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Dear Chancellor of the Exchequer, 

I am writing to you today to highlight the devastating and disproportionate impact the cost-of-living crisis is having 

on households in my constituency and across the Highlands.  

As an MSP representing the most rural and northern mainland constituency in the UK - Caithness, Sutherland & Ross 

- I am contacted regularly by constituents who are struggling to make ends meet due to the cost-of-living crisis. A 

significant contributor to the financial strain on households in my constituency is soaring energy bills. You’ll be aware 

of the limited availability of mains gas supply in the Highlands, where six in ten households (58.2%) are off the gas 

grid. Due to the limited options available to off-grid consumers, customers can pay three to four times more on their 

energy bills than the average household.  This, combined with the colder temperatures experienced in the north of 

Scotland, leads to high proportions of households in the Highlands experiencing fuel poverty. It’s worth noting that 

this is a longstanding issue that predates the current cost-of-living crisis but has been further exacerbated by 

spiralling energy costs and price pressures on household budgets elsewhere. 

To relay the extent of fuel poverty in the Highlands, the 2021 Scottish House Condition Report indicated that 33% of 

households in the Highlands were experiencing fuel poverty compared to the national average of 24%. The same 

report detailed that 22% of households in the Highlands were facing extreme fuel poverty – nearly double the 

national average of 12%. For awareness, these figures were published prior to the hike in National Insurance 

contributions, the rise in the energy price cap and cuts to welfare payments. It has since been estimated by Energy 

Action Scotland that 47% of households in the Highlands will move into fuel poverty. 

To provide you with real-life examples, I was recently contacted by Albyn Housing – one of the largest Registered 

Social Landlords in the Highland region – who relayed the experiences of their tenants amid the cost of living crisis to 

me. I’ve copied some accounts below. 

“Why in the Highlands do we pay more per unit cost for our electricity. I live off-grid with a restricted meter 

and I am paying 4 pence per unit more than the rest of the UK, how is this fair in an area that is rich in 

energy, yet I live in poverty with no choice on how I heat my home.” 

 

“We are both pensioners we pay our electricity by monthly direct debit, but despite this, our last quarterly bill 

showed that we owed an additional £600. We arranged with SSE to increase our monthly dd to £215 per 

month but were horrified last week when following submitting a meter reading, we were advised that we 

now owe £1,035 this is over and above paying £645 and we just cannot sustain this kind of increase 

especially when the known astronomic electricity price hike has not even come into force yet. We already do 

not use the heaters in the kitchen, bathroom, or bedroom to try and cut costs, and sit with blankets round us 

on the very cold nights being too scared to turn the heating up” 
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The greatest injustice of the energy pricing system is that the Highlands is energy rich, with renewable assets in 

abundance but, despite many of our rural communities being net exporters of green electricity, households are still 

presented with some of the highest energy bills in the whole of the UK. The Highlands should be reaping the benefits 

of the energy it produces, but instead, the UK government has made the policy choice to penalise the region. 

It is incumbent on all Governments to support people through the cost of living crisis. The Scottish Government is 

doing all it can to support people and families, including doubling the Scottish Child Payment from £10 per week per 

eligible child to £20, providing a further £10 million to continue the Fuel Insecurity Fund into 2022-23 and £150 for 

all households in receipt of Council Tax Reduction and those in Council Tax bands A-D. 

Thus far, the UK government have failed to provide meaningful support to alleviate the financial pressures on 

households today.  I was deeply disappointed by the Spring Statement set out in March which failed to take urgent 

action to support households facing destitution not only in my constituency but across the UK.  

Given most of the necessary powers to truly address the cost-of-living crisis are reserved, urgent intervention is 

required from the UK Government. From meeting with constituents and local agencies, I have heard directly from 

those worst impacted by rising costs and listened to what would help ease the burden on hard-pressed people and 

families. I have included below some measures that would go a long way in supporting these households in my 

constituency.  

• Uprate benefits – The UK government’s decision to remove the £20-per-week Universal Credit 

‘uplift’ was the biggest overnight cut in benefits since the creation of the British welfare state. As of 

the 1st of April, eight social security benefits in Scotland saw an increase of 6%, the UK government 

must now follow Scotland’s lead and uprate benefits. 

• Review the UK’s energy pricing system – Ofgem’s justification against a national pricing regime is 

that it would see 1.8 million households face higher bills and only 0.7 million see a reduction. This 

0.7 million includes the communities in my constituency that make a significant contribution to 

green energy. This is entirely unjust. At the very least, we should be seeing bills equivalent to the 

average household elsewhere in the UK. 

• Removal of VAT from fuel – The removal of VAT from fuel would help to provide short-term relief 

on household energy bills. The tax take from the Treasury is higher than ever before – the UK 

government must use this additional income to support people and families through the cost-of-

living crisis.  

• Fuel Duty - The increase in petrol and diesel costs is felt more acutely in rural communities where 

there is a reliance on cars to access vital services and amenities. Whilst I recognise that the UK 

government announced that rates of Fuel Duty are to be temporality reduced for 12 months, 

including a cut to rates for diesel and unleaded petrol by 5p per litre – this does not go far enough. 

The UK government must reduce Fuel Duty further to mitigate the impact on rural communities.   

Please act now to provide lifeline support to struggling people and families. 

I have copied in your colleague, the Secretary of State for Energy, Rt Hon. Kwasi Kwarteng. 

I look forward to your response. 

Best wishes, 

 

 

Maree Todd MSP 
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