
 

If you're renting, chances are your home is
cold. With power prices soaring, here's what
you can do to keep warm
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If you're feeling the cold this winter, you're not alone. About a quarter of
all Australians have trouble keeping their homes warm enough in winter.
That figure is likely to soar this year, due to poor quality housing and the
rapidly escalating energy crisis.

Renters are particularly at risk, but our research has shown many home
owners are in the same boat as well. We've collected data over the last
few years on how many Australians have cold homes, find it difficult to
stay warm, and can't afford their heating bills.

What counts as cold? The World Health Organization recommends a 
minimum home temperature of 18℃ for health and well-being. About a
fifth of Australian renters, for example, have cold homes. Our current
research has shown this applies to home owners as well, with 26% of
people across all housing types unable to stay warm at least half of the
time during winter.

Australia's energy crisis is likely to see soaring rates of energy poverty,
meaning being unable to keep your home warm or cool enough. Here's
why this is such a problem—and what you can do about it.

Cold homes affect our health

If you're cold at home, you have a higher risk of developing respiratory
problems and high blood pressure. People in the coldest homes face a
higher risk of dying in winter. Cold can have a flow-on impact on our
health system, which is already struggling.

Australia's south-east has had the coldest start to winter in decades.
Melbourne hasn't been this cold this early since 1949, while Sydney
hasn't seen these temperatures in early June since 1989.
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https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/WHO-CED-PHE-18.10
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41597-022-01136-5
https://able.adelaide.edu.au/housing-research/research/healthy-housing-cre/cold-in-australian-homes#0
https://able.adelaide.edu.au/housing-research/research/healthy-housing-cre/cold-in-australian-homes#0
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/energy+crisis/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/energy/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00484-017-1379-0
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00484-017-1379-0
https://journals.lww.com/jhypertension/fulltext/2014/08000/Stronger_association_of_indoor_temperature_than.8.aspx?casa_token=TFv1eApy3hQAAAAA:9tc6eHiZCAk72mWgrmcgSxQT7kLczUDd7XNpXvNvoIFcMF6pJPSGpORK3SI-Veu4oc994saGXCWuJFBCs3pYN4g
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0013935114003661?casa_token=vWpvR-oc8iMAAAAA:q72pW312N2oWIm1Gf9jpTTGUr3sH8uM_DankOAVzziVRT8_OPPnPjxJzDIC_x5j4Pr7O_Uuq
https://thenewdaily.com.au/news/national/2022/06/09/cold-winter-weather-australia/


 

Double trouble: Cold weather and the energy crisis

If you've been hit by the recent cold snap, chances are you'll have been
reminded how cold your home can get. This is not a surprise given how
badly existing homes and new housing perform in keeping an even
temperature.

The cold has made many people doubly worried, because the energy
required to heat our leaky, poorly insulated homes is about to get very
expensive.

Early results from our survey of more than 350 Australians found 25%
of people were experiencing shortages of money to the point they will be
unable to adequately heat their homes. One third of our respondents said
energy was unaffordable. Some reported making trade-offs, such as
skimping on food or healthcare to pay energy bills.

These people are experiencing energy poverty, where a household is
unable to properly heat or cool their home or face significant financial
difficulty doing so.

While data about energy poverty in Australia is patchy, we know around
180,000 households in Victoria had persistent bill payment issues as of
2018, and 45,000 households were consistently unable to heat their
homes.

Energy price increases hit lower income households
hardest

Lower income households are more at risk from the cold. That's because
they're more likely to live in homes that are in poor condition and hard
to heat. One quarter of low income households told us they struggle to
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https://vcoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Persistent-Energy-Hardship-FINAL-Web-Single-Page.pdf
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stay warm. Insulation may be a key factor, with 25% of our respondents
reporting their rental properties did not have insulation.

Insulation matters, because heat escapes homes through single-pane
windows, or poorly insulated walls and ceilings. As a result, poorly
insulated homes cost more to heat.

This makes life harder for low income renters, given they have little
control over insulation or other home modifications. Worse still, heaters
that are cheap to buy are often the most expensive to run.

While an efficient reverse cycle air conditioner would save money and
heat the space better over the longer term, it is often difficult for renters
to negotiate installation with property managers or landlords—especially
given the intense competition for rentals at present in many cities. That
can mean renters will suffer in silence, unwilling to ask for something
that will make their lives better.

What can renters do?

Low income renters face real threats from energy poverty this year.
While we need systemic change to improve the outlook for Australia's
renters, there are low-cost DIY ways to improve how your house retains
heat this winter.

The first step: check your current heating appliances are working
efficiently. Many people don't clean the filters on their reverse cycle air
conditioners. This makes them less efficient, and can drive up energy
bills.

Poorly sealed windows and doors make it hard to stay warm.

Using thermal curtains, and keeping them closed makes a big difference.
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https://www.yourhome.gov.au/passive-design/glazing
https://www.yourhome.gov.au/passive-design/glazing
https://environmentvictoria.org.au/resource/10-tips-warm-house/
https://www.climatecouncil.org.au/top-tips-improve-home-energy-efficiency/#:~:text=Shoot%20for%20the%20stars%3A%20Top%20tips%20to%20improve%20your%20home's%20energy%20efficiency,-26.11.21%20By&text=Compared%20to%20a%206-star,amount%20of%20electricity%20we%20use.
https://www.yourhome.gov.au/
https://www.yourhome.gov.au/
https://home.howstuffworks.com/home-improvement/heating-and-cooling/insulated-curtains.htm


 

Putting a piece of plywood or even a scarf between the curtain rail and
the wall to make a DIY pelmet also helps keep the heat in. If you have
single glazed windows, consider window films as a way to improve
performance for a fraction of the cost of double glazed windows.

Sealing the cracks around windows, under doors and around the wider
home is also important. Silicon or expanding foam can be used for gaps
and cracks. Draughts under doors can be stopped with door seals or door
snakes.

Close the doors to your bathroom, laundry and other rooms not in use to
keep the heat where you need it most. Hanging a blanket over a doorway
can also be a cheap way to seal off a room and concentrate heat.

It's also worth checking what rebates and concessions your state
government or council is offering. These might include energy
efficiency improvements or extra help with heating costs. If you're
renting, your home must meet minimum standards, so make sure you
check what you are entitled to as these vary by state.

Everyone deserves a warm home. Our health and well-being depend on
it. Building new, energy efficient homes is only part of the answer. We
also have to make our 10.8 million existing dwellings warmer.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://environmentvictoria.org.au/2011/07/05/take-the-chill-out-of-winter-with-diy-pelmets/
https://renew.org.au/renew-magazine/buyers-guides/window-buyers-guide/
https://blog.csiro.au/draught-proof-house/
https://www.energy.vic.gov.au/energy-efficiency/minimum-rental-standards
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/price-indexes-and-inflation/total-value-dwellings/latest-release#:~:text=Total%20value%20of%20dwelling%20stock,-Download&text=Range%3A%206400000%20to%2010400000.&text=End%20of%20interactive%20chart.&text=The%20preliminary%20estimate%20of%20the,in%20the%20December%20quarter%202021.
https://theconversation.com
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