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Activity: NHS–GMCA Collaboration to Support ECO4 Flex Health Referrals
Organisation: NHS Greater Manchester & Greater Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA)
Key contact and email: Zubaida Begum, Project Manager, Zubaida.begum6@nhs.net 
What was the issue? 
Many homes in Greater Manchester are cold, poorly insulated, and difficult to heat. This increases the risk of respiratory problems, cardiovascular issues, and poor general health, especially for people already living with long-term conditions.
ECO4 (Energy Company Obligation Phase 4) 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.
Although the government’s ECO4 flex scheme can fully fund home energy improvements for eligible residents, awareness of the scheme across the NHS was low and there was no dedicated capacity to help healthcare teams refer patients who could benefit.
What action was taken?
GMCA funded an NHS-based Project Manager through its ECO4 flex concession model. This allowed the NHS to host the role without needing direct NHS funding.
The Project Manager works collaboratively across NHS Greater Manchester and GMCA teams to:
· Build awareness of ECO4 flex among GPs, hospitals, pharmacies and wider health services.
· Raised awareness by delivering posters to pharmacies, promoting the scheme through seasonal vaccination clinics, engaging GP surgeries through an incentive, and providing digital posters to pulmonary and stroke rehabilitation teams.
· Support healthcare teams to refer eligible patients:
· Provided simple referral pathways and template text messages, shared printed and digital materials for consultation rooms and explained the referral process directly to clinicians in rehabilitation settings.
· Strengthen partnerships with the three GMCA-approved ECO4 flex installers to coordinate communications such as patient leaflets, posters, and planned text message campaigns:
· Collaborated with installers on patient leaflets, posters, and GP incentive, ensuring consistent messaging.
This cross-sector model has enabled the NHS and GMCA to work together more effectively and reach more vulnerable households. Over 90% of referrals were made into the ECO4 flex scheme via the NHS eligibility route in Greater Manchester, with over 4800 referrals made from July 2023- October 2025. 
The Project Manager shared her thoughts on learning from the role: “One of the main things I’ve learned through this project is how important it is to work in collaboration with different teams and organisations to make a real impact on both housing and health. Building those relationships early on really helps to push things forward, especially when everyone is working towards the same goals.
Another learning point has been around communication. Being clear on what you’re asking for, why it matters, and how it fits into the bigger picture has helped when getting buy-in from stakeholders. Making sure everyone understands the health and environmental benefits of this work has been key to building support.”
What was the Delivering a Net Zero NHS benefit?  
· Warmer, energy-efficient homes reduce avoidable hospital visits linked to cold and damp conditions.
· Supports the NHS Net Zero ambition by addressing housing-related drivers of poor health and unnecessary healthcare demand.
What are the wider benefits?
· ECO4 Flex scheme benefits:
· 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.
· Residents receive safer, warmer homes, lower energy bills and improved wellbeing. Households that have received energy efficiency retrofit measures achieve average annual energy bill savings of approximately £580 per property.
· 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.
· Collaborative working benefits:
· Supports Greater Manchester’s Housing First and anti-poverty agendas.
· Stronger collaboration between NHS teams, GMCA and installers.
· Improved understanding among healthcare professionals of how housing quality affects health.

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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Discover how the NHS s becoming greener. Search Greener NHS.




