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Scheme: Home Energy Efficiency improvements to support people’s health (ECO4 Self-Referral Pathway Using Installer-Funded Medical Assessments)
Organisation: NHS Greater Manchester & Greater Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA)
Key contact and email: Zubaida Begum, ECO4 Flex Project Manager, Zubaida.begum6@nhs.net 
What was the issue? 
ECO4 (Energy Company Obligation Phase 4) flex is a government-backed scheme providing fully funded energy-saving home upgrades, such as insulation, ventilation, heating system improvements (e.g. efficient boilers or heat pumps), and solar panels. It aims to reduce carbon emissions, lower household energy bills, and improve living conditions for vulnerable households. The scheme enables NHS healthcare professionals to refer residents with medical conditions which make them more vulnerable to the effects of living in a cold home. Alternative non-NHS referral routes include household income of below £31,000 per year. 
This scheme operates under ECO4 Flex, which is regulated by councils. ECO4, by contrast, is not regulated by councils.
Home retrofit works under the ECO4 flex scheme are carried out in Greater Manchester by three GMCA-approved installers, all of whom are subject to stringent regulation and quality checks.
ECO4 Flex is currently scheduled to end on 31 March 2026, and further government communications are awaited regarding potential extensions or future energy efficiency schemes.
Many residents who qualify for ECO4 flex home energy upgrades struggle to access the scheme through traditional NHS referral routes. This is because awareness of the scheme across the NHS in Greater Manchester is low, and due to pressures on the healthcare system, GP and hospital staff do not always have capacity to make referrals. Additionally, some patients find it difficult to book appointments or are unaware that their long-term health conditions make them eligible for support.
What action was taken?
A new self-referral pathway was introduced in July 2023 across all ten boroughs of Greater Manchester through the simple to use Feel the Benefit portal. The portal acts as an online eligibility checker, enabling residents to quickly assess whether they qualify for free energy efficiency home upgrades and submit a self-referral. This avoided adding workload to stretched NHS services through enabling patients to refer themselves into the ECO4 flex scheme directly. Patients self-declare the medical condition which makes them eligible for the scheme, and upload evidence which is reviewed by qualified locum doctors commissioned by the three GMCA-approved installers.
The pathway ensures:
· No additional pressure on NHS clinicians,
· Eligibility assessments are carried out by locum GPs, ensuring timely and impartial confirmation that patients’ health conditions make them particularly vulnerable to the effects of a cold home,
· Wider and faster access to the scheme for vulnerable households,
· Simple, scalable promotion across multiple healthcare settings.
Residents who need extra help can also call a freephone number to complete their referral over the phone with the installer covering their local area.
What was the Delivering a Net Zero NHS benefit? 
· Warmer, energy-efficient homes reduce the health impacts of cold, damp housing and may reduce avoidable GP and hospital visits.
· Supports NHS Net Zero by tackling housing-related causes of ill health and reducing future demand on NHS services.
(Quantified carbon savings will be captured as part of ongoing monitoring of ECO4 installs.)
What are the wider benefits?
· ECO4 Flex scheme benefits:
· Delivers financial benefits for residents, with households that have received energy efficiency retrofit measures achieving average annual energy bill savings of approximately £580 per property.
· Increased uptake of insulation, ventilation and heating upgrades lowers carbon emissions across the region. Since April 2024, these measures have saved approximately 9,772 tonnes of carbon emissions, equivalent to the annual energy use of approximately 3,600 homes.
· [bookmark: _Hlk218234937]Improved energy efficiency in private rented and owner-occupied homes rated EPC D or below. This helps reduce fuel poverty, cold and inefficient housing which are linked to poorer physical and mental health outcomes.
· Self-referral pathway benefits:
· 3,318 completed installs in Greater Manchester via NHS eligibility since introducing the self-referral route, which makes up over 90% of the total referrals into the scheme.
· Increase in referrals through QR tracking and leaflet distribution.
· Improved access for residents who struggle to contact their GP or are unaware they qualify.
· Ability to promote ECO4 flex widely without increasing workload for NHS staff.
Link for further information:
Further information about this project, along with updates on the scheme and details of other ongoing or similar energy efficiency initiatives, can be found on the GMCA website at the following link:
GMCA Retrofit Portal 
You can also view a short video from a resident who benefitted from the ECO4 flex scheme here. This has been created by one of our approved installers, Next Energy: Next Energy Video Case Study
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