MPs call for national Warm Homes Advice Service to tackle retrofit failures and skills crisis
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The UK’s endeavour to decarbonise home heating is facing significant roadblocks due to inadequately designed retrofit schemes and a pressing skills crisis, as highlighted in a recent report from the Energy Security and Net Zero Committee. This parliamentary body has recommended the establishment of a national Warm Homes Advice Service, aimed at guiding consumers towards reliable advice, accredited installers, and financial assistance for retrofitting their homes. According to their findings, every £1 invested in this service could yield returns of £15, signifying the potential impact of well-structured support mechanisms.
The committee's report critiques the numerous "stop-start" funding initiatives launched by successive governments—identifying at least ten separate schemes since 2013. This fragmented approach has sown confusion among consumers, installers, and investors, hindering the necessary transformation of the market. Bill Esterson, chair of the committee, pointed out that the lack of sustained support has resulted in the UK lagging tragically; energy efficiency measures are installed at a staggering rate 98% below what was predicted in 2010.
Moreover, witness accounts highlighted in the report indicate that poorly executed retrofits have left many homes vulnerable, with early estimates suggesting that around 250,000 residences may become un-mortgageable due to problematic installations, such as spray foam insulation. To combat this issue, the committee has called for a national workforce accreditation scheme, ensuring that contractors undertaking home upgrades are sufficiently qualified, thus instilling consumer confidence through recognised industry standards.
Echoing the committee's concerns, Amanda Williams, head of environmental sustainability at the Chartered Institute of Building, urged for long-term policies that maintain a steady demand for retrofitting instead of relying on ephemeral schemes. "Our sector has well-documented skills and worker shortages," she noted, emphasising that stable policies are crucial for encouraging industry investment in training and development.
This dialogue on enhancing home heating efficiency has drawn attention from other bodies as well. Reports produced by the Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy Committee have underscored the urgency for clear strategic direction to achieve the UK's ambitious net-zero emissions target by 2050. These discussions frequently centre on diversifying approaches to heating, highlighting the vital role of low-carbon technologies such as heat pumps and networks to enable this transition.
In response to these recommendations, the UK Government has initiated efforts to improve consumer protections and bolster the transition to low-carbon heating. Collaborations with standards organisations such as the Microgeneration Certification Scheme aim to ensure that renewable technology installations uphold quality standards. Recently introduced digital tools also offer tailored advice to homeowners on energy efficiency, showcasing the government’s willingness to adapt and provide clear guidance.
However, critics argue that more needs to be done, particularly concerning the adequacy of financial incentives and the coherence of policy implementation. Past initiatives have been mired in bureaucratic inefficiencies, leading to the suspension of businesses that failed to meet standards and broad dissatisfaction among homeowners who struggled with subpar insulation work.
Overall, while the call for a comprehensive Warm Homes Advice Service and a robust accreditation scheme for contractors marks an essential step towards enhancing the UK's retrofit landscape, the ongoing discourse surrounding energy policy needs to align more closely with consumer needs and market realities to ultimately achieve long-term sustainability in home heating.
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