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hy was vital

- report shelved?

ANGRY TENANTS in Nottingham are demand-
ing to know why the National Coal Board
ighored one of its own reports when it decided
to install Clorius meters in Nottingham's
district heating scheme,

In 1964, the NCB commissioned the Heat-
ing and Ventilation Research Association to
prepare an in depth report on district heating.

District heating is a method of central
heating which comes from a central boiler, In
Nottingham, :the Eastcroft Incinerator burns
rubbish to provide heat for houses in St Ann's,
the Meadows, and the Victoria Centre, as
well as many council offices and buildings,

The Report was published as "A survey of
district heating practise in Europe and
America" and included a section on different
kinds of metering. That section was very
critical of evaporative meters of the sort
marketed by Clorius Meters Ltd. This report
was in the hands of the Coal Board for years
before they sold Nottingham the Eastcroft
District Heating Plan - which included Clorius
meters for most tenants. Even now, the NCB
is supporting the use of Clorius meters,
There are two questions. Are the meters any
good? And why are the organisations involved

so keen on supporting them?
At the beginning of February, the National

' Consumer Council in London wrote to a total of

thirty organisations throughout Britain, point-
ing out some of the many technical, social and
economic objections which have been raised
against Clorius meters. They wrote to the
Association of District Councils, Department
of the Environment, welfare groups such as

- Age Concern, and tenants' groups, many of

whom are against the use of the meters.

Criticisms

This letter also included a copy of the
article which appeared in New Scientist,
which again was highly critical of the meters.

The New Scientist claimed that many
sources of error could occur in a Clorius

- meter and claimed that the total error could
- be as much as 60"%0 in some cases.
t

Another

disadvantage of the meters, the article said,

“was that, because the meters were fixed to the
radiators by a single screw, it was possible
for dishonest tenants to cheat the meter by
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placing a thin layer of insulating material be~
tween the meter and radiator. This would
result in honest tenants having to subsidise
dishonest ones,

These, and other considerations, have
led the Borough of Sunderland to take the
meters out of their Washington and Sunder-
land estates.

In a recent interview on BBC radio, the
Sunderland Housing Chief defended the deci=
sion to withdraw the meters. Among other
things, old people may become frightened to
turn the heating on (because of the cost), and
there was a risk of hypothermia. The use of
meters might also cause damage to houses,
through condensation, as people turned down
the heating too far.

He also pointed out that the meters pro-
duce considerable difficulties with bills, The
meters are only read once a year and, since
they don't have a standard scale, it is almost
impossible to work out how much heat is being
used,

Same patfern

The pattern is the same in Nottingham, So,
why were these meters used? Before the fuel
crisis, the Coal Board was in a poor position
compared with oil and gas. Coal was consider-
ed expensive and relatively difficult to use,
The Coal Board was looking for ways to
ensure the continued use of coal, The Coal
Board jumped at the chance to become involved
with district heating schemes. The use of the
meters was a result of many people being
convinced that district heating cannot work
properly without metering to stop people using
too much heat, And this idea has been under-
lined by the recent "energy crisis",

The fact is that there are no accurate and
reliable heat meters which are cheap enough to
be installed in everyone's home, The argu-
ment is, then, that any meter is better than no
meter, But is it? Over half the district heat-
ing schemes in operation in 1973/4 were not
metered, They relied on tenants paying
according to the size of their housing - a
fixed cost which did not vary with the amount
of heat used, '

The cost of meter reading is also very
high, The argument about the additional meter
reading, which was taken in St Ann's in 1974,
took a new turn at this month's Housing
Committee, Clorius were asking for a charge
of roughly £2 per house and, in submitting a
breakdown of their costs, included £1,39
for processing the meter reading through their
computer and sending the bill, The City
Treasurer noted that he could process read-
ings from water meters for a cost of 7p:

Some difference, The Housing Committee
decided to offer Clorius 75p.

What they are worried about in Nottingham

is that, if everyone were using the amount of
heat they really needed, the total cost of the
district heating would be enormous and would
show up the Eastcroft scheme for what it is -
a disaster, :

But, in spite of all the evidence to the
contrary, Clorius have continued to maintain
that their meters give an accuracy which com-
pares with that of gas and electricity meters,
This is just not the case. It may be that
Clorius executives have harmed their case by
claiming an accuracy which is not there,

The councils which bought the Clorius idea
did so because they believed that a district
heating scheme had to be metered, They want-
ed to be persuaded, and persuaded they were
by a report produced by the Danish Govern-
ment in 1947, This report was a lengthy and
thorough document crammed with masses of
statistics, all of which were correct as far as
they went,

But, because of technical problems which
existed in 1947, there were aspects of the
meters which they were unable to investigate,
It is these omissions which have come back to
haunt the councils responsible for the schemes,
At that time there was no integrating heat meter
available to check the accuracy of the Clorius
meters., They were only able to check that the
different readings on the meters had fallen
within certain limits when the tenants had all
used the same amount of heat, All the
evidence suggests that, where people are
using different amounts of heat, the meters
introduce substantial errors,

l‘resh look

The National Consumer Council has point-
ed out problems which the meters create., It
is now time for a fresh look at the whole of the
Eastcroft Cistrict Heating Scheme. Anda
part of that look ought to be the idea of taking
out Clorius meters altogether,

Is it possible that tenants in Nottingham
have been cut off for failing to pay for heat
that they hadn't even used? It is impossible to
know for sure because there is no accurate
way of testing the heat meters installed in any
house,

All these problems are made worse by the
nature of the meters, Clorius only read
meters once a year compared with four times a
year for gas and electricity and, although they
make a standing charge for heat used, they
are unable to specify what units.of heat people
are paying for, There is no way of conducting
an accurate check on a Clorius meter, An
electricity meter can be checked (and a
consumer has the right to insist on it) by
wiring a certified meter in parallel to the
existing meter, No such right exists with
Clorius meters,

Eastcroft is a mess.

And councillors are

‘doing the public no service by pretending other-

wise, It is time to come clean on district
heating.



FRIDAY the 13th ...

FRIDAY THE THIRTEENTH was an unlucky
day indeed for a city tenant who tried to
establish a Rent Act precedent in the High
Court,

The tenant of a house in Basford applied to
the Rent Officer to have a fair rent fixed, as
he thought that the rent he was paying, £11.93
per week, was too high, The Rent Officer
obviously agreed with him, and reduced this to
£5,50 per week, including 72p for the
provision of furniture, The landlord, however,
did not feel that this allowed him to make a
suitably handsome profit, and appealed to the
Rent Assessment Panel to have the decision
reconsidered., The Panel set up a committee
to consider the appeal, consisting of a lawyer
as chairman, in this case Frank Whitty,
senior partner of Eking, Manning, Morris and
Foster, Solicitors, together with a surveyor
and a layman. They effectively reversed the
Rent Officer's decision, and fixed a rent of
£8.50 per week, which included a furniture
element of £1.30.

It was now the tenant's turn to feel
aggrieved. He was fortunate enough to be a
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student, with no means other than his grant,
and so qualified for full legal aid which allow-
ed him to take Counsel's opinion, The opinion
was that he had a case for an appeal, since
the Committee had misinstructed itself in law
on one important point,

" To appeal against the dec1smn of any

~~tribunal is a cumbersome and, to the layman,

frightening prospect. An appeal can only be
made on a point of law, and the appeal is
heard in the Queen's Bench Division of the
High Court, Few appeals against tribunal
decisions are made by ordinary people since
applicants to the commonest tribunals (eg
Supplementary Benefits, Rents and Industrial)
rarely possess either the skills and knowledge
to conduct appeals themselves, or the money to
pay a lawyer to do it for them,

Forbidden

This appeal was heard in the High Court
on Friday, 13th February, before Widgery L.J,
Kilner-Brown J and Watkins J. Counsel for
the tenant and appellant based his argument on
the opinion that the Rent Assessment
Committee had taken into account "personal
circumstances" which they are expressly
forbidden by law to do. He also called into
question the fact that they had specifically -
said that it was not necessarily reasonable to
determine a fair rent for furnished property
by ‘considering what the unfurnished rent
would have been, and then adding on an
element in respect of furniture, '

It was a case of "first impressions'" since
there had been no previous cases under the
relevant law, the Rent Act, 1974,

Mr Justice Watkins gave the first judge-
ment in such a fashion as to indicate that he -
was totally unfamiliar with the provisions of
the 1974 Act, and that he had elected to
misinterpret Counsel's argument, He dismiss-
ed the appeal with Widgery 1.J and Kilner-
Brown J in agreemerit,

The implications of this case are consider-
able, and it raises questions about the whole










































