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Payment methods  good practice exists and where failings are 
evident. 

For most households fuel expenditure is a 
minor element in the family budget. Middle 
and upper-income households have access 
to the full range of payment methods and 
will make their choice dependent on 
personal preference and circumstances. 
Many low-income households do not have 
this privilege. Their financial constraints 
often mean that payment methods are 
determined by poverty rather than choice. 
For example, the overwhelming majority of 
prepayment meter users will use this 
method as a way of coping with actual or 
imminent debt despite the fact that they 
incur higher charges as a result. 

However this good practice guide does not 
consider the economic and social 
implications of the move towards fully cost-
reflective pricing in the domestic energy 
sector; nor does it address policy issues 
such as customer levies to ensure cross-
subsidy and minimise disadvantage to 
vulnerable consumers. The primary 
objective of this briefing is to ensure that 
low-income customers are not further 
disadvantaged through lack of access to the 
full range of payment methods which are, 
in theory, available to them. 

Assessing existing practice 

Energy regulators, OFFER and Ofgas, 
require domestic suppliers to produce 
written codes of practice on the range of 
payment methods open to their customers. 
NEA has undertaken a review of existing 
codes of practice to assess the quality of 
existing practice; to determine in what 
respects they meet the needs of low-
income households; and to indicate where 

A model code of practice 

The opening up of the domestic gas supply 
industry has brought some twenty new 
domestic suppliers into the gas market. All 
gas and electricity suppliers are required to 
publish codes setting out their practice in 
dealing with cases where bill payment 
represents a problem for the customer. 
NEA has tried to distil from existing written 
codes of practice the principles which 
should inform a model of good practice in 
this area. 

NEA intends that this review and the good 
practice criteria which emerge from the 
process will contribute to development of 
improved provision for low-income 
households whether for new entrants to 
the domestic energy supply market or for 
those companies already established in the 
market. 
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Methods of Paying 
for Fuel 

Privatisation of the electricity and gas 
utilities, and the prospect of competition 
across the whole of the domestic energy 
sector from 1998, has introduced market 
forces to areas of the supplier/consumer 
relationship which were minimised 
during the era of public ownership. In 
particular, cost-reflective pricing has 
undermined the historic practice of 
cross-subsidy - where the cost of 
providing supplies to "expensive" 
consumers e.g. those living in remote 
areas, or using administratively 
expensive payment methods, would be 
subsidised by spreading the cost across 
the whole domestic customer base. 

The effect of this change in the culture 
of the fuel utilities has been to create a 
system of incentives and penalties linked 
to the payment option used by 
individual households. Whilst a range of 
options ostensibly provides increased 
consumer choice, the reality is that some 
consumers benefit from their capacity to 
select the most economic option, whilst 
others are disadvantaged as the payment 
method best suited to their 

circumstances involves a financial 
penalty. 

Codes of practice on paying fuel 
bills 

The gas regulator, the Office of Gas 
Supply, and the electricity regulator, the 
Office of Electricity Regulation, require 
suppliers to the domestic sector to meet 
particular obligations to their customers 
in terms of providing information on 
payment options. 

The relevant licence conditions for both 
gas and electricity industries concentrate 
on the problems of bill payment, and set 
out requirements for a Code of Practice 
which specifies procedures for 
identifying those customers facing 
difficulty in paying bills, and for 
itemising procedures whereby 
consumers can be enabled to remain on 
supply without undue financial penalties 
or pressure. 

The gas industry 

Licence Condition 19 of the gas supply 
licence sets out the duties of a supplier in 
terms of steps to be taken where charges 
for gas are unpaid. 

The licence requires the supplier to make 
arrangements "in relation to any of the 
licensee's domestic customers who, 
through misfortune or inability to meet 
bills for gas supplied on credit terms, 
incurs obligations to pay for gas so 
supplied for use for domestic purposes 
which he finds difficulty in discharging", 
providing for: 

• identification, where practicable, of 
those households unable to pay as 
distinct from other customers in 
default 

• general information as to how a 
customer experiencing difficulty in 
paying gas bills can reduce future 
bills through the more efficient use 
of gas 

• "fuel direct" to be accepted as a 
means of discharging debt 

• any debt to be repaid through an 
instalment plan based on the 
customer's ability to pay; which 
ability may be determined by 
reference to third party individuals 
or organisations 

• the installation of a prepayment 
meter where that option is safe and 
practicable. The prepayment meter 
should be calibrated to recover debt 
at a rate which takes account of the 
customer's ability to pay. 

No domestic customer can be 
disconnected from gas supply unless and 

In general, fuel companies recognise the 
sensitive nature of their relationship 
with consumers; that their commercial 
objectives are to some extent qualified 
by the nature of their product - a 
commodity essential for health and 
welfare. 
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until the licensee has complied with the 
appropriate conditions above. 

The relevant licence 
conditions for both 
gas and electricity 
industries 
concentrate on the 
problems of bill 
payment, and set 
out requirements for 
a Code of Practice 

The electricity industry 

The relevant duties of Public Electricity 
Suppliers in England and Wales are 
currently set out in Conditions 18 and 
19. There is a degree of overlap in the 
areas covered by these conditions and 
the two conditions will be merged in the 
future. Condition 18 requires the 
licensee to prepare and submit to the 
regulator a Code of Practice on payment 
of bills, including appropriate guidance 
for customers having difficulty in paying 
bills. Condition 19 is much more explicit 
in describing procedures to be followed 
in dealing with tariff customers in 
default. The requirements under this 
latter condition are similar to those 
specified for the gas industry. Suppliers 
should prepare and submit for the 
regulator's approval a statement of their 
methods for: 

• distinguishing between those 
customers unable to pay their 
electricity bills and others in default 

• taking into account the customer's 
ability to comply with a payment 
plan 

• involving third party individuals or 
agencies in assessing ability to 
comply with payment arrangements 

• identifying those customers who 
subsequently have been unable to 
comply with an instalment plan 

• provision of a prepayment meter 
where a customer cannot comply 
with a payment arrangement, 
providing it is safe and practicable 
to do so 

• calibrating a prepayment meter to 
recover debt whilst taking into 
account the customer's ability to 
pay. 

The Office of Electricity Regulation 
proposes to merge Conditions 18 and 
19 in Licence Conditions operational 
from the introduction of the competitive 
domestic supply market in 1998. In 
addition Offer has recommended that 
the actual procedures followed by 
companies in their dealings with 
customers in default should be 
published. The companies' argument 
against publication of their procedures 
has focused on the prospect of large 
numbers of customers "working the 
system"; however the regulator 
considers this argument weak and 
strongly recommends publication. 

The range of payment methods 

In general, fuel companies recognise the 
sensitive nature of their relationship with 
consumers; that their commercial 
objectives are to some extent qualified 
by the nature of their product - a 
commodity essential for health and 
welfare. This awareness, supported by 
regulatory influence has resulted in a 
situation where payment methods, in 
theory, have been devised to suit the 
particular circumstances of different 
types of customers. This is not to suggest 
that all customers are similarly privileged 
or disadvantaged since certain choices 
confer economic benefits and other 
choices impose financial penalties. In 
addition, there are payment options 
which are unsuited to certain customers 
because of other factors such as physical 
frailty or the location of their dwelling. 
The table on page 6 lists the most 
common methods of bill payment with 
an indication of any pluses or minuses. 

The principles of payment 
methods 

The table on page 6 demonstrates the 
necessity of the widest possible range of 
payment methods in trying to match 
individual households to the one most 
appropriate for their circumstances. 
Equally important is the attitude of 
companies to payment methods both in 
promotion of individual methods and in 
providing systems and facilities to ensure 
that all payment options are accessible. 
There is some evidence that this is not 
always the case and that companies vary 
in their attitudes to certain payment 
methods, and their availability, despite 
specific guidance and recommendations 
from their regulatory bodies. 



Payment for current use of fuel and/or debt 

taken directly out of benefits 

Fuel expenditure and debt repayment 

evenly spread 

Less expensive for consumers in debt than 

some other methods (e.g. prepayment 

meters) 

Essential to understand that, if current fuel 

use exceeds amount paid in Fuel Direct, 

money will still be owed and deductions 

from benefit will have to be increased 

No flexibility in budgeting 

Only for those on Income Support who 

are, or have been, in fuel debt 

Particularly suitable for those with ill 

health or mobility problems 

Advantages 
 Disadvantages 

Method of payment 
 Who it would suit 

Credit methods  Only have to think about bill when it arrives 
 Difficult to budget because of large 

 Household whose income is stable 

Quarterly/hi-monthly 
 Always paying for fuel after it arrives 

 differences in winter and summer bills 
 

Household whose income easily 

Problems can arise with estimated bills  accommodates fluctuating fuel bills 

Monthly budget scheme - Direct Debit or 

Standing Order 

Payment the same all year round 

No worry about bills 

Can pay by bankers order or through giro 

account and effectively forget about it 

Have to make sure consumption doesn't 

exceed payment - otherwise will have to 

pay extra at end of year or at interim review 

May be paying too much if consumption is 

overestimated 

Households with regular income 

Those who find monthly budgeting 

easier than quarterly 

Small payments on a regular basis 

Can help save towards future bills 

Flexible 

Can pay cash as and when convenient 

towards next bill 

Pay for fuel as it's used 

Can budget according to means 

No large bills to worry about 

No risk of theft from key meter, key specific 

to one user 

Possible inconvenience and travel costs to 

pay at showroom 

May incur additional transaction charges 

where payments are made at Post Offices or 

certain banks 

Can be lost/stolen 

Some companies don't offer this payment 

method 

Payment may not be enough to cover the 

quarterly bill. Any outstanding amount will 

have to be paid when you receive the bill 

Need to contact fuel company if this 

method is preferred 

More expensive way to pay for fuel 

Limited number of outlets for charging 

tokens and key 

Possible inconvenience and high travelling 

costs 

Essential that people understand their fuel 

consumption and how standing charges 

and debt are reclaimed 

If fuel runs out only very limited amount of 

emergency credit 

Households without bank accounts 

Households repaying debts 

Those on a low or irregular income 

Those with irregular incomes e.g. the 

self employed, employees who do 

varying amounts of overtime 

Those with a fixed low income but 

irregular outgoings e.g. unemployed 

Those who want a prepayment meter 

but live in a high risk burglary area 

Those who want a prepayment meter 

and don't find access to source of 

keys/tokens a problem 

Weekly/fortnightly budget payments 

Fuel stamps 

Pay as you go 

Card meter/Token meter/Key meter 

Fuel Direct 

Prepayment methods 
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Table 1 

* Table from Heating Advice Handbook, Energy Inform, 1993 
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For most middle and upper income 
households paying fuel bills is not a 
major problem and choice of payment 
method will be a matter of personal 
preference and economic incentive, e.g. 
many such customers are attracted to 
the discount offered for payment by 
direct debit. The choice for many low-
income consumers is more basic - they 
must choose the method which least 
disadvantages them in terms of cost 
whilst enabling them to remain on 
supply. Data on electricity payment 
methods are much more readily 
available than those for gas; this fact is 
reflected in the ensuing comments. 

Direct Debit/Standing Order 

In total some 31% of domestic electricity 
customers pay by monthly or quarterly 
direct debit or by standing order. In 
general these payment methods allow a 
small discount usually in the order of 2% 
of the customer's charges. Clearly there 
are advantages for both parties -
consumer and supplier - in the 
arrangement. The consumer benefits 
from the discount and the supplier from 
low administration costs. However a 
substantial number of low-income 
households are excluded from this 
payment option as a result of their 
having no bank account. Such customers 
will also incur charges where they pay a 
credit account at a bank. 

Despite the electricity regulator's 
suggestion that Codes of Practice should 
specify the company's position on end-
of-year reconciliation of the credit or 
debit situation, not all electricity 
companies make their policy explicit. 
None of the gas companies' codes 
referred to their policy on this issue. 

Weekly/fortnightly/monthly 
payments 

Some 600,000 electricity consumers pay 
their bills by this method. Payment 
facilities are generally available at 
company outlets or other specified 
agencies e.g. post offices. Companies 
assess the expected annual charges and 
issue a payment book or card which 
allows the bill to be paid in instalments. 
Unlike Direct Debit, this payment 
method offers no discount. Some 
companies only offer this payment 
option on a monthly basis, others accept 
weekly or fortnightly payments as well 
by cash or cheque. 

Flexible payment schemes 

This payment method allows for a 
customer to pay any amount at any time 
towards the cost of their quarterly bill. 
Any outstanding amount must then be 
paid when the bill becomes due. Not all 
companies offer this payment option. 

Fuel Direct 

Offer's 1995 guidance for Public 
Electricity Suppliers suggested that 
electricity companies have demonstrated 
their commitment to Fuel Direct by 
signing the Joint Statement of Intent (an 
agreement by the Benefits Agency, the 
DSS, and the fuel and water utilities on 
direct deductions). The evidence in 
many cases contradicts this. Whilst in 
one region one consumer in 90 uses Fuel 
Direct, the comparable figure at the 
other extreme is one in 3,300. In fact 
one Public Electricity Supplier states 
categorically that Fuel Direct is only an 

option for those consumers whose 
circumstances preclude the installation 
of a prepayment meter. 

If you receive Income Support and owe us 
a debt, and a Powerkey meter is not 
suitable for your special circumstances, you 
may be able to join the Fuel Direct Scheme. 

Across the whole of the domestic 
electricity consumer base in 1995 there 
were 71,000 direct deduction cases, a 
figure which has subsequently fallen to 
48,000; the gas industry, with a smaller 
customer base, had 214,000 Fuel Direct 
arrangements. The gas supply licence 
requires companies to offer Fuel Direct 
as a payment method. This is also a 
requirement in the proposed new 
Condition 18 for Public Electricity Supply 
companies and Second Tier Suppliers. 

Earlier this year the Department of Social 
Security completed a review of the Fuel 
Direct Scheme which would, if 
implemented, result in fewer claimants 
joining the scheme and remove existing 
users once any debt has been repaid. In 
addition, households applying to join 
the scheme will need the 
recommendation of the fuel supplier, a 
move which will limit access further. Fuel 
Direct is an essential payment method 
for those customers unable to cope with 
the discipline of budgeting and does not 
increase the cost of fuel as is the case 
with prepayment meters. To date the 
new Government has not confirmed its 
plans for Fuel Direct. 

Recommendation: 
Companies should encourage use of Fuel 
Direct for eligible customers and should 
not promote other payment methods 
simply because they are more attractive 
to the company. 
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Companies should discuss with the 
Benefits Agency the funding and 
administration of the Fuel Direct 
Scheme. 

Fuel Stamps 

Most electricity companies and British 
Gas sell fuel stamps through a range of 
outlets to enable customers to save 
towards future bills. Despite the 
apparent benefit to certain categories of 
customers (the electricity saving stamps 
market alone had gross sales of over £20 
million in 1995), some companies have 
removed this option, with five Public 
Electricity Suppliers no longer offering 
this alternative. Offer recommends that 
withdrawal of any payment option 
should be discussed with the regional 
electricity consumers' committee but if 
this procedure has been followed it has 
apparently had little effect on the 
companies' decision. Offer's 
recommendation that the Consumers' 
Committee should ensure a suitable 
alternative is available should include the 
proviso that "a suitable alternative" will 
require that the customer suffers no 
financial disadvantage. 

Recommendation: 
That the regulator should take account 
of any financial disadvantage to 
customers in deciding whether to 
authorise the withdrawal of any existing 
payment method. 

Prepayment meter installation 
and calibration 

The development and promotion of 
coinless prepayment meters in the past 
five or six years has brought both 

benefits and disadvantages to gas and 
electricity consumers. Since 1991 the 
number of prepayment meters installed 
has increased from 21/4 million to over 
4 million in 1997. The advantage of such 
a payment method lies in the virtual 
elimination of disconnection (at least 
within the electricity industry) as 
customers are allowed to remain on 
supply and the meter is calibrated to 
collect debt. Disadvantages include a 
higher standing charge and/or higher 
unit costs possibly resulting in 'hidden 
disconnection' when inability to feed the 
meter means loss of supply. The 
prepayment customer may also be 
disadvantaged as a result of having to 
travel to charge the key and by the need 
to keep feeding the meter to pay 
standing charges and service any debt 
even where no energy is being 
consumed. Some off-peak heating tariffs 
are not suitable for use with a 
prepayment meter. 

There is concern that prepayment 
meters will be seen and promoted by 
fuel suppliers as a solution to payment 
problems whereas they may simply 
conceal the reality of the situation. On 
the other hand there is evidence that 
some households find coinless 
prepayment meters to be a useful 
budgeting aid. 

It is important that the pros and cons of 
prepayment meters be made explicit. 
One electricity supply company omits 
any reference in its code of practice to 
the fact that a prepayment meter incurs 
additional charges, stressing instead their 
convenience. 

More and more people are choosing a 
keymeter because they find it the easiest 
way to budget for electricity. Many 
customers now find a prepayment meter a 
convenient way to budget for their 
electricity and avoid getting into debt. 

This is more a marketing exercise on 
behalf of prepayment than an objective 
assessment of the advantages and 
disadvantages of a particular payment 
method. 

Apart from any direct financial cost in 
using prepayment meters, there are also 
indirect costs, both financial and 
personal. These result from the 
customer's need to visit outlets for the 
purpose of recharging cards or keys 
which may entail a considerable journey. 
Whilst most companies are improving 
their service in terms of number and 
opening hours of outlets, this is not 
universally the case. However any 
assessment of the quality of this aspect of 
the service can only be made at a local 
level by customer and consumer bodies. 

Recommendations: 
Typical additional costs associated with 
prepayment meters across a range of 
consumption patterns should be 
illustrated in the relevant literature. 

A customer taking possession of a 
property where a prepayment meter is 
already installed should be advised of 
any disadvantages and given the option 
of immediate removal of the meter. 

Prepayment meters should not be 
recommended where mobility represents 
a problem for the customer or where the 
relevant dwelling is remote from a 
charging outlet. 

Charging outlets should be maximised 
and should, in urban areas, involve a 
journey of no more than one mile from 
the customer's home. 

When a debt has been recovered the 
customer should be offered a credit 
meter and advised fully on all the 
available payment options. 
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No matter how wide the range of 
payment options, these will not work to 
the benefit of all consumers unless they 
are accompanied by a willingness on the 
part of the fuel companies to deal 
sympathetically with consumers in 
difficulty. There are still numerous areas 
in which the attitude of the company 
can determine whether a customer 
receives the full benefit of protection 
under the Codes of Practice. These 
include: 

• The can't pay/won't pay issue 

• The rate of debt recovery 

• Energy efficiency advice 

• Disconnection moratorium 

• Security deposits 

• Estimated bills/meter reading 

• Debt counselling 

• Statement of financial penalties 

• Personal contact/appropriate 
training 

• Effective communication. 

The can't pay/won't pay issue 

In January 1989 the then Director 
General of Gas Supply, James McKinnon, 
announced proposed modifications to 
the British Gas authorisation which 
required the company to distinguish 
between tariff customers in default 
"through misfortune or inability to cope 
with gas supplied for domestic use on 
credit terms" and other tariff customers 

in default. This modification was 
intended to ensure that disconnection 
from supply would no longer be a threat 
to consumers whose bills were unpaid as 
a result of their financial circumstances 
rather than their unwillingness to pay 
promptly on demand. This distinction is 
also now a formal element within the 
licence conditions applying to electricity 
suppliers. 

Failure on the part 
of the supplier to 
appreciate the 
reality of the 
customer's 
circumstances will 
benefit neither party 
and will simply 
exacerbate existing 
problems. 
Leaving aside the difficulty of applying 
rigid definitions to such a complex issue 
as household finances, the value of this 
distinction is unclear. Whilst 
disconnection from electricity supply has 
been virtually eliminated, gas 
disconnections persist at around 14,000 
per annum. It is unclear why the 
disconnection figures for gas should 
remain at this level but the implication 
is, if the procedures operate as they 
should, that those households currently 
being disconnected choose to be cut off 
from supply rather than pay outstanding 
charges. This may be the case to some 

extent since, for the desperately poor, 
gas is generally more dispensable as a 
household service than electricity, but it 
may also indicate a failing in the 
methods adopted by British Gas for 
identifying and dealing with customers 
in financial difficulty. 

Recommendation: 
All customers in breach of the 
requirement to pay fuel bills promptly 
should initially be treated as being 
unable to pay. Where a customer 
continues to reside at the property from 
which a supply is to be disconnected, 
the supplier should first obtain written 
confirmation that a supply is no longer 
required. 

The rate of debt recovery 

Gas and electricity suppliers are entitled 
to seek recovery of charges owed, at 
least where there is no dispute about the 
amount due and the householder's 
responsibility for the debt. However the 
crucial factor in any agreement about 
debt recovery is the rate of recovery. 
Many of those households incurring 
debt are already living at subsistence 
level and there may be, as well as money 
owed to fuel utilities, additional or 
multiple debt. 

Failure on the part of the supplier to 
appreciate the reality of the customer's 
circumstances will benefit neither party 
and will simply exacerbate existing 
problems. Despite regulatory instruction 
to make ability to pay the fundamental 
basis for repayment arrangements, there 
is considerable variation in practice 
amongst the different companies. 
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Offer guidance suggests that the Fuel 
Direct level for debt recovery (currently 
£2.65 per week) may be an appropriate 
figure. Despite this, the average weekly 
amount collected to recover debt 
through electricity prepayment meters 
varies regionally from a low of £2.11 to a 
high of £5.19, in 1997. Similarly, 
although companies are supposed to 
have moved away from debt collection 
procedures which establish a fixed 
period for recovery of the debt (a 
practice which completely contradicts 
the concept of affordability), one 
electricity company recovers debt over 
an average of 99 weeks whilst another 
recovers outstanding charges in 26 
weeks. 

Research indicates 
that energy advice 
can enable 
householders to 
reduce fuel 
consumption by as 
much as 10%. This 
may be the 
difference between 
fuel debt and 
affordable warmth. 
There are indications within the gas 
industry that the competitive market will 
further encourage companies to recover 
debt as quickly as possible with reduced 
emphasis on ability to pay. Centrica are 
reluctant to accept the Fuel Direct figure 
as a fixed standard for debt recovery. 

There may be rational explanations for 
such regional disparities e.g. more 
affluent debtors or lower levels of debt. 
Whatever the possible explanations, 
debt recovery practice should be as 
consistent as possible and shaped to the 
interests of the customer rather than 
those of the company. There may be a 
tendency for the customer to take an 
optimistic but misguided view of their 
financial situation and agree to 
unrealistic and unsustainable payment 
arrangements. 

Despite the ostensible requirement that 
ability to pay should be the determining 
factor in debt recovery, one company 
states unequivocally: 

"If you want a repayment period which is 
longer than we will allow under the Budget 
Payment Plan, we will offer you a 
prepayment meter. We are willing to allow 
longer repayment periods through 
prepayment meters than under the Budget 
Payment Plan." 

Recommendations: 
The Fuel Direct figure should be used in 
calculating the weekly amount of debt 
recovery. Where the recovery rate is 
higher, this arrangement should be 
endorsed by the Regional Electricity 
Consumers' Committee or the Gas 
Consumers Council and subject to the 
customer's written consent. 

Companies should not accept the Fuel 
Direct figure as a minimum but should 
genuinely relate the debt recovery to 
ability to pay. In many cases this will 
mean a lower weekly sum being 
recovered for debt. 

Companies should train their relevant 
staff in money advice and counselling. 
The assistance of money advice agencies 

should be sought in training relevant 
staff and consideration should be given 
to involving money advice staff to assess 
ability to pay on a regular and ongoing 
basis. 

Companies should not seek privileged 
creditor status for themselves but should 
accept parity with other creditors in a 
multiple debt situation. 

Energy efficiency advice 

The Energy Report of the English House 
Condition Survey indicates that 
households in the least energy efficient 
properties need to spend more than 
20% of their income on heating their 
home. Such pressure on the household 
budget increases the likelihood of bill 
payment problems and debt. Clearly 
these households are in most need of 
advice on how to use energy more 
efficiently and on what financial 
assistance might be available to enable 
them to reduce energy consumption. 

Licence condition 19 for public gas 
suppliers requires that customers 
identified as being unable to cope with 
their bills should receive general 
information as to how that customer 
might reduce his charges in the future 
by the more efficient use of gas. Offer's 
guidance to suppliers on energy advice 
provision recommends that the gas 
model be followed and energy advice 
directed to those most in need, e.g. 
those threatened with disconnection; 
those using prepayment meters; elderly 
and disabled customers; and customers 
occupying the least energy efficient 
properties. Offer's new draft Condition 
18 Code of Practice on Payment of Bills 
follows the gas example in providing 
energy efficiency advice to customers in 
default. 



Clearly any measures which can reduce 
energy consumption whilst maintaining 
comfort levels is of crucial importance to 
those customers whose fuel costs are 
unmanageable. Research indicates that 
energy advice can enable householders 
to reduce fuel consumption by as much 
as 10%. This may be the difference 
between fuel debt and affordable 
warmth. 

Recommendations: 
Energy supply companies should 
concentrate their advice provision on 
customers who are thought to 
experience difficulty in paying for fuel, 
specifically: 

• customers on Fuel Direct 

• customers using prepayment meters 

• customers paying arrears through 
any other method(s). 

Advice on the efficient use of energy 
should be provided as part of the 
company's debt negotiation procedures. 

The appropriate consumers committee 
should be informed of progress with 
advice to those customers and its 
effectiveness should be monitored and 
assessed. 

Disconnection moratorium 

In addition to general provisions for 
preventing disconnection, fuel supply 
companies are required by licence 
conditions (gas) or regulatory guidance 
(electricity) to make special provision for 
persons "of pensionable age". In effect 
this simply requires companies to operate 
a "winter moratorium" on disconnection 

where all household occupants are 
elderly and where the fuel charges 
cannot be paid. In fact this concession 
offers no more than is available to all 
households since it is dependent on a 
sympathetic interpretation of the can't 
pay/won't pay issue. 

In practice some companies extend the 
"moratorium" provision beyond all-
pensioner households, in one instance 
including sick or disabled occupants or 
children under 11 years of age as special 
cases. Similarly one company makes 
special provision for situations where all 
members of the household are elderly or 
disabled or dependent on electrical 
medical equipment. In one case this is 
taken a stage further with a moratorium 
on disconnecting households where any 
member is elderly or disabled. 

Most companies only offer the minimal 
protection of no disconnection for all 
pensioner households between October 
and March, although several companies 
make no reference to a winter 
moratorium implying that vulnerable 
households may avoid disconnection 
through a prepayment meter. This may 
actually be a realistic approach given the 
need to avoid permitting a vulnerable 
household to remain on supply 
throughout winter, thereby incurring 
higher debts, and subsequently being 
faced with disconnection or compulsory 
acceptance of a prepayment meter in 
April. 

Recommendation: 
The real significance of the winter 
moratorium should be examined and, if 
it represents a genuine benefit, extended 
to cover any household where any 
occupant suffers serious ill health, 
disability, is of pensionable age, or is a 
child under 11 years. 

Security deposits 

New applicants for an electricity or gas 
supply may be subjected to credit 
vetting. This will involve the company's 
agent carrying out an investigation into 
the credit-worthiness of the applicant. A 
poor credit rating may result in the 
company demanding a security deposit 
prior to agreeing a supply. 

Gas and electricity supply companies are 
entitled in law to ask for a security 
deposit. Such a deposit is not treated as 
a part payment towards future bills; 
rather it is a surety held by the company 
where customers occupy short-stay 
accommodation; where there has been a 
history of late payment or debt; where a 
prepayment meter is impracticable; or 
where theft, damage to meters or 
tampering has occurred. Security 
deposits are not generally required 
where a customer agrees to and keeps to 
a payment arrangement; where a 
prepayment meter is installed; or where 
an acceptable credit reference or 
guarantee is provided. 

Where the amount of security deposit is 
specified in codes of practice, the figure 
is generally set at around f100 and 
comprises either a fixed sum for new 
customers or a figure based on 1IA times 
the average quarterly electricity costs. 
The deposit will normally be held for 12 
months or until an acceptable payment 
record has been established, and interest 
will be paid on cash held by the fuel 
utility. Electricity companies are required 
to advise customers of the right of 
appeal to the regulator although this is 
not required of gas suppliers. 

The trend in security deposits in the 
electricity industry is downward with a 
reduction of 10,000 domestic customer 
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deposits in December 1996 compared 
with the figure for the previous year. 
Total security deposits currently number 
fewer than 20,000 compared with a 
high of 60,000 in 1993. One Public 
Electricity Supplier holds no security 
deposits whatsoever in the domestic 
sector. Most other companies hold 
security deposits with an average value 
around the £100 mark although there is 
considerable disparity at the extremes 
with a lowest average of £88 and a 
highest average of £173. 

A reasonable inference is that the 
increase of prepayment meters is 
eroding the use of security deposits by 
energy companies and that this trend is 
likely to continue in the future. There 
seems little evidence that security 
deposits are a major issue for consumers 
although the use of credit reference 
agencies to assess credit rating is a 
sensitive issue. 

Recommendations: 
The formula for calculation of a security 
deposit should be explicitly stated by all 
companies. 

The right of appeal against a request for 
a security deposit should be made clear. 

The possible involvement of a credit 
reference agency should be made clear 
as should the customer's entitlement to 
access to any adverse report. 

What constitutes late payment should be 
clearly defined. 

Estimated bills/meter reading 

An issue of direct relevance to fuel debt 
and payment methods is that of meter 

reading and accurate billing. British Gas 
must comply with a Standard of Service 
which requires that at least one gas bill 
in a 12 month period should be based 
on an actual meter read whether done 
by the company or the customer. At 
least one bill in a 24 month period 
should result from a company read. 
These standards do not apply to new 
entrants to the domestic gas market 
although companies generally aspire to 
the latter standard. 

Electricity suppliers are required to 
obtain one "firm" meter reading 
annually for a minimum percentage of 
consumers. This target is set in the 
region of 98 or 99 per cent for each 
company. Some 50 per cent of all 
complaints to the Office of Electricity 
Regulation are associated with disputed 
accounts - a situation which is likely to 
arise where a sequence of estimated bills 
is sent with cumulative underestimates. 
Only one company's Code of Practice on 
Payment of Bills actually contains 
instructions on meter reading. 

Clearly there are difficulties for 
companies in organising meter reading 
programmes which are cost-effective, 
efficient and cater for special cases, yet 
the possibility of a two year lapse 
between actual company reads is 
unacceptable. The advance of metering 
technology is sometimes cited as the 
solution to these problems but certainly 
not in the short term. 

Recommendations: 
As a minimum, an actual company read 
should be required within 12 months of 
the previous company read. 

Failure to comply with the above 
objective should make the company 

liable to a compensation payment to the 
customer. 

The service standards for companies' 
meter reading should be set at 100%. 

Where there is a gap of more than plus 
or minus 4 per cent between the 
estimated and actual readings, the 
company should examine the individual 
circumstances of the case and discuss 
with the customer possible reasons for 
any disparity. 

Debt counselling 

Prompt recognition of difficulties in 
paying bills is essential if the situation is 
to be prevented from deteriorating. 
Energy supply companies do emphasise 
the need for customers in difficulty to 
make immediate contact with them 
when fuel bill problems have arisen. 

There are, however, several additional 
factors to consider such as: the attitude 
and skills of company staff; the suitability 
of any proposed payment arrangement; 
and positive measures to prevent the 
situation recurring. 

It is important that company staff treat 
sensibly and sensitively those customers 
identifying themselves as, or who are 
perceived to be, facing difficulties in 
meeting the cost of their fuel. From this 
starting point it should be possible to 
arrive at the most suitable option for the 
customer. This attitude is built into 
British Gas service standards with the 
assurance that the customer will receive 
"prompt and helpful advice", and a 
timetable for a home visit and discussion 
of the problem. 



Guidance from the electricity regulator 
emphasises the need for sensitive and 
tactful handling of customers in debt -
that communication should be non-
confrontational and pro-active with 
customers assured that "their case will 
be heard sympathetically". Offer also 
suggests that the views of a recognised 
money advice agency on appropriate 
levels of debt recovery should be 
accepted by the company and that they 
should not seek privileged creditor status 
in negotiations. Since 1989 British Gas 
has accepted Money Advice Agency 
analyses of income and expenditure as 
evidence of a customer's ability to pay 
and has been prepared to accept debt 
repayment made on a pro-rata basis 
with other creditors. 

Statement of financial penalties 

Gas and electricity companies incur 
substantial additional costs as a result of 
late payment and other debt collection 
procedures. Standard practice requires 
that companies recover the cost of 
actions undertaken in the process of 
debt collection at least where this 
involves special visits and the 
involvement of external agencies such as 
the Magistrates Court. 

Recent research by the Consumers' 
Association has identified serious 
inconsistencies in procedures adopted by 
fuel utilities in pursuing debt. The most 
extreme course of action taken by 
companies is their resort to court action 
with a view to obtaining a warrant 
enabling them to forcibly enter the 
customer's premises in order to 
disconnect supply or install a 
prepayment meter. Consumers' 
Association figures show rates of court 
warrants sought ranging from a high of 

360 per 10,000 customers to a low of 7 
per 10,000. Actual use of warrants to 
force entry to the dwelling ranges from 
1 per 10,000 to 84 per 10,000. 

There is considerable disparity as to how 
companies deal with customers after the 
warrant has been sought and obtained 
and/or acted upon. One electricity 
company charges for the warrant, the 
locksmith's charges and their own staff 
time - a total of some £100. Charges 
imposed by other companies are variable 
and may, in some cases, be waived at 
the discretion of the company. 

Some companies make no reference to 
charges associated with disconnection 
visits or reconnection of supply, referring 
only to the likelihood that a prepayment 
meter will be fitted as the outcome. 
Offer has made it clear that details of 
companies' debt collection procedures 
and timetables should be published in a 
form readily understood by customers 
and company staff, and this should 
feature an explicit statement of the 
amount and circumstances of any 
charges levied in the collection of 
arrears. 

Recommendation: 
Details of all charges associated with 
disconnection and reconnection costs 
should be made apparent to the 
customer (to include any late payment 
charges). 

Levels of charges should be discussed 
with the relevant consumers' 
committees and whenever possible 
should be minimised. 

Company staff involved at all levels in 
debt discussion and negotiation should 
be trained in the principles and practice 
of money advice. 

Company staff whose work necessitates 
contact with consumers and particularly 
consumers with payment difficulties 
should receive training in customer care. 

Understanding procedures 

Offer guidance to public electricity 
suppliers requires that the actual 
processes involved in billing cycles and 
debt collection procedures should be 
made clear to customers in codes of 
practice. In general this requirement is 
observed but with varying degrees of 
detail. Some companies provide a full 
chronology of the procedure, others 
describe the process in general terms 
and provide no information on the 
timescale. One company omits any 
reference to Warrants of Entry in 
describing the pre-disconnection 
process. Descriptions of procedures are 
often difficult to follow and apparently 
contradictory. For example one code 
initially describes the procedure as 
follows: 

• bill 

• reminder 

• letter offering payment options 

• letter offering prepayment as 
alternative to disconnection. 

However the same document 
subsequently describes the procedure 
differently: 

• bill 

• reminder 

• letter offering payment options 
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• telephone or personal contact to 
discuss payment options 

• prepayment meter offer 

• seek warrant of entry 

• disconnect where prepayment meter 
is rejected. 

Recommendations: 
The procedures and timescales for debt 
recovery and negotiations should be 
made explicit as in example below. 

We send you a bill 

y We send you a reminder (13 working days 

after the bill) 

y We send you a notice pointing out that we 

will call to collect a debt (23 working days 

after the bill) 

II* Our collector calls on the date shown on 

the letter. If we cannot get in, we send a 

notice telling you that we are going to 

apply to a Magistrate for a Warrant of 

Entry 

We send you a letter saying we have a 

Magistrates Warrant of Entry (At least 30 

working days after the bill) 

I.' We call with a warrant and cut off the 

supply or fit a budget meter (At least 32 

working days after the bill) 

Charges to the customer resulting from 
late payment, disconnection or 
reconnection should be made clear. Any 
such charges should reflect the actual 
cost incurred by the company and 
should not be imposed as a punitive 
action. 

There should be an indication that 
charges may be waived in exceptional 
circumstances. 

Companies should provide the 
regulators with an analysis of 
applications made for Warrants of Entry 
and numbers of warrants executed 
which result in the installation of 
prepayment meters. 

Effective communication 

Most, but by no means all, of the written 
material published by the gas and 
electricity companies carries the seal of 
approval of the Plain English Campaign 
or an indication that the company is a 
member of the campaign. This is clearly 
a minimum requirement in making 
complicated material comprehensible to 
lay persons. 

There is little evidence, however, that 
any provision is made for those 
customers whose first language is not 
English. Offer's guidance to companies 
states that "care should be taken to 
ensure that the Code and any associated 
leaflets take full account of the ethnic 
mix of the customer base". 

Two companies publicise the existence 
of Language Line - a translation service 
covering 30 languages; one company 
publishes Codes of Practice in languages 
other than English; and one company 
provides brief text within the English 
language version in the four main 
regional minority languages. Only one 
company publicises the existence of 
audio tape versions of Codes of Practice. 
None of the other codes refers to 
services for customers with speech, 
hearing or visual impairment. 

Recommendations: 
All company material produced for 
consumers should be submitted for the 
scrutiny and approval of the Plain 
English Campaign. 

In conjunction with the relevant 
regulator and consumers' committee, 
companies should determine how the 
information needs of non-English-
speaking customers can be met. They 
should also agree the form of an advice 
service to cater for those with hearing, 
vision or speech difficulties. 

Monitoring procedures 

Provision should be made for external 
evaluation of the companies' procedures 
on payment of bill issues. This should 
involve full access to company records 
on individual cases as well as general 
statistical data including: trends on 
payment arrangements; warrants sought 
and executed; numbers of payment 
arrangements breaking down; and 
instances where customer choice of 
payment methods is rejected by the 
company. 

Recommendation: 
Full co-operation should be offered to 
relevant statutory consumer agencies in 
assessing the extent to which Code of 
Practice undertakings are being realised. 

Companies should be required to 
prepare a quarterly report containing a 
statistical analysis of the above payment 
issues; this report should be made 
publicly available. 
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Paying Your Fuel Bills 

Our commitment to customers 

This Code of Practice will tell you about 
ways of paying for electricity/gas and 
contains advice on what to do if you 
can't pay your bill. We try to ensure that 
all of our dealings with customers are 
handled promptly, efficiently and 
sympathetically. 

Our customer care training should 
ensure that our staff are responsible, 
helpful and courteous. Please let us know 
if you feel this is not the case. If you have 
difficulty in paying your bill let us know 
as soon as possible and we will be able 
to help. 

• our trained staff are on call 24 hours 
a day to advise and assist you 

• we will advise you of the full range 
of payment options available 

• we will agree a payment method 
which best suits your circumstances 
and explain clearly the costs, 
benefits and any disadvantages 
associated with that method 

• we will ensure that any information 
you provide is confidential 

New customers 

 

Page no  You can apply in writing for a supply of 
gas/electricity; by telephone; or by 

 

15  calling in person at one of our Customer 
Information Centres. If you apply by 
telephone we will send you a letter 

 

15  confirming the arrangements. If you 
complete a written application for supply 

 

16  we will provide you with a copy of the 
agreement. 

17 
As a registered customer you will have 
both rights and responsibilities. We 

 

19  expect you to pay your bills promptly 
and to take care of our metering 
equipment. If you are applying for a 

 

20  supply for the first time or if your past 
history of payment has been poor, we 

 

21  may apply to a credit vetting agency for 
additional information about your credit- 

 

21  worthiness. 

 

21  We will still offer you a gas/electricity 
supply but may require you to accept a 

 

21  prepayment meter (see page 18) or 
provide us with a security deposit (see 

 

22  page 21). If you dispute the credit risk 
assessment you can contact us and we 
will provide you with the name and 
address of the agency used. 

Contents 

New customers 

Understanding your 
energy bill 

Reading your meter 

Payment options 

How to get help if you cannot 
pay the bills 

What happens when 
bills are not paid 

Disputing your bill 

Security 

Landlords and tenants 

Complaints 

Sources of useful advice 

• we will visit you at home to advise 
you if you prefer. 

If you require help telephone our 
Customer Services Department free on 
0800 XXX XXX. 

You can write to us at the following 
(freepost) address. 

You will then be able to contact them to 
check the accuracy of the information 
they have provided. 

Understanding your energy bill 

The meter in your home measures how 
many units of energy you use. We try to 
read your meter every 13 weeks and 
send you a bill based on an actual 
reading. Where this is not possible we 
will accept your own meter reading or 
will estimate the amount of 
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NVNORTHERN ELECTRIC YOUR ACCOUNT NUMBER 
====  

on 6029 9213 
DALE OF ACCOUNT 

08 JAN 98 
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Far GUM molders pima semandr1 

100 140 209 7829 
Rama mid. Ma ■I you ccolnot Lie 

British Gas 
Home Energy Oil enquinm 

Votoe ouNagime 
relereeme number 

Your ems onto-a 
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( 
 

9'   

MI• 

• the present and previous meter 
readings ('E' means it is an 
estimated reading) 

• the number of units you have used 

• the price per unit of energy used 

• the standing charges for the quarter 
(quarterly charge) 

• the amount of VAT payable 

• the total amount payable 

We must do an 
actual read of your 
meter every 12 
months 

Reading your meter 

It makes sense to read your own meter 
on a regular basis. By doing this you will 
be able to keep track of your fuel 
consumption and work out what your 

100 1 4020978 29 A4 24 4 437 1 28 91  X 

E - Estimated reading. If the estimate is wrong 
it will be corrected at the time of the next 
reading 

C - Customer's own meter reading 

60299216 V7326392857 000081078 74  X 

electricity/gas used based on previous 
consumption patterns. 

This bill shows: 



100 

3 
0.1  kWh 

hal 3 3 8 

Read from left to right 
1  2 

ICY) 

10,000  1,000 
KILOWATT HOURS 

Digital type 

9 4 9 7 

3 4 

10 

4 ■ 0 r€1)    

future bills are likely to be. You will also 
be able to check the accuracy of 
estimated bills. There are several types of 
credit meter, but the most common 
ones are described below. 

The digital meter shows a line of 
numbers. To find out how much fuel 
you have used you should subtract the 
reading on your last bill from the present 
meter reading. (You should ignore the 
last number in the line). 

Dial meters have a row of dials with 
hands which move from 0 to 9. Starting 
with the far left dial, write down the 
number the hands point to. If a hand is 
between numbers, write down the 
smaller number. If it is between 0 and 9 
write down 9. (Ignore the smallest dial). 

Monitoring consumption - electricity 
These meters consist of dials with hands 
which move in opposite directions. To 
record consumption read the dials from 
left to right (ignoring the final dial). 
Write down the number that the hand 
has passed (not necessarily the number 
closest to the hand). The meter below 
reads 94694 kWh. 

Dial or 'clock' type 

The current reading of the above meter 
is 94694 kWh (only the first five figures 
count). 

Economy 7 meters 

LOW 

7 
 

6 6 3 
10000  1000 

4 5 
NORMAL 

THE METER READS 97666 kWh ow 45338 kWh (Normal) 

Economy 7 meters should be read as 
ordinary digital meters, with off-peak 
and normal readings carefully recorded. 

Monitoring consumption - gas 
Gas meters are read in the same way as 
electricity meters but consumption is 
measured in hundreds of cubic feet* and 
only the first four numbers should be 
recorded. However since your gas bill is 
based on kilowatt hours (kWh) you will 
need to convert the cubic feet figure to 
kilowatt hours. The approximate value of 
100 cubic feet is 30 kWh. The cost per 
kWh of gas will be itemised on your 
most recent bill. 

This meter reads 6654. Only the first 
four dials are used. 

* Some gas meters record consumption in 
cubic metres. 1 cubic metre is approximately 
11 kilowatt hours. 

Payment options 

We aim to offer a range of payment 
options that suit your personal 
circumstances. You can pay by cheque, 
cash, debit card, credit card, standing 
order or by direct debit. You can pay the 
bill in full at the end of each quarter or 
you can make regular payments towards 
the bill. Alternatively you can pay in 
advance through the use of a prepayment 
meter. You can save towards the cost of 
your bill by purchasing fuel stamps. 

Paying your bill every three months 

Cash or cheque 
You can pay your bill by cheque or by 
cash. You can pay free of charge at our 
shops and offices, at any branch of the 
Co-operative Bank or at the Post Office. 
If you use another bank, there may be a 
charge for this service. If you send us a 
cheque, make it payable to: ACME 
Energy and address it to: 

Digital type 

Use only the white figures. 
The example above gives 6543 

Dial or 'Clock' type 

Put your gas/electricity account number 
on the back of the cheque. Do not send 
cash by post. 

Direct Debit 
Alternatively you can pay your quarterly 
bill through a direct debit arrangement. 
Using this method we will take the 
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amount of the bill from your bank 
account 14 days after the date of the 
bill. If you don't think your bill is right 
and tell us immediately the 14 day 
period will enable us to solve any 
problem. If you want to pay by direct 
debit, ask us for an application form. 

Because direct debit payments are easier 
for our accounts staff to handle, we are 
able to offer you a discount on your bill 
when you agree to pay this way. 

Debit and credit card 
Bank cheque guarantee cards can often 
be used as debit cards. If you want to 
use yours to pay the bill, call our 
Freephone number 

You can also pay your bill in this way by 
credit card. 

Paying by regular instalments 
Some people find paying the bill all at 
once difficult to manage. If you prefer, 
you can make small regular payments 
towards the cost of the bill. This can be 
done in a number of ways. 

Monthly direct debit 
We estimate what your bill will be over 
the year and divide it by 12 to get a 
monthly figure. After we have agreed 
this amount with you it will be deducted 
automatically from your bank account 
on a certain date each month. If you pay 
this way you will qualify for the direct 
debit discount. A direct debit 
arrangement enables us to change the 
monthly amount charged. 

After 12 months we will review the 
amount of the monthly payment. If 

payments have not kept up with your 
consumption we will suggest a revised 
monthly figure. If we find you have paid 
too much we will refund any excess 
payment and we will reduce your 
monthly payments accordingly. We will 
contact you at least 14 days in advance 
of any change to advise you of the new 
level of payment. 

Monthly payments by standing order 
This scheme is similar to the direct debit 
system, however we need your approval 
before the amount deducted can be 
changed. We estimate your total charges 
over a year and divide it by 12 to get a 
monthly figure. Each month your bank 
will send us the agreed amount. Your 
payments will be reviewed once a year. If 
payments have not kept up with 
consumption we will suggest a revised 
monthly figure. If we find you have paid 
too much you can have a refund and we 
will reduce the monthly payments for the 
next 12 months. If you pay this way you 
will qualify for a discount on your bills. 

Weekly, fortnightly or monthly budget 
payments 
Some people find it easier to pay bills on 
a regular basis - each week, fortnight or 
month. We will assess your yearly 
gas/electricity bill based on your fuel use 
in the past and arrange for you to pay 
this sum spread over a twelve month 
period. You will be provided with a card 
(or book) which will be used to record all 
the payments you make. You can make 
these payments at banks, post offices or 
one of our customer service points. 

Once a year we will review your account 
based on your actual consumption 
record. If you have paid for more 
gas/electricity than you have used, we 
will refund any surplus payment and 

adjust your regular payments. If you 
have used more fuel than you have paid 
for we will adjust your regular payments 
for the next year to repay any 
outstanding amount. 

Flexible payments 
Our Easipay scheme allows you to pay 
what you want when you want. We will 
give you an Easipay card which has a 
magnetic strip with your account 
number on it. Every time you make a 
payment this is electronically recorded. 
We will still send you a bill every three 
months, but it will show all the 
payments you have made towards the 
bill and any amount that you still need 
to pay. 

Savings stamps 
You can 'save' towards the cost of future 
bills by buying fuel stamps from one of 
our shops or offices or from post offices. 
Stamps cost £1 each and can be stuck 
on a card available at places that sell the 
stamps. When you receive your bill you 
can take the card to one of our shops or 
a post office and use the stamps to pay 
the bill. 

Remember 
We cannot replace any lost stamps so be 
careful with them. Our Easipay scheme is a 
safer way to pay. 

Prepayment meters 
Some people find that paying for fuel 
through a prepayment meter suits them 
best. They do not have the worry of 
future bills because any fuel consumed 
has already been paid for. If you want a 
prepayment meter, tell us and we will fit 
one free of charge where it is safe and 
practicable to do so. 
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When we fit a prepayment meter we will 
provide a special key* which can only be 
used with your meter. When you take 
the key to one of our shops, or to any 
one of the agencies we have appointed, 
you can get the key charged to a 
minimum of £1 and a maximum of £50. 
You then transfer the value of the credit 
by inserting the key in the meter. 

There are however several things to 
consider before you opt for a 
prepayment meter: 

• overall, the cost of a prepayment 
meter is higher than other payment 
methods 

• if you cannot for any reason get 
your key charged you will lose your 
supply 

• you may have to travel a 
considerable distance to charge your 
key 

• if you ask for a prepayment meter 
we will normally insist that you keep 
it for at least 12 months. 

You can find out more about 
prepayment meters by reading our 
leaflet 'Services for prepayment meter 
users' or by ringing our Customer 
Services Department on 
or you can write to us at the following 
(freepost) address. 

* Some prepayment systems use cards or 
tokens rather than keys. 

How to get help if you cannot 
pay your bills 

Although we are a commercial company 
and depend on our customers paying 

promptly we understand that there will 
be times when this is difficult. Our staff 
are trained to deal helpfully and 
sympathetically with customers who are 
having problems. We will try to reach an 
agreement that suits your financial 
circumstances and allows you to manage 
your spending on fuel. Any information 
you give us will be in complete 
confidence. 

However we can only help you if you tell 
us there is a problem. You can contact 
us by telephone or you can write to us at 
the following (freepost) address. 

It will cost you nothing and you will be 
able to discuss things with our specialist 
staff. Our staff will advise you on the 
best payment option for your situation 
and put you in touch with other 
organisations which may be able to help 
(see page 21). 

We may also be able to help you keep 
your fuel costs down by giving advice on 
energy saving measures and grants that 
are available to help pay for them. You 
can contact our energy advisors through 
the Freephone or, if you prefer, we can 
visit you in your home. 

Repayment arrangements 

If you cannot pay your bill, we can 
provide a range of repayment methods 
to suit you. 

Short-term arrangement 
If you need more time to pay we will 
normally allow this, provided the bill can 
be paid before the next bill is due. This 
can be done by: 

• paying the whole bill at a later date 
but before the next bill is due 

• arranging to pay by instalments 

Longer-term arrangements 
If the problem cannot be solved in the 
short term, we will try to provide a 
solution which prevents problems from 
occurring in the future. If you have 
received a number of estimated bills, we 
will obtain an actual meter reading to 
find out how much you owe. We will 
then discuss with you the following 
choices: 

Monthly direct debit 
We will work out how much your bill will 
be over the next 12 months and arrange 
for these charges to be paid direct from 
your bank in equal monthly instalments. 
We will also agree with you how much 
you can afford to pay towards the debt 
and add this sum to your monthly 
payments. 

Prepayment meter 
Depending on your circumstances, a 
prepayment meter may suit you best. 
These meters allow you to pay for fuel as 
you use it and can also be set to collect 
any outstanding debt at a rate affordable 
to you. You will pay more for fuel using 
a prepayment meter and you will have 
to make arrangements to buy tokens or 
charge your key, but you will not be 
faced with high bills any more and will 
not have the worry of being unable to 
pay them. 

We will normally be prepared to install a 
prepayment meter on request and 
discuss with you how much you can 
afford each week to pay off the debt. 
When the debt has been repaid, the 
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meter will be reset to charge only for the 
fuel you consume. 

After you have paid off the debt, we will 
discuss with you the possibility of 
removal of the prepayment meter and 
an alternative payment arrangement. 

Regular payments 
We try to be as flexible as possible in 
agreeing to payment arrangements 
which suit our customers' needs. You 
decide whether you want to pay weekly, 
fortnightly or monthly, we will agree the 
amount to be paid for your future 
energy use and also an amount towards 
paying off the debt. We will send you a 
special card on which any payment you 
make will be recorded. The agreement 
will take into account your ability to pay 
and we will accept any reasonable 
suggestion for the repayment of your 
debt. If we cannot reach agreement with 
you, we will be prepared to accept the 
recommendation of an independent 
advice agency such as the Citizens 
Advice Bureau or a Money Advice 
organisation. 

Fuel Direct 
If you are in debt and you receive 
Income Support we can arrange with the 
Benefits Agency for your fuel bills to be 
paid direct from your benefit. An 
amount will also be taken from your 
benefit each week to pay off your debt. 
We will calculate how much your 
average weekly bill is and this, together 
with the sum of £2.50 to pay off your 
debt, will be taken from your weekly 
benefit. 

We will check your fuel consumption 
every 3 months to ensure that you are 
paying enough for your current 
consumption. If not, we will have to 
increase your weekly payments. If you 

are paying too much, we will reduce 
your payments. Once you have paid off 
any debt, you can stay on this scheme if 
it helps you budget. REMEMBER you still 
have to pay for the energy you use so it 
makes sense to reduce consumption 
where possible. Our trained energy 
advisers will be happy to discuss ways in 
which you can save energy and reduce 
fuel bills. 

Repayment difficulties 

If you still find that you cannot manage 
your fuel bills and are unable to keep to 
the agreed payment arrangement you 
should contact us immediately, the 
number is on the front of your bill. We 
will then try to come to a different 
arrangement which suits you better. If 
you do not get in touch with us we will 
contact you to discuss various options 
including putting in a prepayment meter 
which will collect the debt whilst 
allowing you to pay for fuel as you use it. 

What happens when bills are not 
paid 

As a last resort we may disconnect your 
supply but we will only do this when you 
refuse to enter into a payment 
arrangement and will not accept a 
prepayment meter. We will not 
disconnect if any member of the 
household is aged over 60 or under 11; 
or if anyone in the household is 
registered disabled or is dependent on 
medical equipment which requires an 
electricity supply. 

We have a set procedure that we go 
through prior to disconnection. At every 
stage of the procedure you will be 
encouraged to come to an arrangement 

with us. The following chart sets out the 
steps we take if, after sending the bill 
and a reminder, we cannot contact you 
by letter, by phone, or by a home visit 
from one of our staff. The following 
timetable applies to customers with a 
good payment record. If you have a 
history of late payment we may ask you 
to agree a different method for paying 
your bills. 

We send you a bill 

We send you a reminder (13 working days 

after the bill) 

We send you a notice pointing out that we 

will call to collect a debt (23 working days 

after the bill) 

al," Our collector calls on the date shown on 

the letter. If we cannot get in, we send a 

notice telling you that we are going to 

apply to a Magistrate for a Warrant of 

Entry 

We send you a letter saying we have a 

Magistrate's Warrant of Entry (At least 30 

working days after the bill) 

all" We call with a warrant and cut off the 

supply or fit a budget meter (At least 32 

working days after the bill) 

You can pay the bill at any stage right up 
to the point of disconnection or, where 
appropriate, the compulsory installation 
of a prepayment meter.* However we 
are entitled to charge you for costs 
involved in these procedures unless there 
are exceptional circumstances. 

The following  charges  will apply: 

warrant of entry cost f ? 

warrant of entry visit f 7  

disconnection or prepayment 

meter installation f ? 

reconnection 

* For safety reasons prepayment gas meters 
cannot be installed without the presence and 
consent of the householder 



We will restore your supply any time you 
want, provided we reach agreement on 
how you will pay for future consumption 
and arrears. This is most likely to involve 
installing a prepayment meter, but we 
are prepared to discuss other options. 
Once we have agreed the new payment 
arrangements we will reconnect supply 
during the next working day, usually 
within 24 hours. 

Disputing your bill 

If you think your bill is wrong you should 
contact us immediately by telephoning 
the number at the top of the bill; by 
contacting us through our Freephone 
number; or by writing to us at the 
address shown on the bill. Our staff are 
able to check the accuracy of bills in a 
number of ways: 

• we can read the meter to ensure 
that the original bill was correct 

• we will ask you some questions 
about your energy using appliances 
and equipment to assess what your 
typical consumption should be 

• we will test the accuracy of your 
meter. 

Whilst the meter is being checked we 
will only ask you to pay the amount that 
you agree you owe us. 

If you are dissatisfied with the result of 
our meter examination you can refer the 
matter to the Office of Electricity 
Regulation/Office of Gas Supply (see 
Sources of useful advice) who may 
appoint an independent meter examiner 
to carry out further tests. Note that 
where gas meters are checked and found 
to be registering accurately you may be 
liable to pay for the cost of testing. 

Security 

If you have not been a customer of ours 
or if you have moved home and have a 
supply at your new premises we may 
check your previous payment record 
before agreeing to connect or continue 
your supply. In the case of new 
customers we may use a credit reference 
agency to help us carry out this check. If 
we decide that you may have difficulty in 
paying your bills we may ask you to 
provide a financial guarantee. You will 
be asked to: 

• pay us a security deposit returnable 
if you pay your bills regularly -
interest will be paid on the deposit 

• name someone who will be 
prepared to 'guarantee' payment of 
your bill 

• arrange to pay your bills by direct 
debit or standing order 

• pay your bills through a prepayment 
meter. 

Existing customers with a poor payment 
record may also be asked to pay by one 
of the methods listed above. You will be 
classed as having a poor payment record 
if: 

• on successive occasions you have 
delayed payment until after the 
reminder notice 

• you fail to keep to an agreed 
payment arrangement 

• your cheque or direct debit 
arrangement is rejected by the bank. 

We are always prepared to discuss any 
payment option with you, however 
there may be occasions when we cannot 

reach an agreement. In these 
circumstances you can appeal to the 
Office of Electricity Regulation - a 
Government-appointed agency which 
looks after the interests of electricity 
consumers. A dispute over a security 
deposit required by a gas company 
should be referred in the first instance to 
the Gas Consumers Council. 

Landlords and tenants 

If you rent your home and pay your 
landlord for fuel, there is a maximum 
price that you can be asked to pay. 
Details are available in the leaflets 
"Maximum resale price for 
gas/electricity" available from our offices 
and from advice agencies. 

Although the landlord is responsible for 
paying the bill you may still be 
disconnected if he fails to pay. If the 
landlord is responsible for the debt we 
will delay disconnection for a period of 
21 days. During this time you should 
contact the Social Services Department 
of your local council to see if they can 
help by preventing disconnection or 
ensuring reconnection. 

Complaints 

We aim to provide the best service 
possible in all our dealings with our 
customers, however, if you are not 
satisfied with our performance you can 
contact the Office of Electricity 
Regulation or the local Electricity 
Consumers' Committee (addresses can 
be found in Sources of useful advice). 
Gas consumers should contact the 
regional office of the Gas Consumers 
Council. 
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Sources of useful advice 

Saving energy 

Electricity supplier's advice line 
(Address and telephone number) 

Gas supplier's advice line 
(Address and telephone number) 

Energy Efficiency Advice Centre(s) 
(Telephone number) 

Eaga 
Freepost PO Box 130 Newcastle upon 
Tyne NE99 2RP. 
Telephone 0800 072 0150 
Minicom number 0800 072 0156 
(may provide grants to improve energy 
efficiency to low-income households) 

NEA 
St. Andrew's House 90-92 Pilgrim Street 
Newcastle upon Tyne NE1 6SG. 
Telephone 0191 261 5677 

Welfare benefits/money advice 

Citizens Advice Bureau 
(details in telephone directory) 

Money Advice Agency 
(details in telephone directory) 

Consumer advice 

Office of Electricity Regulation 
(Regional address and telephone 
number) 

Electricity Consumers' Committee 
(Regional address and telephone 
number) 

Office of Gas Supply 
130 Wilton Road London SW1V 1 LQ 
Telephone 0171 828 0898 

Gas Consumers Council 
(Regional address and telephone 
number) 

Energy Saving Trust 
11-12 Buckingham Gate London 
SW1 E 61B. Telephone 01 71 833 5597 

 

NEA 

NEA, National Office, St Andrew's House, 

90-92 Pilgrim Street 

Newcastle upon Tyne, NE1 6SG. 

Tel 0191 261 5677 Fax 0191 261 6496 
Campaigning for Warm Homes 
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NEA 
NEA, National Office, St. Andrew's House, 90-92 Pilgrim Street, 

Newcastle upon Tyne, NE1 65G. 

Tel 0191 261 5677 Fax 0191 261 6496 
Campaigning for Warm Homes 


