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Executive Summary
The retail energy market in Scotland is dynamic
and a number of important interventions could
change the future landscape. For example the
Scottish Government is proposing to set up a
Public Energy Company to offer a fair price and
help tackle fuel poverty in Scotland. As noted
in a letter from the Minister to Local Authorities
in Scotland, the first stage of the Public Energy
Company will be to explore ways in which local
authorities, individually or collectively, may be
able to put in place white label arrangements with
one or more existing energy companies to supply
electricity and gas at a fair price. In Autumn 2019 it
was also announced that OVO Energy had reached
an agreement to acquire SSE’s GB household
energy and related services business - which has
traditionally held a relatively large share of the
Scottish energy retail market, especially in the
North of Scotland. Given this changing landscape
CAS wants to ensure consumer experiences in the
energy market in Scotland improve.
This report draws upon evidence and insights
from our frontline advisers in Citizens Advice
Bureaux (CABs) across Scotland and the Extra Help
Unit (EHU) which show the detrimental impact
consumers can currently face in the energy market
in Scotland. While supplier licence conditions
are in place to protect consumers, our evidence
shows that these are not always adhered to. Given
the significance of the proposed changes it is
especially important that any supplier does not
fall foul of issues that have affected other energy
supply companies and led to poor consumer
outcomes.
As noted through this report, to succeed in
delivering positive consumer outcomes any supply
company must get the basic fundamentals of good
customer service right, while also being adaptable
enough to meet the needs of future consumers in
a changing market.

Using our evidence base and expertise we set out
six immediate consumer priorities:
>
>
>
>
>

fair pricing and debt management
ease of contact
clear and accurate billing
easy access to the Warm Home Discount
support for consumers in vulnerable
circumstances
> offering choice to consumers with
restricted meters
If any company delivers upon these priorities
it may be able to provide a positive customer
experience for consumers and build trust in
the energy market in Scotland.
One of the Scottish Government’s principal
aims for the Public Energy Company is to
reduce the incidence of fuel poverty in
Scotland. If competitive tariffs were made
available by the Public Energy Company or
any new supplier, it could reduce fuel poverty
levels by encouraging consumers who haven’t
historically switched to cheaper deals to do so.
However our independent review conducted
in early 20191 of consumer engagement in
the energy market in Scotland showed that
engaging consumers in the market could
be challenging. The analysis found that the
consumers who are least likely to switch are
also more likely to be vulnerable and in fuel
poverty.
The review2 found that there are potential
future opportunities for the Public Energy
Company or any other supplier to make better
use of data - such as smart meter data - which
could be used as a powerful tool for targeting
engagement interventions at those who will
benefit from them most. In its conclusion, our
review noted that it would be unrealistic to
expect increased consumer engagement in the
current energy market alone to resolve many of
the issues affecting people who are fuel poor and
vulnerable. For this reason we believe that other
levers will be needed to significantly tackle the
high levels of fuel poverty in Scotland.

1

www.cas.org.uk/publications

2

www.cas.org.uk/publications
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Immediate Consumer Priorities:
Fair pricing and debt management
> Prices are fair and consumers are given
sufficient warning of any unit cost and
standing charge increases
> ‘Ability to pay’ principles are central to any
debt repayment considerations
> Proactive communication and support for
customers with a history of accumulating
debt on their fuel account, or selfdisconnecting from a prepayment meter
> Tariffs are simple, not too numerous, and
easy to understand
> Any credit owed to a consumer is returned
quickly

Ease of contact
> Consumers can easily get in touch with
their supplier by multiple channels
including phone, online, and in writing
> The supplier answers and returns calls or
correspondence in a timely manner and
as agreed when dealing with customer
queries and complaints
> Phone numbers are free to call and easy
to locate on correspondence and online
> Referrals between different teams within
a supply company are smooth and do not
involve excessive repetition of information
by the consumer

Clear and accurate billing
> Bills are accurate, clear, comprehensible
and provided regularly
> Bills are offered in a variety of formats,
including paper
> Go beyond Ofgem’s licence condition
and apply back-billing principles to time
periods shorter than 12 months, where
clear failings have been made

4
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Access to the Warm Home Discount
> Consumers are given clear information about
whether or not a supplier participates in the
scheme and on how to access it
> The Warm Home Discount application
process is simple and inclusive, with the
application form accessible online and in
hard copy form and applications taken by
phone
> The supplier actively signposts consumers
to a relevant service if they require
assistance applying for the Warm Home
Discount, for e.g. their local CAB

Support for consumers in vulnerable
situations
> Where possible, data is shared between
energy suppliers and other sectors to
improve the identification of vulnerable
consumers
> Vulnerable consumers are supported
through the referral process between
agencies and utilities, e.g. there is
partnership working between energy
companies and other sectors e.g. National
Health Service
> The Priority Services Register is kept
under constant review and the supplier
is flexible, compassionate and quick to
respond to vulnerable consumers
> The supplier ensures meter reads are
carried out quarterly for vulnerable
consumers

Offering choice for consumers with
restricted meters
> An electric heating strategy should be
developed which effectively challenges the
prevalent link with fuel poverty
> The supplier provides clear guidance and
offers a variety of support to consumers with
restricted meters
> The supplier offers full support at
competitive prices for DTS customers across
its full range of tariffs

1. Introduction
With new supplier entrants and services,
competing business models and ever-developing
technologies, the GB retail energy market rarely
stands still. While it presents opportunities for
consumers there are still times, as our evidence
shows, when this fast-moving market falls short
of their needs. This can include: poor customer
service, inaccurate bills, poor communication
and insufficient support for those in vulnerable
situations.
Perhaps most strikingly, the market is also failing
consumers when it comes to household fuel
costs. Fuel poverty remains stubbornly high in
Scotland with 25% of households estimated to be
fuel poor in 2018. Recent research for CAS shows
that in-work fuel poverty and debt is prevalent,
with 1 in 10 Scottish workers reporting that they
have had to miss an energy payment within the
last 12 months3. Our research has also shown
that households that have the greatest need for
support are often those who are not accessing it4.
Market conditions for energy suppliers are also
challenging. Since Janruary 2018 16 suppliers
have failed, including the Scottish not-for-profit
company Our Power. The Scottish Government
is proposing to set up a Public Energy Company
(PEC) which aims to offer a fair price and help
tackle fuel poverty. However it must be careful to
avoid similar pitfalls if it is to be successful.

3

https://www.cas.org.uk/news/1-10-scottish-workers-havebeen-unable-pay-fuel-bills

4

https://www.cas.org.uk/system/files/
publications/2018-06-12_speaking_up_-_understanding_
fuel_poverty_support_needs.pdf

To succeed in securing consumer trust and
therefore building a customer base in this
competitive market, any new or existing supplier
must get the basic fundamentals of good
customer service right, while also being adaptable
enough to meet the needs of future consumers in
a changing market.
This report draws upon evidence and insights
from our frontline advisers in Citizens Advice
Bureaux (CABs) across Scotland and the Extra
Help Unit (EHU). It highlights cases from our
CABs in six thematic areas which are crucial to
consumers: fair pricing and debt management;
ease of contact; clear and accurate billing;
access to the Warm Home Discount; support
for vulnerable consumers; and offering choice
to consumers with restricted meters.
It also sets out suppliers’ obligations under
their licence conditions and how our clients’
experiences compare to these obligations.
Finally, it includes insights on consumer
engagement drawn from the research
conducted by independent consultant, Ragne
Low, on behalf of CAS.
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2. Policy Background
PUBLIC ENERGY COMPANY
In its 2016 Scottish Parliamentary Election
Manifesto the SNP proposed to explore the
potential for a publicly-owned energy company
in Scotland that would help the growth of local
and community energy projects and empower
“communities to use the income from energy
developments to support other communities to
develop their energy potential.5” On 10 October
2017 First Minister Nicola Sturgeon pledged to
set up a publicly-owned, not-for-profit energy
company in Scotland, stating that this supply
company would aim to sell energy “as close to cost
price as possible.6”
Following consultation, the Scottish
Government’s final Energy Strategy (December
2017) said the company would aim to support
economic development, tackle fuel poverty,
be publicly-owned, and run on a not-for-profit
basis.7” EY was commissioned to prepare a
Strategic Outline Case (SOC), setting out 12
options, and shortlisting 4 options as follows:
do nothing; utilise an existing socially-minded
supplier as the delivery structure; create a new,
government-owned company; and a federal
model in partnership with local authorities8.
In letters to COSLA and the Scottish
Parliament’s Economy, Energy and Fair Work
Committee, the Scottish Government stated
its preference for a local authority, white label
approach9. A white label model is defined by
Ofgem as “an organisation that does not hold a
supply licence, but instead works in partnership
with a licensed ‘partner supplier’ to offer tariffs
under the white label brand10.” The Scottish
Minister for Energy, Paul Wheelhouse wrote:

11

OVO - SSE TAKEOVER
In Autumn 2019 it was announced that OVO Energy
had reached an agreement to acquire SSE’s GB
household energy and related services business.
Given the significant market share that SSE has in
Scotland this represents a significant change to the
energy retail environment for Scottish consumers.

11
5

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/thesnp/pages/5540/
attachments/original/1461753756/SNP_Manifesto2016-accesible.
pdf?1461753756

6

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotlandpolitics-41560397

7

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/
publications/publication/2017/12/scottish-energy-strategyfuture-energy-scotland-9781788515276/documents/00529523pdf/00529523-pdf/govscot%3Adocument

8

https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0053/00533962.pdf

9

http://www.parliament.scot/S5_EconomyJobsFairWork/
Inquiries/20181214ConvenertoPaulWheelhouse(POEC).pdf

10

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications-and-updates/whitelabel-providers-consultation
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“The first phase, to be delivered by the end
of this session of the Scottish Parliament,
will be to explore ways in which local
authorities individually or collectively,
may be able to put in place white label
arrangements with one or more existing
energy companies to supply electricity
and gas at a fair price. This would provide
valuable impetus to [their] shared
ambition to tackle fuel poverty. Ultimately
we would wish to see this, potentially,
developed further through direct renewable
generation and the purchase and supply
of energy, delivering further economic
development opportunities locally and
nationally11.”

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_EconomyJobsFairWork/
Inquiries/200180830-Letter-MinisterECI.pdf
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications-and-updates/whitelabel-providers-consultation

2.1 Requirements on new energy supply companies
Following the collapse of nine suppliers in quick
succession, Ofgem has recently committed
to raising customer service standards and
the financial resilience of new entrants to the
market by making the entry tests tougher12.
The regulator noted that “[a supplier’s] financial
difficulty and poor customer service are often
interrelated” and that some new entrants
have not invested in customer service as
they grow, leading to a decline in standards.
Ofgem is particularly concerned about supplier
shortcomings in meeting their responsibilities
to support consumers in vulnerable situations.
Introduced in April 2019 Ofgem’s new
proposals are that new entrants should:
> have appropriate resources to enter the
market;
> understand their regulatory obligations
and have appropriate plans in place to
meet them;
> meet a new ‘fit and proper’ disclosure
requirement

12

In October 2019 Ofgem consulted proposals to
raise the standards of existing suppliers13.
In addition Ofgem has recently moved to
‘principles-based regulation’. This attempts to
avoid making the licence code requirements
overly-prescriptive in things like wording
of customer communications and bills.
Furthermore, there is no longer a requirement
for suppliers to issue an annual, written
statement to its customers. It is too early to
assess the impact of this change of approach
but it will be essential for any new supplier
to learn lessons from other suppliers as
regards the most effective forms of customer
communication.

13

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications-and-updates/supplierlicensing-review-ongoing-requirements-and-exit-arrangements

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/system/files/docs/2019/04/
slr_-_final_proposals_on_entry_requirements.pdf
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3. Immediate Consumer Priorities
Any energy supply company operating in
Scotland is subject to the same licence
conditions, with duties including:
> A requirement to sufficiently warn
customers about price changes
> Helping customers to repay debt by a variety
of means
> Meeting billing criteria
> Participating in the Warm Home Discount
scheme, where obligated or voluntarily
> Offering its tariffs to any GB customer, even
if it has a regional focus like a local authority
energy supply company
Evidence from our Scottish CAB network shows
instances where these criteria have not been
met and/or where detriment has been caused
despite existing rules. The section below sets
out the supplier obligations in more detail,
alongside evidence from our CABs. We make
recommendations for any new or existing supplier
in the GB energy market. Our focus is on six
main areas that we know are most relevant to
consumers based on the high number of enquiries
we receive at CABs about these issues:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Fair pricing and debt management
Ease of contact
Clear and accurate billing
Easy access to the Warm Home Discount
Support for customers in vulnerable
situations
6. Offering choice for those with restricted
meters

This is not an exhaustive list of the issues that
Scottish energy consumers face: poor energy
efficiency, barriers to switching tariffs/suppliers
and a lack of consumer engagement with the
market are also prevalent. There are also specific
issues relating to complex electric heating systems,
fuels for households off the gas grid, and specific
consumer advice needs. Policy decisions on
infrastructure, encouraging innovation, and the
decarbonisation of heat and transport also have an
impact on consumers – both positive and, at times,
negative. In this report however, we focus on the
six biggest consumer retail issues. These can be
applied to any new or existing energy supply
company.
It should also be noted that some of the six
categories overlap. For example, a consumer
in a financially vulnerable situation might
experience price increases, forcing them
into debt which is compounded by a hardto-contact supplier, or they may experience
problems applying for the Warm Home
Discount. Nevertheless, these categories
capture the most important consumer
problems that we think need to be priortised14.
The next section explores these categories in
more detail, prefaced by a summary of what a
supplier must do to meet the requirements of
Ofgem’s supplier licence conditions.

14
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For more detail see our Energy Advice factsheet: https://www.
cas.org.uk/system/files/publications/energy_advice_summary.
pdf

3.1 Fair pricing and debt management
Pricing

Debt Management

Suppliers must provide customers with
reasonable written notice of any price
increases. In theory, this allows consumers
the option of transferring away from their
supplier before the increase comes into force.
This notice must not be provided in conjunction
with any other marketing information,
statements or bills. It must state the difference
between the current and new annual costs
in pounds and pence and it must provide a
reason for the increase. It must also remind the
customer of their ability to switch and where to
find impartial advice on doing so15.

Suppliers must take all reasonable steps to
ascertain a customer’s ability to pay and take
this into account when calculating affordable
repayment plans19. Ofgem’s debt principles are
that all suppliers should:

Government, Ofgem, and consumer bodies
have expressed concern about the discrepancy
between default tariff prices (typically Standard
Variable Tariffs) and those available for people
who switch supplier or tariff. The CMA’s Energy
Market Investigation in 2016 found that 70%
of domestic customers of the 6 largest energy
firms were on a Standard Variable Tariff
and that consumers had been paying £1.4
billion a year more than they would in a fully
competitive market16.
On 1 January 2019, the UK Government
introduced a new energy price cap for default
tariffs, although this increased from 1 April
201917. For those on prepayment meters a price
cap was introduced by Ofgem on 1 April 201718.

15

Condition 23: https://epr.ofgem.gov.uk//Content/Documents/
Electricity%20Supply%20Standard%20Licence%20
Conditions%20Consolidated%20-%20Current%20Version.pdf

16

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/531204/overviewmodernising-the-energy-market.pdf

17

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications-and-updates/higherwholesale-costs-push-default-and-pre-payment-price-caps-april

18

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/gas/retail-market/market-reviewand-reform/implementation-cma-remedies/prepayment-pricecap-or-safeguard-tariff

1. Have appropriate credit management policies
and guidelines
2. Make proactive contact with customers in
payment difficulty
3. Understand an individual customer’s ability to
pay
4. Set repayment rates based on the customer’s
ability to pay
5. Ensure the customer understands the
arrangement
6. Monitor arrangements after they have been
set up

Issue
Evidence from Scottish CABs indicates that an
increase in outgoings for fuel costs - particularly if
a direct debit increases with no explanation or no
apparent increase in consumption – often causes
our clients confusion and high levels of stress.
Real terms reductions to welfare benefit
payments can also make it harder for consumers
to afford energy. Issues related to the rollout
and administration of Universal Credit have
compounded the affordability of fuel bills for many
Scottish consumers. Shortfalls in customer care
and infrequent billing can lead to the accrual of
debt and subsequent enforcement action by debt
collection agencies. Several cases we have seen
also show consumers being pursued for energy
debt accrued by a previous occupier of the supply
address, for which they are not legally liable.

19

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/about-us/how-we-work/
working-consumers/protecting-and-empowering-consumersvulnerable-situations/consumer-vulnerability-strategy/
consumer-vulnerability-strategy-debt-and-disconnection
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Case Studies from Citizens Advice Bureaux

“The client is having problems with their supplier who sent him a bill stating that he was
approximately £1400 in credit. He then received a bill stating that he was approximately £1,200£1,400 in debt. Before visisting the Bureau he had called the supplier and spoke to a customer service
advisor. She had told him she would take the case on personally and forward a revised bill to the
client showing a breakdown of the charges. The client has not received this and has returned to the
Bureau to find out how he can escalate the issue with the supplier.

“The Bureau client explained that she had been paying £82p/m to her energy

supplier, but they have now increased her bill to £158p/m. They have also told her that she
owes them £804.15. She does not understand why her utilities would suddenly be costing so
much, especially as we have just finished a very warm summer where she did not need to
use much heating. The client had already contacted the supplier about the issue, and they
requested a meter reading from her. Based on this, they advised that her bill is correct. They
then sent someone out to check the meter, but again they said it was working correctly. The
client tried calling three times to speak to the manager and was told he would call her back.
She waited at home twice for his call but he never called her back. The client stated that she
is never in debt with anyone and usually has credit with her supplier. She would like to know
what she can do to resolve the situation.

Recommendations

> Prices are fair and consumers are given sufficient warning of any unit cost and standing
charge increases, or variations to payments
> Ability to pay principles should be central to any debt repayment considerations
> Proactive communication and support should be offered for customers with a history of
accumulating debt on their fuel account, or self-disconnecting from a prepayment meter
> Tariffs should be simple, not too numerous, easily distinguishable and easy to
understand
> Any credit owed to a consumer should be returned quickly
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3.2 Ease of Contact
In January 2015 Ofgem stated in an open letter
to suppliers that it expects them to: minimise the
cost to customers by offering free-phone or low
cost geographic numbers; ensure that contact
numbers are easy to find on suppliers’ websites,
statements, and bills; and make telephone services
accessible to all consumers, including those with
additional communication needs20. There are also
regulations about complaint-handling which state
that suppliers must allow people to make and
progress complaints by telephone21. Some onlineonly suppliers have removed inbound telephone
services altogether – something Citizens Advice
expressed concern about22. To allow customers to
assess customer service quality, Citizens Advice has
an online ratings tool of suppliers’ performance23.

20

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/sites/default/files/docs/2015/04/
telephone_services_open_letter_v7.pdf

21

https://www.cornwall-insight.com/uploads/Compliance%20
alerts/Regulatory%20Alerts/2015/150108_info_OfgemConsultation-proposing-changes-to-supplier-guaranteed-andoverall-standards-of-performace.pdf

22

https://wearecitizensadvice.org.uk/why-energy-suppliers-needto-keep-their-customer-phone-services-513b568848b1

23

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/how-citizensadvice-works/citizens-advice-consumer-work/supplierperformance/energy-supplier-performance/compare-domesticenergy-suppliers-customer-service/

Issue
It is frustrating for consumers when calls to energy
suppliers are expensive, when waiting times
are long and when calls are not returned. This is
compounded if the call is about a debt issue and
it continues to be unresolved. Some customers
also struggle to access digital services if they do
not own a computer or a smartphone and so are
particularly reliant on telephone communication or
corresponding with their supplier in writing.

Power to the people
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Case Studies from Citizens Advice Bureaux

“ The Bureau client asked for assistance setting up Fuel Direct so that she could start
repaying debt to her supplier. This has caused her immense frustration over the last year.
She recognises the debt of approximately £2369 and that she has to pay it back and wishes
to commence doing so via the scheme. Her current usage is approximately £88 p/m. The
CAB contacted the supplier and after 40 minutes waiting spoke to an adviser. They spent an
hour discussing the situation and it became apparent that the supplier was not aware of the
Fuel Direct scheme (although it is on their website) and she continually made reference to a
standard repayment package. She was not willing or able to escalate to a supervisor or pass it
on to another department.
The CAB explained it had been 27 days since the initial call and that the client had been
continually rebuffed over the last year. The supplier offered to set up a repayment plan of
£95.66 p/m plus ongoing usage (£88) – an amount that is too expensive for the client. The
CAB reiterated a preference for Fuel Direct at £3.70 p/w. After 1 hour 40 mins, the call was
transferred to a complaints team who promised to escalate the issue and eventually agreed to
contact the client within the next two days to discuss Fuel Direct.

“The client tried to contact her energy supplier to arrange a cheaper tariff. Waiting times
were excessively long (she was 70th in a queue on one call) and call charges expensive (£8
approximately on one occasion).
“The client is trying to resolve issues with increased prices and is in arrears for the first
time ever. The client does not understand why. The client phoned the supplier to request
meter readings 5 times. They were assured each time that the meter would be read, but noone has turned up. The Bureau adviser tried to phone the supplier on the client’s behalf and
was on hold for 30 minutes at which point the client requested the call be terminated. The
issue was not resolved and the client had to return to the CAB drop-in for a further call.

Recommendations

> Consumers can easily get in touch with their supplier by multiple channels including by
phone, online, and in writing, including at evenings and weekends
> The supplier answers and returns calls or correspondence in a timely manner and as
agreed
> Phone numbers are free to call and easy to locate on correspondence and online
> Referrals between different teams within a supply company are smooth and do not
involve excessive repetition of information by the consumer

12 Power to the people

3.3 Clear and accurate billing
Under the licence code, when a customer’s
supply is terminated, suppliers must take all
reasonable steps to issue a final bill within 6
weeks24. Ofgem has also banned suppliers from
‘backbilling’ customers for energy used more
than 12 months previously if they have not
received an accurate bill in this timeframe25.
In addition suppliers are obligated to provide a
breakdown of what contributes to consumers’ bills
e.g. wholesale costs, VAT, and policy costs26.
Citizens Advice’s ‘Lost Decade’ report in 2015
found that ten years on from an Energywatch27
‘super-complaint’, billing issues remained the
largest single source of complaints about
energy suppliers28. In 2017-18 the Citizens
Advice Network in Scotland provided advice on
38,068 energy issues. Of these, billing was the
most common issue advised on - a consistent
pattern in recent years29.

24

27.17
https://epr.ofgem.gov.uk//Content/Documents/Electricity%20
Supply%20Standard%20Licence%20Conditions%20
Consolidated%20-%20Current%20Version.pdf

25

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/consumers/household-gas-andelectricity-guide/who-contact-if-its-difficult-paying-energy-bills/
energy-backbilling-your-rights https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/
publications-and-updates/ofgem-bans-suppliers-backbillingcustomers-beyond-12-months

26

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/consumers/household-gas-andelectricity-guide/understand-your-gas-and-electricity-bills

27

At the time Energywatch was the statutory watchdog for the
energy sector

28

Includes direct complaints to suppliers, Ombudsman Services:
Energy cases and contacts made to the Citizens Advice consumer
service

29

https://www.cas.org.uk/publications/energy-advice-detailenergy-issues-brought-citizens-advice-network-scotland-2017-18

Where no bills or inaccurate bills are provided,
debt can accrue causing particular stress for
those in vulnerable circumstances. We have seen
evidence of delays or errors in returning credit
to consumers, and a number of consumers have
reported inaccuracies with their smart meters.
Consumers using electric heating systems
with ‘complex’ or ‘restricted’ meters, may also
experience billing difficulties if they are not being
used correctly, or if they are not on a compatible
tariff – this is explored further in section 3.6.
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Case Studies from Citizens Advice Bureaux
“The Bureau client had been with their supplier for both electricity and gas for about
a year. He submitted his meter reading several times and every time the supplier said that
the meter reading must be incorrect. They arranged for an engineer to investigate the meter
twice, and the engineer said that the meter was faulty and they would change it. However it
was never changed and the meter reading problem continued. The client complained to the
supplier about this issue, but it was never dealt with. After that, his fixed monthly direct debit
was increased from £82 to £100 without notice, and the supplier notified the client that he
owes them about £380 after he had moved to a new supplier. The client also mentioned that
his old supplier passed on the wrong meter reading to the new one. The client requested a
final bill and the readings that he had provided to his old supplier 2 months ago, but was never
provided one. He is still waiting for his final bill from his old supplier. He is concerned about
legal action against him by the old supplier. The client also mentioned that the old supplier
had threatened him about his credit.

“The client is in arrears after being advised to switch from quarterly to monthly
payments by their energy supplier and being given an inaccurate indication of what the
monthly payments will be. The client is also on Priority Services Register but has not had her
meter read in 3 years according to records. The client is 93 years old.

“The Bureau client is 93 years old and lives alone in council rented accommodation.
Client advises she was in credit with her supplier in November. She was sent a cheque to
refund this totalling £235 and was then contacted by the supplier about changing tariff. She
agreed to move to monthly payments and was advised that her monthly payments would
be £56.54. The client advised that when she received her bill in January the account was in
arrears amounting to £3,581. She recognises that the monthly payments were quite low but
does not understand how she can go from being in credit to being that much in debt. She has
received another letter advising that the monthly payments would be about £200 - she is
willing to pay back what is owed but feels this amount is too high and there must be some sort
of mistake. The client advises she is also not happy about how this has been handled as it was
her supplier who advised her to move to monthly payments and gave her the monthly figure
for payments and now she finds herself in arrears.

Recommendations

> Bills are accurate, clear, comprehensible and provided regularly
> Bills are offered in a variety of formats, including paper
> Go beyond Ofgem’s licence condition42 and apply back-billing principles to time periods
shorter than 12 months, where clear failings have been made

14 Power to the people

3.4 Access to the Warm Home Discount
The Warm Home Discount (WHD) Scheme places a
legal obligation on suppliers who meet eligibility
criteria to provide a £140 rebate to eligible
customers. The scheme is targeted to support
household in, or at risk of, fuel poverty. Suppliers
with over 200,000 domestic customers must
offer the WHD. The UK Government has lowered
the threshold for supplier obligation to 150,000
customer accounts in 2020/21 for delivery to the
Core Group (those receiving only the Guarantee
Credit element of Pension Credit, and those over
65 receiving both the Guarantee and Savings
element of Pension Credit). Smaller suppliers
may also volunteer to take part in the scheme.
The overall pot of money available for the WHD
scheme is fixed30 with each participant supplier
offering rebates to a number of eligible customers
proportional with market share.

30

Issue
A number of CAB clients have reported barriers
to accessing the WHD – this is mainly in regards
to the Broader Group which accepts applications
annually and has more flexible eligibility criteria.
Some of the most prevalent issues include:
> Varying eligibility criteria between
participating suppliers, creating uncertainty
around eligibility
> Limited window for applications – as short as
a single week in some instances
> Consumers who recently switched, or in the
process of switching, missing out
> Digital exclusion – consumers not being able
to apply using a paper form

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/system/files/docs/2018/08/warm_
home_discount_whd_guidance_for_suppliers_-_version_6.1.pdf
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Case studies from Citizens Advice Bureau

“The client is eligible for the Warm Home Discount of £140. She has a letter of
entitlement, but has not received it yet and last week her energy company ceased
trading. She wants to change supplier but is worried that she will lose her discount.
The Warm Home Discount line advised that as the supplier just ceased trading last
week, they had no up to date information about what would happen with the Warm
Home Discount people were entitled to.

“The client had received a letter from her supplier inviting her to apply to the
Warm Home Discount. The letter gave a contact number and web address. The CAB
phoned the number and proceeded to make application by phone until the customer
was asked for her e-mail address. The client does not have an e-mail address and at
this point the adviser broke off and placed the call in a queue to speak to someone
else. Not long afterwards the call reverted to asking for a number of automated
choices - human contact had been terminated. It is not stated anywhere on the letter
that an email address is required to apply. No further progress with the application
was apparently possible. No application was made at this contact and the client said
she would ask her son if she could use his email address.

Recommendations

> Consumers are given clear information about whether or not a supplier participates in the
scheme and how to access it
> Simplify the Warm Home Discount application process and ensure that the
application form is accessible online, in hard copy form and by phone
> Signpost consumers to a relevant service if they require assistance applying for the Warm
Home Discount, for e.g. their local CAB
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3.5 Support for customers in vulnerable
circumstances
Under the licence code suppliers must “take all
reasonable steps to identify vulnerability during
their interactions with their customers.”31 They
must establish a Priority Services Register (PSR)
of their customers who may require additional
support due to their being in a vulnerable
situation, take all reasonable steps to promote
its existence when they interact with customers,
identify those eligible, and offer to add them to
it32. Priority services must be offered to these
customers for free- such as communicating in
an accessible format, and endeavoring to take
meter readings every quarter. Under Energy UK’s
‘Safety Net’ the Big Six energy suppliers agreed to
never knowingly disconnect a customer defined
as vulnerable at any time of year. Where such
a customer is disconnected and subsequently
identified as vulnerable, suppliers will aim to
reconnect the customer as a priority33. Following
growing interest in the issue of vulnerability
from government, regulators, and service
providers, CAS’s recent report - Making it Easy:
Simpler Registration for Consumers in Vulnerable
Situations called for a dedicated working group to
be established to drive forward simpler registration
for consumers in vulnerable situations34.

31

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/system/files/docs/2016/06/priority_
services_register_statutory_consultation_and_proposals.pdf

32

26.1 https://epr.ofgem.gov.uk//Content/Documents/
Electricity%20Supply%20Standard%20Licence%20
Conditions%20Consolidated%20-%20Current%20Version.pdf

33

https://www.energy-uk.org.uk/files/docs/Disconnection_policy/
Sept15_EUK_Safety_Net.pdf

34

https://www.cas.org.uk/publications/making-it-easy-simplerregistration-consumers-vulnerable-situations

Issue
From CAB evidence it is clear that a number
of vulnerable customers have not had meter
readings taken for a long time, despite being
on the Priority Services Register, and this has
led to the generation of a back-bill. Other issues
that vulnerable clients present with at CABs
include: suppliers failing to replace a faulty
meter; inaccurate bills; poor customer service;
large deductions from benefits; agressive debt
collection procedures and being digitallyexcluded where services are only offered online.
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Case studies from Citizens AdviceBureau

“The supplier’s adviser showed little compassion or recognition of the Bureau
client’s ill health or vulnerability and was more concerned with attaining payment of
the requested debt. Despite the client being nearly blind and deaf the supplier pushed
for the client to have online billing set up or an alternative payment method other
than paying their electricity at the post office. No apology was given by the adviser
for failing in their attempt to read the client’s meter.

“The Bureau client is an 80 year old man with poor mobility who struggles
to read his electricity meter. The client signed up to the Priority Service Register in
order that he could have his meter read every 3 months. However, he is not given any
prior notification on the date/time the meter will be read, so can often miss readings.
In this case, the client had missed readings for almost a year and was continually
paying much higher estimated bills. The CAB called the supplier on the client’s behalf
but they advised that they cannot give specific dates and times for readings, which
limits the effectiveness of the PSR.

Recommendations

> Where possible, data is shared between energy suppliers and other sectors to
improve the identification of vulnerable consumers
> Vulnerable consumers are supported through the referral process between
third party agencies and energy suppliers, for e.g. there is partnership working
between energy companies and other sectors e.g. National Health Service
> The Priority Services Register is kept under constant review and the supplier
is flexible, compassionate and quick to respond to the needs of vulnerable
consumers
> The supplier ensures meter reads are carried out quarterly for vulnerable
consumers
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3.6 Offering choice for customers with restricted
meters
Issue
As previously stated, a key challenge for any new
entrant is to enter the public consciousness and
earn the trust of consumers. One way of doing
this is to adopt a solutions-based approach to
prominent market issues, particularly issues
to which fuel poor households in Scotland are
disproportionately exposed. Prior to exiting the
market, Our Power attempted this by creating the
Take Control tariff which offered a bespoke pricing
structure to customers with restricted meters35.
Large areas of Scotland are not connected to
the gas grid, meaning that around 282,000
households use electricity as their primary
heating fuel (12%). Our 2018 report Hard Wired
Problems found that that this group faces
challenges including the very high unit costs
of electricity, a complex and often confusing
tariff market with limited choice, barriers to
switching tariff or supplier, a lack of knowledge
of how to use heating systems effectively and
systems frequently operating inefficiently36.
While the fuel poverty rate for all properties
in Scotland stood at 24.9% in 2017, for those
with electric heating this figure was more than
double at 52%37.

Most households in Scotland that rely on electric
heating use restricted meters, most of which are
designed to be used with time-of-use tariffs and
storage heating. A significant proportion of these
households use dynamically teleswitched (DTS)
systems through which on-peak and off-peak
times are controlled by a radio signal. Until recently
this meant that consumers had little choice to
but to remain on a legacy tariff maintained by the
dominant regional supplier - most often through
SSE’s Total Heat Total Control or one of Scottish
Power’s Comfort Plus tariffs. In 2012, there were
around 124,000 households in Scotland thought to
be using DTS tariffs compared to around 32,000 in
the rest of Great Britain38.
The Competition and Market Authority’s (CMA)
Restricted Meters Remedy (2016)39 required all
suppliers with more than 50,000 customers to
allow customers with non-Economy 7 restricted
meters to switch to a single-rate tariff without
changing their meter. However, there is a lack
of evidence showing that consumers who have
explored this remedy are significantly betteroff. Our Power’s ‘Take Control’ tariff was a
competitively priced alternative to this and offered
a useful blueprint of how to tackle this problem,
but it is one that few other suppliers have adopted.
A sizeable number of off-gas consumers in
Scotland are therefore still faced with much less
genuine choice in the retail energy market than
others. It is important that this issue is adequalty
addressed as the market evolves.

35

https://www.scottishhousingnews.com/article/not-profit-energysupplier-ignites-fight-fuel-poverty-scotland

36

CAS Consumer Futures Unit, Hard-Wired Problems: Delivering
effective support to households with electric heating, 2018

37

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-conditionsurvey-2017-key-findings/pages/6/

38

Ofgem, The state of the market for customers with dynamically
teleswitched meters, 2013

39

Competition and Markets Authority, Energy Market Investigation
(Restricted Meters) Order 2016
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Case Study from Citizens Advice Bureau

“The client and her partner moved into their flat in September and were surprised when
their second quarterly electricity bill was much higher than their first. Both she and her partner
had made an effort to keep the heating off during the winter in order to avoid high bills. The
client contacted her energy supplier and her landlord to query this. It transpires that client is on
a time-of-use tariff, which allows her supplier to control the heating in her property depending
on the weather. The client had not been told about this when she first contacted the supplier;
she also feels that the heating system should have been explained to her when she signed the
lease. She is now £700 in arrears and unable to switch, as so few companies will supply this
type of heating system.

Recommendations

> An electric heating strategy should be developed which effectively challenges the prevalent
link with fuel poverty
> Suppliers should outline clear guidance and offer support to consumers with restricted meters
> Suppliers should offer a range of competitive tariffs for DTS customers
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4. Consumer Engagement in the Energy Market Evidence for Scotland: Independent review
Given the low levels of consumer engagement
with the energy market, CAS wanted to
understand how interventions such as the
introduction of a Public Energy Company could
potentially do something different to address
the affordability dilemma. CAS commissioned
independent consultant, Ragne Low, to provide
evidence on consumer engagement in Scotland.
Given her role in the Scottish Government’s initial
research on the idea of the Public Energy Company
and her expertise in this field40, we asked her to
respond to the following five key questions.
1. What is the current level of consumer
engagement in the energy market in
Scotland?
2. What efforts have been made to increase
consumer engagement in the energy
market, by Ofgem or others?
3. What are the key barriers to consumer
engagement in the energy market?
4. What lessons can be learnt from other
markets or countries about how to
encourage consumer engagement?
5. What consumer engagement methods
are most appropriate for fuel poor
households?

This work involved undertaking a literature
review and was informed by a series of
interviews with stakeholders from the energy
industry and energy advice providers. In
responding to these questions the analysis
explored:
> How to define and measure consumer
engagement; approaches to consumer
engagement with energy efficiency
measures
> Energy infrastructure and technologies
> GB-wide and overseas lessons relevant to
Scotland
> Efforts to assess and increase consumer
engagement, including by Ofgem, public
funding and network companies
> Targeted engagement with vulnerable and
fuel poor households
> Barriers to consumer engagement and
future engagement
The headline conclusions from this analysis
were that consumer engagement should be
thought of in broader terms than switching.
Face-to-face support and direct support
(including over the telephone) remain
important, and there are opportunities for
the better use of data. The full report is being
published alongside this report.
The overall findings are summarised as follows:

40

http://www.parliament.scot/S5_EconomyJobsFairWork/Inquiries/
Scoping_note-Publicly_Owned_Energy_Company-Centre_for_
Energy_Policy.pdf
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1) What is the current level of engagement
in the energy market in Scotland?

3) What are the key barriers to
engagement in the energy market?

Engagement levels appear relatively stable
in terms of switching rates, with the same
groups of consumers consistently much less
likely to engage through switching tariff or
supplier. These groups include: those people
with restricted meters and those living in the
Highlands, Shetland and Orkney islands; those
on low incomes; people who are over 65; and,
people who are digitally excluded. These same
groups are more likely to be vulnerable and in
fuel poverty. Engagement on energy efficiency
appears to be growing, at least in terms of
demand for, and reach of, support such as that
provided by Home Energy Scotland.

Barriers are consistently reported in the
literature and by stakeholders as:

2) What efforts have been made to
increase engagement in the energy
market, by Ofgem or others?
Switching trials, moves to enable automated
switching, tailored support for switching, face
to face engagement and a host of targeted
projects to better identify and support
vulnerable people are all having an impact.
There is some innovation in engagement
being driven by suppliers, and perhaps more
significantly, by network companies.
This includes a host of data linking projects
to better identify vulnerable customers,
better training for company staff and a range
of partnership initiatives with charities and
other service providers to tailor and improve
experiences and outcomes for the fuel poor
and vulnerable.
However, there is no consolidated evidence
base on how successful these initiatives are in
Scotland, and it is too early to tell how they will
interact with other market changes, notably
the default tariff price cap and emerging
demand flexibility services enabled by smart
meters.
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> a lack of understanding of the energy
markets - and in particular for some parts
of Scotland, the conflation of the network
operator and supply company in people’s
minds;
> a general lack of interest in energy issues
for most consumers;
> scepticism that engagement on switching
or tariffs will actually give consumers a
better deal; and
> wider exclusion, in particular digital
exclusion and for many of those in fuel
poverty or vulnerable circumstances, a
lack of personal capacity to engage in the
retail market and use tools such as price
comparison websites.

4) What lessons can be learnt from
other markets or countries about how
to encourage engagement?
There are lessons from other markets that can
be drawn upon for Scotland. Examples include
collective switching via auctions, use of smart
meters to enable the idea of ‘gifting energy’,
and partnerships between energy utilities and
poverty charities to help address fuel poverty
and vulnerability. Other European countries
provide examples of how social security policy
(and indeed wider policy mechanisms) may
be used to address fuel poverty and citizen
engagement with energy.

5) What engagement methods
are most appropriate for fuel poor
households?
The evidence from this review reinforces
conclusions from previous work, namely that
tailored, face-to-face support delivered by
trusted parties is critical in engaging with
(and supporting the engagement in the
energy market of) vulnerable and fuel poor
consumers. With the increasing digitalisation
of energy services, the needs of those who are
unable or unwilling to engage in this way must
continue to be met through face-to-face advice
and/or trusted parties.

5. Conclusion and recommendations
This report draws upon evidence and insights
from our frontline advisers in Citizens Advice
Bureaux (CABs) across Scotland and the Extra
Help Unit (EHU) which show the detrimental
impact consumers can face in the energy
market in Scotland. While supplier obligations
are in place to protect consumers, our evidence
shows that these are not always adhered
to. Given the significant nature of proposed
changes to the retail market in Scotland it is
especially important any supplier does not fall
foul of issues that have affected other energy
supply companies.
As noted through this report, to succeed
in securing consumer trust and therefore
gaining customers in this competitive market,
any company must get the fundamentals of
good customer service right, while also being
adaptable enough to meet the needs of future
consumers in a changing market.
If the priorities set out in this report are taken
forward by any new or existing entrant it can be
possible to provide a positive customer experience
for consumers and build trust in the energy market
in Scotland.

However our independent review of consumer
engagement in the energy market in Scotland has
also shown that engaging consumers in the market
could be a particular challenge. The analysis found
that while switching levels appear relatively stable,
the same groups of consumers are consistently
much less likely to engage through switching tariff
or supplier. These same groups are more likely
to be vulnerable and in fuel poverty. The report
found that there are potential future opportunities
for a Public Energy Company or any other supplier
to make much better use of data (such as smart
meter data), which could be used as a powerful
tool for targeting engagement interventions at
those who will benefit from them most.
In its conclusion the review noted that it would
be unrealistic to expect increased consumer
engagement in the current energy market alone to
resolve many of the issues affecting the fuel poor
and vulnerable. For this reason we believe that
other levers will be needed to significantly tackle
the high levels of fuel poverty in Scotland.
Below we summarise 6 Consumer Priorites
which we believe are essential to delivering
positive outcomes for consumers.

Some interventions such as the Public Energy
Company have a twin aim of reducing Fuel Poverty
in Scotland. If competitive tariffs were made
available by the Public Energy Company, or indeed
any supplier, it could reduce fuel poverty levels by
encouraging consumers who haven’t historically
switched to do so.
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Immediate Consumer Priorities:
Fair pricing and debt management
> Prices are fair and consumers are given
sufficient warning of any unit cost and
standing charge increases
> ‘Ability to pay’ principles are central to any
debt repayment considerations
> Proactive communication and support
for those customers with a history of
accumulating debt on their fuel account,
or self-disconnecting from a prepayment
meter
> Tariffs are simple, not too numerous, and
easy to understand
> Any credit owed to a consumer is returned
quickly

Ease of contact
> Consumers can easily get in touch with
their supplier by multiple channels
including phone, online, and in writing
> The supplier answers and returns calls or
correspondence in a timely manner and
as agreed when dealing with customer
queries and complaints
> Phone numbers are free to call and easy
to locate on correspondence and online
> Referrals between different teams within
a supply company are smooth and do not
involve excessive repetition of information
by the consumer

Clear and accurate billing
> Bills are accurate, clear, comprehensible
and provided regularly
> Bills are offered in a variety of formats,
including paper
> Go beyond Ofgem’s licence condition
and apply back-billing principles to time
periods shorter than 12 months, where
clear failings have been made
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Access to the Warm Home Discount
> Consumers are given clear information about
whether or not a supplier offers the scheme
and on how to access it
> The Warm Home Discount application
process is simple and inclusive, with the
application form accessible online and in
hard copy form and applications taken by
phone
> The supplier actively signposts consumers
to a relevant service if they require
assistance applying for the Warm Home
Discount, for e.g. their local CAB

Support for consumers in vulnerable
situations
> Where possible, data is shared between
energy suppliers and other sectors to
improve the identification of vulnerable
consumers
> Vulnerable consumers are supported
through the referral process between
agencies and utilities, e.g. there is
partnership working between energy
companies and other sectors e.g. National
Health Service
> The Priority Services Register is kept
under constant review and the supplier
is flexible, compassionate and quick to
respond to vulnerable consumers
> The supplier ensures meter reads are
carried out quarterly for vulnerable
consumers

Offering choice for consumers with
restricted meters
> An electric heating strategy should be
developed which effectively challenges the
prevalent link with fuel poverty
> The supplier provides clear guidance and
offers a variety of support to consumers
with restricted meters
> The supplier offers full support at
competitive prices for DTS customers
across its full range of tariffs
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