.d). 
An additional aim of the MEES regulations is to reduce fuel poverty. This refers to households that spend 10% or more of their income on energy to sustain a comfortable heating regime. Those who pay in excess of 20% to heat their home are considered to be in severe fuel poverty. Following the April 2022 price cap increase, up to 45% of Welsh households were in fuel poverty, according to National Energy Action, n.d. 
It is thought that those in the private rental sector are most vulnerable to the energy crisis with over a quarter of renting households being in fuel poverty. This is partly due to landlords having little incentive to invest in energy efficiency, leaving tenants vulnerable. Matt Copeland, head of policy and public affairs at National Energy Action mentioned that: “private renters are more likely to be fuel poor than people in other tenure, and more likely to live in the leakiest properties, often needing to spend thousands of pounds more than the average household just to keep a healthy temperature at home. Tightened minimum standards are key to ensuring that all fuel poor private renters can live in a warm home.” (Britchfield, 2023). However, these tighter regulations to raise the minimum EPC score from an E to a C was scrapped earlier this year, leaving both landlords and tenants in a state of uncertainty over energy efficiency improvements. 
According to Bahia (2022), the average 3-bedroom home that is rated G on their EPC will spend £12,899 annually on their energy bill. Those rated A, B and C will spend 3 times less, paying just £4,255. Since the introduction of MEES in 2018, tenants are safeguarded from renting highly inefficient properties where they will be spending a large portion of their income to heat the property. However, is this enough to reduce fuel poverty and emissions in England and Wales whilst ensuring landlords are not put off by increasing regulations, leading to even an even more dire rental crisis.
In theory, by introducing MEES the aim was for tenants to not be taken advantage of by needing to pay such high fuel costs. However, as with all “in theory” matters, this hasn’t exactly happened. Many landlords achieve the bare minimum of an E on their rental properties, meaning that the box has been ticked to meet the minimum standards, but the property is still not energy efficient, and tenants are still paying higher than average heating costs. According to Vibrant Energy Matters, a 2-bedroom property with an EPC rating of an E has an annual cost of £1370- £1855 for their fuel bill. Compare this to a C rated property of the same size which is £928- £1257. An A rated property has an annual bill of £343 to £465. Which would you rather pay? 
A major change to MEES was set to come into force in 2028, whereby all rented properties needed to achieve a C rating in order to be let out. This would have been a welcome sight for tenants, further safeguarding them from high fuel costs and living in an energy efficient property. However, this plan was scrapped by the Government in 2023 due to the cost implications for those attempting to upgrade their energy efficiency. There are still targets set out by the Governments for as many fuel poor homes as possible to achieve a C rating by 2030 as part of the fuel poverty target (GOV.UK, n.d). So whilst there are no official regulations set out, there is still guidance to follow, however uncertain this may seem. 
Landlords that invest in energy improvement measures benefit from increased rental income and increased value, quality and desirability of their assets as well as the benefits of a more comfortable, warm home. An inefficient house leads to cold, damp and mould growth, leading to property devaluation and poorer wellbeing of the occupants. A recent study found that properties rated C had a 5% increase in value compared to those rated a D. (Improving the Energy Performance of Privately Rented Homes in England and Wales, 2020). This proves that it is not only benefiting the tenants if improvements are made. 

[5.0] Results
Of the 26 people that answered the survey 13 were tenants, 7 were landlords and 6 are homeowners. As seen in figure 2, 10 properties met the minimum requirement for MEES, meaning that these properties can be let out but still have a higher fuel cost than properties C or above. Additionally, 4 properties were either a F or a G rating, and depending on the respondent’s income, could mean that these people are, unknowingly, in fuel poverty.
In total, only 2 people stated that they spent over 10% of their income on energy costs. From this, we can deduce that the likelihood of these people having a property rated F or G is exceptionally high, showing that even in the local community the trend of low scoring properties contributes to high fuel prices for the occupant. A further 3 people were unsure of their energy costs, so it is possible that these people may be in fuel poverty too. The remaining people spent less than 10% of their income on energy bills.
The next question “what is your opinion on MEES?” struck some rather interesting points. One person said that “it is crucial for promoting sustainability and reducing environmental impact” with another stating “the baseline it creates helps potential owners and tenants to understand the potential costs implicated when owning or renting the property”. Overall, the general consensus was that MEES was a positive step to a more sustainable future whilst safeguarding the occupants.
However, a few people mentioned that compliance was a major downfall, especially with the high costs of energy improvements. Another person mentioned that “landlords were only meeting the bare requirements rather than striving for greater energy efficiency”. This, of course, is a major issue throughout England and Wales, where many landlords meet the requirements of an E rating whilst refusing to install further energy efficient measures, even when funding is available. 
When asked what incentives can be used to encourage homeowners and landlords to improve their properties, there were a mix of differing opinions from tighter restrictions to more grants needing to be available. One person shared that they thought grants should be available to a wider range of people, so that more properties were benefitting from greater energy efficiency, and thus the occupants having lower energy costs. In addition, a respondent concluded that “free EPCs should be done so that people know what areas to improve”. This is a valid point. Many people are not making the necessary improvements as they do not know which elements of their property need to be upgraded. For example, people may not know that their boiler is running at 65% efficiency until their EPC has the recommendation to upgrade it to a more efficient one. If there is no EPC, then they will not know how inefficient the boiler is. Offering subsidised energy performance certificates would encourage more people to improve their energy performance themselves, as they will know exactly what needs to be upgraded. Recommendations range from wall insulation and loft insulation to solar PV and low energy lighting. 
The principal question of the survey was “Do you believe that MEES targets the most in need?”. There was a general consensus that MEES is targeting those in need however one person mentioned that “its implementation needs some overhaul as many properties do not meet MEES standards and it is not enforced enough”. This is a valid point of view as many tenants (and even landlords) do not know that their rentals need an EPC, let alone one with a score of an E or above.
Another person said, “whilst it can target people in fuel poverty with having minimum standards, you can’t put too many restrictions on landlords as there will be a decline in the private rental sector.” This opinion is absolutely correct in thinking that additional restriction or standards will have negative implications on the rental sector. Many landlords feel that they have contributed enough meeting an E standard and do not want to contribute financially or timewise. A recent interview conducted with a local landlord in Pembrokeshire highlighted this with the landlord stating that “if there are any more restrictions or if I have to spend any more time or money on my rentals then I’m better off selling them as it’s not financially viable to let out anymore.” This dismissive attitude shows that there is a financial motive for landlords and thus incentives should be financially based to combat this. When asked what could be done to support landlords the main solution was “for better financial aid and less restrictions.” Whilst I wholly agree that there should be more grants and funding available to landlords (rather than their tenants), having less restrictions eliminates the point of MEES. If there were less restrictions, there would be more people in fuel poverty, end of. The current restrictions do work, and with tighter restrictions such as, EPCs needing to be a D or higher, will continue to support tenants and the planet. 
Whilst the original Government strategy that was for properties to be a C or higher was scrapped last year, something of this calibre should be undertaken to completely scrap fuel poverty in the private rental sector. Unfortunately, this is unrealistic and therefore unattainable for many as masses of properties do not have the potential to be highly energy efficient. To combat this, the RdSAP methodology would have to be modified to make it “easier” for a property to achieve a C, taking away the point in the MEES restrictions in the first place.

[6.0] Case Study
I conducted a case study on my parents’ house where I completed an energy report (unlodged EPC) with before and after adding common, grant funded, energy saving measures. The property is an early 1970s detached bungalow with oil fired regular boiler, feeding the central heating and domestic hot water via radiators. It has no cavity wall insulation, only 150mm of loft insulation and no floor insulation.  The before EPC scored a D58 with estimated costs of £797 annually. It has a 5546kWh space heating requirement and 2301kWh water heating requirement.
The recommendations it gave for the property was to increase loft insulation to 270mm, cavity wall insulation, replace older glazing, low energy lighting replacements, and 2.5 kWp solar PV. All of these recommendations are available through ECO 4 funding and/or nest schemes. The result of this case study is astounding. The property improved its EPC rating by a staggering 26 points, jumping from band D to band B! Most astounding of all is the yearly energy costs being -£57. Obviously, this is only a guide and can differ based on occupation and heating demand. However, this nominal cost saves the occupant £854 a year. That’s almost 1 and a half times the average weekly wage for a Pembrokeshire resident (statswales.gov.uk). The space heating requirement reduced to 4348kWh and the water heating requirement stayed the same at 2301 kWh.
This case study is proof that implementing such improvements can and will reduce energy usage and save money. It is saddening that even with full funding, people are not taking advantage of these grants, for the sake of themselves and for their tenants. Unfortunately, many people are still unaware of the available funding and continue to pay high prices to heat their home adequately.  
[6.0] Conclusion
Overall, this is a very grey area of the minimum energy efficiency standard (MEES), one that not many people have ventured, with conflicting opinions and solutions. Whilst an overhaul is necessary to combat the rising level of fuel poverty due to the cost of living crisis, this should be reviewed by professionals and governing bodies to ensure seamless and structured implementation that benefits all parties.

[8.0] Reflection

If I were to do this project again next time, I would not limit my survey to the local community (SA62 postcodes) as this limits the reach and number of responses I will receive. On the other hand, it is highly relevant to my line of work and understanding the issues in my profession that many people face that are on my doorstep is incredibly important to me. Over 75% of my work is dealing with rental properties and creating up to date accurate EPCs is combating the ever-growing number of residents in fuel poverty. This exercise has taught me that there is a great deal of work and overhaul needed in the industry to improve energy efficiency. Recognition of the problem is going to be the first step to incorporating more stringent measures across the board.
I would have liked to have more than 26 respondents to answer my questionnaire, but due to my target population being relatively small, this was incredibly difficult. 
To start with my research seemed to be heavily weighted towards tenants, especially due to the fact that almost twice as many tenants responded to my survey than landlords. To avoid this bias, I conducted an interview with a local landlord with a small string of around 30 rental properties. To avoid any conflicts of interest, I ensured I was not affiliated in any way to him or his properties (ie, conducted EPCs for him). I also respected his choice to stay anonymous and thus referred to him solely as “a local landlord”. No contact information was taken on the day or at any point after, for ethical reasons.
My ambition, after completing the project, has strengthened tenfold, and my desire to safeguard both landlords and tenants has increased dramatically. In the future, I hope to be have a role in introducing new MEES legislature to improve energy efficiency for people and for the environment. 
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Figure 2- Current EPC rating of respondents
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Interview conducted Wednesday 24th April specifically focused on whether MEES is targeting those in need and what can be done to support landlords.
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MEES and fuel poverty survey
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The current energy rating of this property is [D/58] and its potential is [B/89]

Breakdown of property's energy performance

Feature Descriptiow E:;Lgr);n T
o

Walls Cavity wall, as built, no insulation (assumed) Poor

Roof Pitched, 150 mm loft insulation Good

Floor Solid, no insulation (assumed)

Windows Fully double glazed Average

Main heating Boiler and radiators, oil Average

Main heating controls Programmer, room thermostat and TRVs Good

Secondary heating None

Hot water From main system Average

Lighting Low energy lighting in 52% of fixed outlets Good

Air tightness (not tested)
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The current energy rating of this property is [B/84] and its potential is [A/92]

Breakdown of property's energy performance
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