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Fair play for pre-pay – education for prepay meter users
Introduction

Citizens Advice is the statutory consumer watchdog for energy customers. We are running a national campaign, to get a fairer deal for energy customers with a prepayment meter.
The training materials are designed to cover key topics that may affect energy consumers with prepayment meters.
What’s the issue?

· Customers with prepayment meters too often receive poor service and a lack of choice.

· Prepayment meter customers have fewer tariff options to choose from and generally pay more for their energy than direct debit customers.

· Customers with prepayment meters face problems credit customers don’t have to deal with, like lost or faulty keys or metering equipment

· 16 per cent of prepayment meter users self-disconnect their energy supplier over the winter

· Most prepayment meter customers have to pay with cash at shops or post offices. There are few options to top up online or by phone and shops aren’t always in a convenient location or open at a convenient time

· Vulnerable prepayment meter users sometimes miss out on financial support. The Warm Homes Discount is sent out by suppliers by cheque.
Subject information

Trainers do not need to have specialist knowledge in prepayment meters. The training material and the Fair play for prepay campaign - www.citizensadvice.org.uk/index/campaigns/current_campaigns/fairprepay.htm contains all the key information for the topics covered. 

This session aims to help prevent people getting into difficulties understanding their entitlements as pre-payment meter customers and where to get help. 
Further information can be found at:
www.citizensadvice.org.uk/index/campaigns/current_campaigns/fairprepay.htm 

https://beta.citizensadvice.org.uk/cablink/social-policy/social-policy-     campaigns/fair-play-for-prepay-campaign/ For bureaux
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Information for prepay meter customers
Session aim and objectives

Overall we want trainers and participants to develop a greater awareness of their rights as prepayment customers.
By the end of the session participants should be able to:

· Know who their energy supplier is and how to contact them 
· Basic rights when wishing to switch energy suppliers
· Understand the debt assignment protocol and what it means for them as consumers
· Be aware of the Citizens Advice Fair pay for prepay campaign and promote the petition (if appropriate for the group and they wish to do so) https://www.change.org/p/energy-suppliers-give-prepayment-meter-customers-a-fairer-deal-3 
· Know who to contact for help and advice. 
      Materials

· Blank flip chart paper 

· Marker pens

· Note paper and pens for participants
· Notebooks if resource permits

· News articles

· Fair play for prepay campaign materials
www.citizensadvice.org.uk/index/campaigns/current_campaigns/fairprepay.htm 

https://beta.citizensadvice.org.uk/cablink/social-policy/Social-policy-  campaigns/Fair-play-for-prepay-campaign/ - for bureau

Fair play for prepay training materials session plan

Activities can be used as a training course or activities can be used singularly depending on the needs, interests and time limits of the training organisers.

Timings can vary in accordance with the needs of the group.  Activities can be kept short if the tutor/ trainer wishes to work through all the material in a certain time or they can be extended in time if a tutor/ trainer only wishes to use one or two of the activities.  Trainer should allow time to recap and ensure participants leave will all relevant contact details for organisations/ authorities that can help in their local area.
	Activity
	Section/objectives
	Method
	Materials
	Time *

	1
Intro
	Pre-payment information
· Quiz to gauge knowledge and awareness of meters

· Discuss and list positive and negative points of having a ppm
· Discuss why they are positive or negative and how the negative can be resolved.

	 Quiz to be used for individuals to fill in based on their knowledge of prepay meters.
Alternatively it can be used as a group discussion tool.

Use activity 1a to follow on from this quiz.

Participants asked to identify their own energy supplier.

Give copies of this info to take away. 
	· Worksheets – What do you know about PPM 
· List positive and negative issues of pmm

· Energy suppliers contact details spreadsheet (appendix 1)
· Terminology index (appendix 2)

	30-60 mins

	Activity
	Section/objectives
	Method
	Materials
	Time

	2


	Debt assignment protocol

· Information for people to understand their rights and identify their own energy 
providers numbers
· Worksheet for people to take from campaign materials to complete for their own personal situation
	Tutor input using activity 1 Q&A
Following on from discussion in activity 1 use answers to create a useful information card, to use as a DAP reminder.

	· Fair pay for pre pay campaign material
· Worksheet – activity 2a

· Worksheet – activity 2b
www.adviceguide.org.uk/england/news/whats_new_oct14_getting_a_fairer_deal_for_prepayment_meter_energy_customers.htm 
www.adviceguide.org.uk/england/consumer_e/consumer_energy_supply_e/problems_switching_energy_suppliers/you_cant_switch_energy_supplier_because_of_a_debt.htm 
	30-60 mins


	Activity
	Section/objectives
	Method
	Materials
	Time

	3


	Discounts/ rebates and grants
· Activities to identify what may be available as a prepayment meter user.
· Managing your energy consumption and meter management.
	Information leaflets/ print outs about different rebates/ grants and discounts ask participants to work through to identify what may be available for PP

	· Worksheets for Activity 3

· OFGEM 

www.ofgem.gov.uk/ofgem-publications/64039/supply-probe-qa.pdf 

· Green deal - www.instagroup.co.uk/greendeal/ link also has a video if resources available enable the participants to watch it. www.tradingstandards.gov.uk/extra/news-item.cfm/newsid/1652

	30-60 mins

	Activity
	Section/objectives
	Method
	Materials
	Time

	4


	Tenancy agreements and the right to switch
· Information and activities for tenants and their rights when switching energy suppliers 
· Read through the information available and discuss the scenarios to understand more about tenancy rights and prepay meters.

	Read through factsheets and advice guide then work through the energy case studies. 
	· Worksheets for activity 4
· News articles
· OFGEM – www.ofgem.gov.uk/ofgem-publications/83161/tenancyrightsfactsheetenglishweb.pdf 

·  www.adviceguide.org.uk/wales/consumer_w/consumer_energy_supply_e/problems_switching_energy_suppliers/can_you_switch_gas_or_electricity_supplier_if_youre_a_tenant_.htm 

	60mins


 Consumer rights and specialist numbers           

Instructions 
· Give some brief information to the group on prepayment meters
· The Prepayment campaign – use campaign pack
· The role of Citizens Advice with regards to the campaign, and the work bureau do to help people with energy advice – use campaign pack
· Activity 1a and 1b  are designed to make participants think about what they know about prepayment meters, the benefits and disadvantages of being a prepayment customer and how to access help as a prepayment customer.
https://beta.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CABlink/Campaigns/Fairprepay/FPfPP-Briefing.pdf
Use Activity 1a to introduce information about prepay meters and the campaign.  This can be delivered as a hand-out to participants or as a group discussion tool.  If possible ask/ gauge participants about their responses to the answers… are they surprised?  Do they think it’s fair? Would they like prepay meters? Etc… 
Use Activity 1b to follow on with the benefits and disadvantages of prepayment meters.  Use the campaigns materials to raise awareness of rights in this section too.
Notes from Campaign materials for activity 1b
If you’ve recently moved in to a new home with a prepayment meter it may be worth calling the supplier to: 

 check you aren’t paying off a previous tenant’s debt when you top up 

 request a meter user manual 

 check if your supplier offers an alternative pay as you go tariff 

 consider switching supplier to get a better deal 

ask them to remove it and install a credit meter (there may be a charge for this).
Activity 1a – Prepayment quiz
Facts and figures have been taken from the Fair Play for Prepay campaign information.  Ask participants to choose the correct answer.
1. It is estimated that customers on pre-pay meters pay more that direct debit customers by how much?

£45 per year

£80 per year

£120 per year

2. Pre-payment customers have the same choice of tariffs as direct debit customers?

True


False

3. What is the percentage % of people in Great Britain that use energy pre-payment meters?

5%


11%


16%
4. Approximately how many prepay meters are installed every day?

1600


2300


3100

5. What is the estimated percentage of customers who self-disconnect?

5%


12%


16%
6. List 3 reasons for self-disconnecting

7. Prepayment customers can switch to a better deal even with account debts of up to… how much?
£80


£300


£500
8. As prepayment customer standard charges will be added daily even if you are not using energy.
True


False

Depends on circumstances
Activity 1a – Prepayment quiz. Trainer’s answers
Facts and figures have been taken from the Fair Play for Prepay campaign information.  Ask participants to choose the correct answer.
1. It is estimated that customers on pre-pay meters pay more that direct debit customers by how much?

£45 per year

£80 per year

£120 per year

2. Pre-payment customers have the same choice of tariffs as direct debit customers?

True


False
3. What is the percentage % of people in Great Britain that use energy pre-payment meters?

5%


11%


16%
4. Approximately how many prepay meters are installed every day?

1600


2300


3100

5. What is the estimated percentage of customers who self-disconnect?

5%


12%


16%
6. List 3 reasons for self-disconnecting

· Forget to top up
· Can’t afford to top up
· Lack of information/ difficulty contacting supplier 
Participants may offer other suggestions – these answers not exclusive
7. Prepayment customers can switch to a better deal even with account debts of up to… how much?
£80


£300


£500
As prepayment customer standard charges will be added daily even if you are not using energy.

True


False

Depends on circumstances

Activity 1a – Advantages and disadvantages of prepayment meters 
Ask participants to list fill in the table below.  Use the campaign information and the energy suppliers spreadsheet (appendix 1) for participants to identify which energy company supplies their energy.  To print table for participants delete italic text beforehand.
	Advantages
	Disadvantages
	Who can help?

	Eg, easy to monitor spending

Reduce energy waste

Control of payments

Payment methods?
Rights -  prepay meters must provide user information.
In many circumstance you have the right to switch, even with a debt of up to £500

	Location of nearest paypoints

Worry of losing payment keys/ cards

Understanding that charges still apply even if you’re not using energy.
Payment methods?
	Citizens Advice Bureaux 

Citizens Advice Consumer Service

Citizens Advice consumer service extra help unit.

Own energy suppliers – use spreadsheet appendix 1

Information from campaign pack
Landlord – responsibilities 

Tenancy contract agreements


        Debt assignment protocol
An increase of prepayment meters installed for reasons other than debt recovery potentially reflects customers seeking greater control over their bills as household budgets tighten although the majority of new prepayment meters installs remain largely driven by debt recovery arrangements.  

It is important for consumers to know that there is a protocol around debt on prepayment meters and what their rights and responsibilities are
· If you are paying off a debt through your prepayment meter and

don’t know how much is left to pay off, you can request the

remaining balance from your supplier.

· Re-negotiate the debt recovery rate if you are struggling to repay

at the weekly rate set by the supplier.
· You can request an annual consumption figure for electricity and gas.
· Debt assignment protocol has raised the amount of debt you can carry over as a prepayment consumer if you wish to switch.  This has increased from £250 to £500. 
Instructions 
· Use Ofgem and Adviceguide information to identify key pieces of information around Debt Assignment Protocol.
· Look at the Prepayment campaign – use campaign pack
www.adviceguide.org.uk/england/news/whats_new_oct14_getting_a_fairer_deal_for_prepayment_meter_energy_customers.htm 
· Work through what the group know with Activity 2a – ‘ Debt Assignment Protocol ‘what it is it?’ 
· Activity 2b - ask participants to make a list of need to know facts around DAP…including relevant contacts.

Debt Assignment Protocol – Activity 2a
Use this activity to question participants/ group on their knowledge of DAP

Why can prepayment meters be more costly?

Less choice of tariffs to switch to, limited ways to pay, lost or faulty meter keys can cost to be replaced.
What is Debt Assignment Protocol?

This is the procedure whereby a prepayment consumer has a debt but wishes to switch energy supplier.
What is the limit of debt you can carry over?

If you have a pre-payment meter, you can switch energy suppliers and transfer debts of up to £500 for gas and of up to £500 for electricity.  This has increased from £250.
Who is it for?

Prepayment meter customers.
Can you switch suppliers if you have a prepayment meter?

Yes – but you will have to check that your debt does not exceed £500, check with whoever pays the bill, check any contracts you have signed.
What is debt blocking?

This is a method of preventing consumers from switching energy suppliers if they have a debt on the account.  Prepayment meter customers cannot be blocked from switching if their debts do not exceed £500
Why is it important to know about the Debt Assignment Protocol?

It is important to know your rights as an energy consumer. 

You may be able to shop around for a cheaper tariff.
If you have a prepayment meter, you will only be able to switch to another prepayment tariff. If you want to have a better choice of tariffs, you can ask your supplier to change your prepayment meter for a standard credit meter.

Energy companies have different policies and processes for switching meters. Some will replace your prepayment meter with a credit meter for free, providing you pass a credit check, but others will charge you. Check with your supplier to find out what their policy is.

Must your energy supplier provide you with a statement?

Yes – if the consumer do not receive regular statements, you must be given information in an annual statement.  The consumer must also be given information about switching and how to do this.
Use information from http://www.adviceguide.org.uk/england/consumer_e/consumer_energy_supply_e/problems_switching_energy_suppliers/you_cant_switch_energy_supplier_because_of_a_debt.htm 
 Debt Assignment Protocol – Activity 2b
Use the activity from DAP activity 1 to ask participants to create a 

Debt Assignment Protocol – useful information card.  These can be printed to share with group or friends.  Tutor must check the content while participants are completing the work.
[image: image4.emf]
Key contact information can be found in appendix 1.
      Discounts, rebates and grants
Many energy consumers are able to search for deals, take up discounts and offers by energy companies if they are credit customers.  They can access
· A variety of tariffs

· Discounts

· Duel fuel offers

· Direct debit discounts

· Government grants – such as warmfront

However prepayment meter customers do not have access to as many grants and discounts.    Part of the Fair play for prepay campaign it to allow access to better tariffs and choices for prepayment meter customers.  
Instructions 
· Discuss with participants any grants, discounts or rebates they have may have received.
· Discuss with participants any grants, discounts or rebates they are aware of that may be available to them.
· Use the energy provider spreadsheet in appendix 1 to identify participants’ energy suppliers.
· Use the internet to research grants, discounts and rebates that are available to prepay customers from the energy companies.  Use activity 3a to record this information.
· Use the internet to research government grants that are available for prepay customers.  Use activity 3a to record this information.

· Look at the Green Deal information that is also available to prepay customers.  Remind participants about using reputable traders and avoiding scams and rogue traders when engaging with work on your home/ house.  Work through adviceguide page as a discussion tool.
http://www.adviceguide.org.uk/england/consumer_e/consumer_energy_supply_e/consumer_saving_money_on_energy_bills_e/consumer_green_deal_e/green_deal_how_it_works.htm 
Discounts, rebates and grants – Activity 3a
Use the energy providers list in appendix 1 to identify participants energy provider.  Then research via internet what the companies offer for prepay meter customers.

Also look at government backed initiatives to identify if the any of the prepay customers are eligible for these?

	Company
	Grants or discounts
	What is the financial benefit?
	Is this available for prepay customers?

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Use Fair play for prepay campaign pack to explain how the campaign hopes to do more for prepay consumers www.citizensadvice.org.uk/fairprepay
Discounts, grants and rebates – activity 3b
This activity is to generate discussion using the campaigns materials section Top Tips – know prepayment meter users rights, and to emphasis the key points from the campaign,
https://beta.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CABlink/Campaigns/Fairprepay/FPfPP-Briefing.pdf 

· Most suppliers have specialist, free telephone help lines for

prepayment meter customers. A complete list is available on

our website www.citizensadvice.org.uk/fairprepay.

· Suppliers can be asked to re-site a meter if it’s not safe or

practical to access.

· If you are paying off a debt through your prepayment meter and

don’t know how much is left to pay off, you can request the

remaining balance from your supplier.

· Re-negotiate the debt recovery rate if you are struggling to repay

at the weekly rate set by the supplier.

· You can request an annual consumption figure for electricity and gas.

· If you’ve recently moved in to a new home with a prepayment meter

it may be worth calling the supplier to:
check you aren’t paying off a previous tenant’s debt when you top up

request a meter user manual

check if your supplier offers an alternative pay as you go tariff

consider switching supplier to get a better deal

ask them to remove it and install a credit meter (there may be a charge for this).

After the discussion consider how participants can find out this information, and run through the websites recorded in activity 3a and how they provide this information.
Introduce the participants to the Citizens Advice Consumer Service, to demonstrate how this service can help with energy enquiries.
http://www.adviceguide.org.uk/england/consumer_e/consumer_protection_for_the_consumer_e/consumer_citizens_advice_consumer_service_e/if_you_need_more_help.htm 
https://forms.adviceguide.org.uk/complaint_energy.aspx 
Discounts, rebates and grants  - Activity 3c
Energy saving activity to think of ways to reduce energy consumption and managing topping up credit.
	What energy are you using?
	What can you do to reduce energy costs?
	Energy Saving resources
	Prepay payment points
	Who can help?

	
	
	
	
	


        Tenancy agreements and the right to switch
 Many people find they can save money by switching to another gas or electricity supplier. If you’re a tenant in a rented home and you are responsible for paying for gas or electricity, you have the right to choose your own energy supplier.

If your landlord pays, they can choose the energy supplier. The landlord is responsible if they include the cost of energy within your rent or if they pay the energy supplier directly. 

Instructions 
· Use the Energy Best Deal facilitators notes around debt and prepay meters (in Activity 4 notes)
· Use Adviceguide information for tenants and switching energy suppliers  http://www.adviceguide.org.uk/england/consumer_e/consumer_energy_supply_e/problems_switching_energy_suppliers/can_you_switch_gas_or_electricity_supplier_if_youre_a_tenant_.htm 
· Use Ofgem’s guidance for tenants - https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/ofgem-publications/83161/tenancyrightsfactsheetenglishweb.pdf 
· Use new items in this pack and additional ones participants may wish to research themselves.
· Print copies of these items and use them to discuss the participants understanding of rights tenants have when switching energy suppliers.  Use all of these to generate a group discussion and to answer to questions in activity 4.
Use the scenarios given and ask participants to discuss what they think the correct outcome should be and direct to the appropriate help resources/ agencies.

Tenancy Agreements Activity 4
Using the fair play for prepay campaign materials, resources and links provided in this activity, look at the scenarios below and discuss what you think about

· What the outcome should be?

· What should the company do?

· What should the consumer do?

· What should the landlord do?

· Who can help?

----------------------------------------------------------------------------
1. Julie rents a flat that has a prepay meter; Julie pays the bills but does not like the energy company’s customer care and decides to switch energy providers.  When she mentions this to her landlord he says she cannot do this, he says that it is a breach of her contract.
What should Julie do?

The landlord can only do this if he/ she is responsible for the supply and payment of the energy.  Julie should check her contract, but this could possibly be regarded as an unfair term or condition. Julie is entitled to switch if she wishes to do so.  There may be some circumstances when a letting agent or landlord has a preferred supplier which is set as the default supplier as part of the tenancy agreement
Ofgem rules state that tenants should be made aware by landlords and letting agents of any tie-ins with specific suppliers and should receive details at the outset of applicable tariffs and charging details.
2. Peter rents a flat from a private landlord, bills are inclusive in the rental price (except phone bills.) His friend tells him about a special offer on energy supplies which gives you £150 cash back.  He decides he wants to switch.  Can he do this?
The landlord has the right to choose energy provider as he/ she has pays for the energy cost and incorporates this cost into the rent.  Peter should discuss the option with his landlord as it could be beneficial to both, but he would not have the right to switch.
3. Mr and Mrs James rent a house from a letting agent.  The couple pay the energy bills but the letting agent is aware that they owe approx £300 on their prepay meter.  The letting agent are worried that they might inherit a bill so tell the couple that they cannot switch energy companies… can they switch?
Mr and Mrs James can switch energy suppliers as they pay the bill and below the £500 debt threshold.  The letting agent cannot block them from moving energy suppliers.  They should still get advice from their local Citizens Advice Bureau or the Citizens Advice consumer service to ensure they are getting the correct advice.
Activity 4 Resource Notes – excerpt from Energy Best Deal

If a consumer is on a pay-as-you-go meter and owes their energy supplier £500 are they able to switch?
Yes - the level of debt you can have and still switch (threshold for debt assignment) on a pay-as-you-go meter is £500 per fuel. 

If a consumer is in debt to their energy supplier and is paying it off by instalments and then their supplier puts up their prices and because of this the consumer wishes to switch – what can they  do? 
Customers have 30 working days from the time they receive notice of the price rise in which they can avoid any retrospective application of this price rise by clearing their debts and switching supplier. If they do not clear their debts then their energy usage will be charged at the new price. If this impacts the amount that the customer is able to pay in instalments towards paying off their debt they should discuss this with their energy supplier. 

If the customer pays by a pay-as-you-go meter they can switch supplier with debts of up to £500 a meter.

If a consumer has outstanding debt as a result of an error made by their supplier, can the supplier stop them from switching?
No – blocking a switch to another supplier on this basis has been banned. 

Can a consumer switch supplier if they are owed money by the supplier?
Yes - a supplier would be required to pay back any money owed to the customer on switching.  The customer can request the money owed to be paid back to them at any time.
Can suppliers disconnect their customer if they have a debt? 

· Not from 1st October to 31st March for households that only include people of pensionable age or people of pensionable age and children. For households that have someone of pensionable age in them, but also other younger adults, suppliers should take all reasonable steps to avoid disconnection.
· Suppliers should take all reasonable steps to avoid disconnection from 1st October to 31st March if someone in the home is chronically sick or has a disability.
Under a voluntary agreement known as the Energy UK Safety Net, the 'big six' energy suppliers have also committed to not disconnect any vulnerable customer at any time of the year.  Their definition of vulnerable for this purpose is:  A customer is vulnerable if for reasons of age, health, disability or severe financial insecurity, they are unable to safeguard their personal welfare or the personal welfare of other members of the household”.
· Not if the debt is to a previous supplier. 

· Only if the debt is for gas or electricity or green deal payments. For example, if the consumer bought a new boiler from their supplier but then could not afford all the payments, the supplier is not allowed to disconnect the supply to their home. 

· Not if the consumer has a debt relief order (in England and Wales) or has been made bankrupt (a supplier cannot disconnect for a debt that was built up before the date of the bankruptcy order or for a debt that was included in a debt relief order). However, any debts built up after the date of the bankruptcy order or debt relief order would be pursued as a new debt and the customer could be threatened with disconnection or disconnected on the basis of the new debts. If the consumer lives in Scotland and has a debt payment programme as part of the debt arrangement scheme, it’s unlikely that their supply will be disconnected (if they have any concerns about this they should be advised to speak to their debt adviser). 
If a consumer has been threatened with disconnection it is important they act quickly, for advice on what they should do contact Citizens Advice consumer service on 03454 040506 (or for the Welsh language service 03454 040505). It is worth noting that suppliers can only disconnect if they have taken reasonable steps to reach another solution beforehand. However a consumer could still be disconnected if there is a safety problem with the supply or there is evidence of fraud/meter tampering.
How is it possible for a consumer to owe money due to a price increase when they have a pay-as-you-go meter?
In general, this should not happen. However, there is one exception to this – token pay-as-you-go meters. There are very few of these meters left.  They are the only type of pay-as-you-go device that must be manually adjusted after every price rise. Delays in recalibrating token prepayment meters can result in customers building up significant levels of debt and Ofgem has consistently encouraged suppliers to consider debt write off in cases of genuine hardship and to be sensitive in setting debt repayment levels. Suppliers should already be complying with the back billing rules and write off all debts which have been accruing for more than 12 months and some suppliers have arrangements in place to limit the overall level of debt that any customer will pay. If a consumer has a token meter and their supplier is asking for payment against a debt they did not expect, ask them:


· Did your supplier warn you that your prices were increasing?

· Did your supplier warn you that your meter needed to be adjusted and, if it didn't happen, you would be at risk of arrears?

· Were you advised to contact your supplier as soon as possible to arrange an appointment to replace your token meter with a key meter?

· Prior to the visit to recalibrate your meter, when was the last time you had a visit to reset your meter?

· Has your supplier offered any assistance?

Once the above points have been considered, the consumer should first contact their supplier and explain why they feel this is unfair and highlight the answers to the above questions. If they are not satisfied with their supplier’s response they should contact Citizens Advice consumer service on 03454 040506 (or for the Welsh language service 03454 040505) for more advice.

Energy companies have programmes to replace token prepayment meters with key meters that do not require visits to customers’ homes to recalibrate their meters.  Suppliers’ programmes of token meter replacement are almost complete.  Suppliers should take steps to ensure that no customer is left without supply if the token meter facility is withdrawn in an area. 
 How else can debt build up on a pay-as-you-go meter?
The other way debt can be built up on a pay-as-you-go meter is through a standing charge if no top up is made for a period of time then the standing charge is still taken every day leaving a debt when the next top up is made.

Activity 4 – news examples
One in 10 tenants barred from changing energy supplier

Research from uSwitch shows that landlords and letting agents are illegally stopping 10% of tenants switching utility provider.
· theguardian.com, Thursday 23 August 2012 07.30 BST 

[image: image2.jpg]



Some letting agents and landlords have told tenants they cannot switch utility supplier. Photograph: Chris Batson/Alamy

Some landlords and lettings agents are breaching the law by issuing contracts preventing tenants from switching energy supplier to get a cheaper deal.

Research by comparison website uSwitch.com showed that 3% of people who rent privately have been unable to switch gas or electricity provider because their contract won't allow it, while 7% have been told by their landlord that they cannot switch.

A rental contract is allowed to stipulate that tenants ask a landlord before switching energy supplier, but it cannot refuse permission to switch altogether.

The Office of Fair Trading states: "The tenant should have the choice of supplier, although he may be required to keep the landlord informed of any change and to return the account to the original supplier at the end of the tenancy." It adds that landlord's consent cannot be "unreasonably withheld or delayed".

The uSwitch figures suggest as many as one in 10 landlords may be in breach of the law. A large number of tenants also appear to be unaware of their rights. Fewer than a third of private renters (31%) were aware they could switch energy suppliers, subject to their rental contract, while 28% think being a tenant makes it more difficult for them to switch.

Some lettings agents appear to have struck deals with utilities companies that see the latter pay commission if tenants use their services.

A website run by a property management company in Hull has a list of potential questions tenants might ask, including "Can I choose my own utility provider?". It answers: "We are working closely with a company called Utility Warehouse to ensure our tenants receive the best service and market prices for their utilities and to enable all our properties to be with one provider. As part of your agreement we ask you to join the Utility Warehouse Club. The cost for this service is £1.76 per month, however, the benefits received compensate for this minimal fee."

Landlords can, however, add specific requirements into an assured shorthold tenancy (AST) contract concerning changing utility providers, especially where switching supplier could result in alterations to the property, said Chris Norris, head of policy at the National Landlords Association.

"For example, if tenants are installing new meters or phone cables, damage could occur to the property. It is wise to ask the landlord before any work is carried out," he said. "If an energy supplier needs to install a pre-paid box to the property, it's also important the landlord is aware."

Tenants who do want to switch should look out for early exit fees on energy tariffs, uSwitch said, especially where the tenancy is for a period of less than a year.

http://www.theguardian.com/money/2012/aug/23/tenants-barred-changing-energy-suppliers 
Activity 4 – news examples

Economy Energy “blocked customers from switching”Mar 26, 2014 Vicky Ellis Infrastructure & Generation, Policy & Legislation .
[image: image3.jpg]


  Image: Thinkstock

Small supplier Economy Energy was rapped over the knuckles by the energy watchdog yesterday after complaints it was blocking customers from switching suppliers.

The company supplies gas and electricity to around 50,000 customers, mostly on prepayment or “pay as you go” meters.

Ofgem said the decision to hand out an official warning – known as a provisional order – is “not a common practice” and reflects “concerns about customer welfare” after complaints. It means Economy needs to sort things as soon as possible to stop consumer harm.

Ofgem said some customers have had difficulty in contacting the supplier to resolve issues, including how to get back on supply.

Worse, the regulator said some customers were being “unfairly blocked” from switching to another supplier.

Ofgem was prompted to issue the order after warning the supplier in February 2014 to improve. It said the supplier has taken steps to improve but was “not able to demonstrate full compliance across all measures”. 

Economy Energy’s name suggests value for money is a key draw for customers while its website promises one tariff for all customers however they pay.

The site states: “We are all about saving our customers money because, let’s be honest, all that matters is how much money you have to spend to keep the lights on.”

It adds: “Rely on Economy Energy to keep our OVERHEADS DOWN. No expensive offices, advertising campaigns, glossy brochures or gimmicks.” Despite repeated attempts by ELN to contact Economy Energy, it is yet to respond.
http://www.energylivenews.com/2014/03/26/economy-energy-blocked-customers-from-switching/
Appendices
The content in Appendix 1 and 2 can be used in any activity and should be used for referencing purposes.  

Appendix 2 has been sourced from Energy UK.

Appendix 1
	* Numbers starting with 01 or 02 are typically charged up to 9p per minute if you call from a landline; calls from mobiles between 8p and 40p per minute depending on your call package. Most providers offer call packages that allow calls free at certain times of the day. Numbers starting with 03 cost no more than calls to 01 or 02 numbers. Calls to 03 numbers from landlines and mobiles are included in free call packages. 


	Energy company
	Website
	Energy supplied
	Customer Service
	Cheaper from mobile number*
	Warm Home Discount

	British Gas
(including customers of Scottish Gas)
	www.britishgas.co.uk

	Gas and Electricity
	0800 048 0202
	0330 100 0303 Prepay
	0800 072 8625 credit
0800 294 8604 Prepay

	Better Energy
	www.betterenergy.org.uk
	Gas
	0115 846 0438*
	Not part of the scheme

	Co-operative Energy
	www.cooperativeenergy.coop
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 954 0693
	01926 516152
	0800 954 0693

	Daligas
	www.daligas.co.uk
	Gas
	0800 111 4568
	 
	Not part of the scheme

	Ebico
	www.ebico.org.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 458 7689
	 
	0800 300 111

	Economy Energy
	www.economyenergy.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0844 4096613
	 
	Not part of the scheme

	Ecotricity
	www.ecotricity.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 030 2302
	01453 761482
	Not part of the scheme

	EDF Energy
(including customers of Seeboard and SWEB)
	www.edfenergy.com
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 096 9966
	0113 820 7117 
	0808 101 4130

	Extra Energy
	www.extraenergy.com
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 953 4744
	 0330 303 4774
	Not part of the scheme

	E.ON
	www.eonenergy.com
	Gas and Electricity
	0345 059 9905*
	0345 052 0000

	First Utility
	www.first-utility.com
	Gas and Electricity
	01926 320 700*
	0800 138 3342

	Good Energy
	www.goodenergy.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 254 0000
	01249 766090
	Not part of the scheme

	Green Energy
	www.greenenergy.uk.com
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 783 8851
	01920 486 156
	Not part of the scheme

	Green Star 
	www.mygreenstarenergy.com
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 012 4510
	 033 0088 1619
	Not part of the scheme

	iSupplyEnergy
	www.isupplyenergy.co.uk
	Electricity
	0330 2020298
	01202 612161
	Not part of the scheme

	Loco2Energy
	www.loco2energy.com
	Electricity
	0845 074 3601
	0203 582 3667
	Not part of the scheme

	M&S Energy
(in association with SSE)
	www.mandsenergy.com
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 9 802 473 
	Not available
	0800 300 111

	Npower
	www.npower.com
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 3169952
	0330 1008632
0330 100 8625
	0800 980 5525 

	OVO Energy
	www.ovoenergy.com
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 599 9440
	01179 303100
	Not part of the scheme

	Sainsburys Energy 
(in association with British Gas)
	www.sainsburysenergy.com
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 316 0 316
	Not available
	0800 077 3827

	Scottish Power
(including Manweb)
	www.scottishpower.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 027 0072 
	0345 270 0700
	0800 027 0139

	Spark Energy
	www.sparkenergy.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0345 034 7474*
	Not part of the scheme

	SSE
	www.sse.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 980 8831
	Not available
	0800 300 111

	SSE Atlantic
	www.atlantic.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 980 8437
	Not available
	0800 300 111

	SSE Scottish Hydro
	www.hydro.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 980 8754
	Not available
	0800 300 111

	SSE Southern Electric
	www.southern-electric.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 980 8476
	Not available
	0800 300 111

	SSE SWALEC
	www.swalec.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 980 9041
	Not available
	0800 300 111

	Utilita
	www.utilita.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	03452 072 000
	01962 397 097
	Not part of the scheme

	Utility Warehouse (owned by Telecom Plus)
	www.utilitywarehouse.co.uk
	Gas and Electricity
	0800 781 7777
	Not available
	0800 781 7777

	Zog Energy
	www.zogenergy.com
	Gas
	hello@zogenergy.com
	Not available
	Not part of scheme.
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Appendix 2
Standardisation of terminology used in the electricity and gas markets 

Final Agreed Terms

October 2014
Ofgem facilitated a Consumer Bills and Communications Roundtable Group (CBCRG) which looked at the use of common terms across the domestic energy market. Attendees consisted of large and small suppliers, DECC, Consumer Futures, Citizens Advice and Which?

The group reached a consensus that establishing certain common terms across the industry would make the market easier for consumers to understand and navigate.

Energy UK has taken this work forward by setting up a group to agree further terms. The group has subsequently a number of common terms, and these are set out below. 

	Agreed Terms
	Description
	Current practice

	Complaint


	Any expression of 

dissatisfaction made to an organisation, related to any of its products, its services or the manner in which it has dealt with any such expression of dissatisfaction.
	

	Terms and Conditions


	The rules that both customer and supplier have to abide by for the duration of a contract.
	

	Tariff


	The package of charges and conditions that a supplier offers a customer for providing electricity, gas or both. This will include any discounts a customer receives (such as for managing your account online), and any extra products or services in the package (such as supermarket shopping points).
	In place of: package, plan, product, deal, offer 



	Tariff end date
	If a customer is on a fixed price tariff, the date at which this will come to an end. 
	In place of: ‘renewal date’ or ‘contract end’

	kWh
	A unit used to measure the amount of electricity or gas a customer uses.
	

	Switch


	The process of changing gas or electricity supplier, or changing to a new tariff with the same supplier.
	In place of: Transfer

	Payment Method 
	The way you customers pay for energy. Direct Debit, prepayment, or cash or cheque, for example.
	In place of: Payment type 



	Direct Debit 
	A transfer of money from a customer’s bank account directly to a supplier.
	

	Standing Charge 
	A fixed cost associated with providing a customer with energy. It includes things like meter reading, maintenance, and the cost of keeping the customer connected to the network. It will be displayed in pence per day (p/day). 
	In place of: fixed charge; daily standing charge; monthly standing charge.



	Unit Rate 
	The amount a customer pays for each unit (kWh) of gas or electricity used.
	In place of: Consumption charge, X units at Y.YYp, unrestricted units, Price p/kWh, p per kilowatt-hours Y.YYY 



	‘p per kWh’ or ‘pence per kWh’
	The presentation of a unit rate.
	

	‘p per day’’ or ‘pence per day’
	The presentation of a standing charge.
	

	Variable price tariff (no end date)
	A tariff that keeps going, with no set end date. The prices of this tariff aren’t fixed, so the supplier can change them as long as they give the customer advance notice. However, these tariffs can’t have any exit fees, so the customer is free to switch away if they want.
	In place of ‘Evergreen’ or ’Standard Variable’

	Fixed price tariff
	A tariff where a set price is agreed for a fixed period, regardless of how much energy is consumed.
	

	Capped price tariff
	A tariff which guarantees that the customer's bill won't go above a set price.
	

	Stepped price tariff 
	A fixed tariff where future rises and falls in price are prearranged.
	In place of ‘structured tariff’ or ‘tiered tariff’

	Price Tracker Tariff
	A variable tariff which is linked to the rise and fall of wholesale commodity prices.
	In place of ‘tracker tariff’

	Green tariff
	A tariff with positive environmental credentials e.g. funding energy efficiency schemes or committing to generating a proportion of energy through renewable sources.
	

	Exit fee
	A fee that may be levied where a customer leaves a contract with their supplier earlier than agreed at the start of the contract.
	In place of: cancellation fee, termination fee, cancellation penalty, exit penalty 

	Actual meter reading
	A meter reading taken by a customer and submitted to their supplier.
	

	Estimated meter reading
	When a supplier’s estimate of energy used, based mainly on past consumption, is used as the basis of a customer’s electricity and/or gas charges
	

	Direct Debit Statement
	This tells a customer how much has been taken from their account to pay for their energy over a certain period. The new information that will appear on a bill for a standard credit consumer will also appear on the Direct Debit statement – this includes the ‘Could you pay less’ box on the first page, and the ‘About your tariff’ box on the second page.
	Bill


Future work

The group has agreed in principle to further meetings being convened with the aim of agreeing further terms.
Suppliers and other organisations will apply the agreed terms to the following communications:

· Bills

· Annual statements

· Price rise notifications

· Tariff Information Labels

· Priority Services Register (PSR) notifications

· Gas safety information 

· Fuel Labels

· Policy Statements 

· Complaints Handling Procedure 

· Consumer checklist

· Treating Customers Fairly statements

· Sales scripts

· Customer service scripts

· Customer helpline scripts

· Websites

· Internal communications
Suppliers will have discretion around application of the standardised terms in the following communications:

· Advertising
· Product naming
Debt Assignment Protocol….





What is it?  And what you need to know….





List key pieces information about Debt Assignment Protocol















































Key contacts for help..
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